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Abstract 

Religion and Ethnicity are two identities that have featured 

prominently in conflicts in various parts of the world especially 

since the end of the Cold War. Consequently, numerousliteratures 

have dwelt extensively on their place in conflict. Yet, the role of 

these two identities, particularly religion in conflict in the 21st 

century is becoming more complex. This paper theoretically 

contributes to the analysis of the role of religion and ethnicity in 

intergroup conflicts. It posits that despite the input of these 

identities, their role in conflict is largely that of a platform for 

contestation of other resources, human and material. 

 

Introduction 

One pervasive nature of inter-group relation is its dynamic 

dynamism.Inter-group contact and interaction can be cooperative, at one 
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time, and conflictive, at another.  Inter-group relations can also be violent.1 

In explaining the dynamics of inter-group relations, five stages of 

development have been identified - contact and interaction, cooperation 

and compromise, competition, conflict, assimilation and integration.2 

Except in cases where the basis for contact was conflict (war), contact and 

interaction invariably engender cooperation.  The need for mutual inter-

dependence will always stimulate cooperation between groups.  

However, some groups as Horowitz observes, experience this cooperation 

and peaceful co-existence for a long period, while others with similar 

characteristics, are constantly going through enduring pattern of violent 

conflict.3  More also, some communities with multi-ethnic, religious and 

cultural beliefs or characteristics known for long period of peaceful 

cohabitation, cooperation and competition, often degenerate into violence.  

Judging by the desire of most groups to live in peace , it could be argued 

that cooperation, rather than conflict, is the dominant nature of inter-

group relations. However, the increasing spate of conflict particularly the 

violent ones between and among groups is speedily eroding that common 

believe. For instance, the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the 

consequent eruption of ethnic independent groups have increased the 

volume of inter-group conflict4. In the academic circle, the pervasive 

                                                 
1P.Vashney has noted the failure of societies (including scholars of conflict studies) to delineate 

between conflict and violence.  Conflict he argues can be creative and productive when 

managed properly. A mishandled conflict will translate its creativity into dysfunctionality 

and violence. A. Vashney, “Ethnic Politics and Civil Society: Indian and Beyond”.World 

Politics.  April 2004 

 
2 A. Mazrui, “Violence Continuity and Politics of Retribution in Africa”.  Journal of International 

Affairs.  Vol. 23, No. 11, 1969.; J. I. Eliagwu, “Nigeria’s Federal Balance: Conflict and 

Compromises in Political System”.  University of Jos, Post-Graduate Open Lecture 

Series, Vol. 1., No. 4, January 1984. p. 45 

 
3D. .Horowitz, Ethnic Group in Conflict. (Berkley, Los Angeles: University of California, 1885 

 
4J. Duckitt, “The Social Psychology of Prejudice”.  (Westport CT. Praeger, 1994); D. Taylor and 

F. Moghaddan, “Theories of Inter-Group Relations”, Journal of International Social 
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influence and effects of inter-group conflicts on societies have generated a 

great deal of attention on their study.5 One aspect of intergroup conflict 

that has received considerable attention from researchers, particularly in 

the 21st century, is how to determine the most explainable factor in 

conflicts, particularly those of hydra-headed nature. It is against this this 

backdrop that this paper interrogates the place of religious and ethnic 

identities in inter-group conflicts. 

 

Incompatible Interest and Dynamics of Inter-Group Conflict  

Incompatible group’s interest, in the form of relative deprivation of 

material and social resources, has been underscored as a major reason for 

conflict between and among group.6  According to Scarborough, in a 

situation where the existing structure favours one group against the 

other(s), where holders of power and privileges are unwilling to 

acknowledge the rights of others to share in such power and privilege 

positions, and where people find it difficult to be part of political and 

economic ideas of a political regime, the chances that conflict will occur 

and translate into violence are high.7 Similarly, opportunity, as Summer 

                                                                                                                                     
Psychological Perspectives.2nd Edition.(Westport C. T. Praeger, 1994); M. Brewer, and R. 

Brown; Inter-Group Relation” in D. gilbert  S. Fiske and G. Lindzeg (Eds), Handbook of 

Social Psychology. 1998, 393 – 400 
5 L. Huddy, “Contrasting Theoretical Approaches to Inter-Group Relations”.  Journal of Political 

Psychology, Vol. 25, No. 6, 2004.  Pp. 749 - 767 

 
6Stein, P. Collier, Breaking the Conflict Trap: Civil War and Development Policy.  (Washington: 

Word Book, 2003), p. 4.; I. Feierabends, and B. Nesvold, “Social Change and Political 

Violence: Cross National Patterns”, in Graham, H., T. R. Gurred, The History of Violence 

in America.  (New York: 1969); B. Mats and D. Malone (Eds), “Greed or Grievance: 

Economic Agenda in Civil Wars.  (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2000); C. Mitchel, 

“Necessities, Man and Conflict Resolution: More Basic Questions about Human Needs 

Theory, in J. Burton (Ed.), Conflict Basic Human Needs.  (New York: St. Martins, 1990), 

149 – 176. 

 
7Scaborough, “An Expert System for Assessing Vulnerability to Instability”, in Davie, J. and T. R. 

Gurr (Eds), Preventive Measures: Building Risk, Assessment and Crisis Early Warning 

System.  (Lanham M. D. : Rowan and Littlefield, 1998) 
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argues, always exist for inter-human hostility to be evoked by competition 

for desired but scarce values.8 The struggle for scarce resources can also 

manifest in a quest for power which is relevant for economic exploitation.  

This is because power, as Lebovitz and Hageden argue, is the capacity to 

influence the outcome of social relations9and resource allocation. This is 

measured from the amount of resources one is able to control.  Since 

power is not always equally distributed, the quest for and the result of 

differential distribution are likely to generate antagonism and open 

conflict. In a group interactive scenario, while the stronger group with 

upper hand in the power relation tries to maintain the status quo, a 

weaker one keeps agitating and struggling either to balance the power 

equation or even upturn the table. Although balance of power may 

decrease antagonism, compelling groups to treat each other with respect, 

more often than not, as groups become conscious and closer in social 

power, they compete more for scarce resources.  A low-status perceived 

group may enter into a political scene for direct power contestation with 

the dominant group.  As the former delves into the hitherto “no go area” 

it spurs the reaction of the latter. The result is conflict which may become 

protracted and violent due to the determination of each group to maintain 

its position(s) of power through which resources are accessed.  Thus, 

while power differential between interacting groups leads to antagonism 

and conflict, equality or agitation for it, may either lessen or heighten such 

antagonistic situation.10 

                                                                                                                                     
 
8  W. C. Summer, Folkways, ( New York: Dover, 1059 ): H. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations: 

The Struggle for Power and Peace.5th Edition.  (New York: Alfred, and Knopf, 1973), p. 4 

 
9S. Lebovitz and Hagedon, “Dynamics of Structural Behavioural Theory of Antagonism”.  Social 

Forces.Vol. 53, No. 3, (March 1975), pp. 444- 448. 

 

 
10E. Bonacich, “A Theory of Ethnic Antagonism: The Split Labour Market”.  American Social 

Review, 37, 1972. 547 – 559. 
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While recognising its key role in conflict, Tajfel and Turner argue 

that incompatible interest in the form of uneven distribution of material 

and social resources will generate inter-group conflict only when the low-

status sees the dominant group relevant for social comparison and thus, 

begins to develop a positive identity in relation to it.11  In other words, 

incompatible interest(s) may be the obvious cause of inter-group conflict 

in many cases, but inter-group conflict, arguably, may not ensue in the 

absence of inter-group identity competition.  This does not imply that 

identity differentiation will invariably lead to conflict; rather, the process 

of inter-group comparison, which characterised inter-group relations, will 

often generate a competitive situation in which groups make moves to 

enhance their identities relative to one another. A frustration of such 

moves is likely to generate conflict between them.12In an attempt to 

achieve a comparatively superior position, discriminatory inter-group 

behaviour becomes the case, and may turn violent. For example, a group 

which, at the inception of contact, entered a relationship as a sub/low-

status group will, except in a case, though rare, where it chooses to retain 

such status or where it got assimilated into the dominant group,13struggle 

to change such low-status identity or its perception in the mind of the 

other group.  Every new development in the system becomes an 

opportunity for group identity enhancement.14  The other more 

advantaged group uses such opportunity to consolidate its own status or 

                                                 
11H. Tajfel and J. Turner, “The Social Identity: Theory of Inter-GroupBehaviour”, in S. Worchel 

and William Austin, Psychology of Inter-Group Relations.  (Monteney, CA: Brooks Cole, 

1986), 17 – 24. 

 
12Ibid 

 
13C. P. Kottak, Anthropology – The Exploration of Human Diversity.  (Boston: New York: 

McGraw-Hill 

 
14H. Kelman, “Forward”, in D. Sandole and Conflict Resolution Theory and Practice.  

(Manchester: Unipress, 1993), p. 3 
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to resist a change in the existing status quo.  Since no two groups are 

equal, it could be argued that in every inter-group relations, there is a 

hidden or inactive competitiveness which may or may not be activated in 

the course of the relationship, depending on the nature of socio-economic 

development in the area.  Change therefore is an important determinant of 

the nature of inter-group relations.15 AsFeirabends and Neovold observe, 

“change, especially extensive rapid and abrupt one, is an unsettling or 

bewildering human experience.  It is likely to create strain in the psyche of a 

group and its members and crisis in social order” Depending on the character 

of such change, the struggle/crisis may assume, economic, political and 

cultural dimensions. 

 The argument so far is that incompatible interest alone, in spite of 

its key role in conflict generation, is an insufficient explaination forinter-

group conflict without identity dynamics. The struggle over scarce 

resources ensues between respective groups which evaluate their socio-

economic well-being in relation to what others possess or do not possess. 

This implies that inter-group conflict which ensued based on incompatible 

interest will either exhibit some features of identity conflict or 

metamorphose into identity conflict entirely in its character. It is against 

this backdrop that one will agree with Alubo’s assertion that contestations 

over identity are usually markers of other tensions most especially in 

relation to material benefits and opportunities.16 

 

 

                                                 
15 J. Feierabends and B. Nesvold, “Social Change and Political Violence:  Cross National 

Patterns”, in Graham, H. T. and T. R. Garr (Ed.), The History of Violence in America.  

(New York: 1969), 256 – 257;  See also M. A. Afolabi, “Inter-Group Relation in the 20th 

Century Nigeria: A Historical Survey”, in Akinwumi and Okpeh, Inter-Group Relations 

in Nigeria during the 19th and 20th Century, 141 – 168 

 
16OgohAlubo, ‘Understanding the issues in the citizenship-indigeneship crisis in Nigeria’in Joseph 

Golwa and      

OcheOjiji (eds.), Dialogue on Citizenship in Nigeria (Abuja, Institute for Peace and Conflict  

               Resolution,  2008), 4-t 
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Religion and Ethnicity in Inter-group Conflict 

Religion and ethnicity are two outstanding identities that have dominated 

others in inter-group conflict, especially since the end of the Cold War.17  

The study of inter-group relations in the 21st century partly revolves 

around the debate over which of them is the dominant variable in inter-

group conflict. Gurr is of the opinion that religion, even though 

contributes to communal/inter-group conflict, rarely explains the root 

cause(s) of conflict with ethnic character.18 Similarly, Kokole has argued 

that ethnic consciousness and loyalties “lend themselves to easy manipulation 

particularly because other identities (including religion – my emphasis) are 

either weak or all together absent.”19 In the same vein, Searle draws attention 

to the fluid and dynamic nature of ethnicity which makes it susceptible to 

manipulators in conflict situation.20 The fact that ethnicity is not static 

creates a fluid process of composing, decomposing and recomposing it as 

a strong identity to be manipulated more than other identities.21 In their 

research on attitude to democracy and markets in Nigeria, Lewis and 

                                                 
 
17  T. Nom Ambe-Uva, “Identity politics and the Jos crisis: Evidence, lessons and challenges of 

good  

               governance”, African Journal of History and Culture (AJHC) Vol. 2(3) April, 2010, pp. 

42-52, 

 
18 T. R. Gurr, Minorities at Risk: A Global View of Ethno-political Conflicts.  (Washington, DC: 

USIP, 1993), 317 

 
19Kokole, Cited in W.O.Idowu,  'Citizenship, Alienation and  conflict in Nigeria', Africa 

Development 2t, 1-2:    31-55,  p. 35 

 
20J. Searle The Construction of Social Reality (London: Penguin, 1995); See also, K. Vlassenroot, 

Citizenship,, Identity Formation and Conflict in South Kivu: The Case of the 

Bayamulenge, Review of African Political Economy, 93, 2002,,, 499-516; S.G.Egwu,  

Ethnic and Religious Violence in Nigeria. Jos. St 

Stephen Inc. Book House, 2001. 9 

 
21E. O saghae, “Ethnicity in Africa or African Ethnicity: The search for a contextual 

Understanding”, in K.K. Himmelstand e. Mburgueds Perspectives on Development, 

Controversies, Dilimmas and Opennings(London: James Curray, 1994), p.134  
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Bratton concluded that ethnicity “is demonstrably the most conspicuous 

group identity in Nigeria”22Their research shows that about 48.2% of 

Nigerians chose to label themselves with ethnic identity compared to 

21.0% who did so on religious identity.23Arising from its nature therefore, 

ethnic conflict, as Stavenhagen argues, pervades inter-group relations 

because it is not inevitable. Bourgeiosie and politicians, he noted, will 

always use ethnic conflict as interest-begotten ideology to further their 

interest.24It is from this emphasis on the power of ethnic identity over all 

other identities in intergroup conflict that religion is viewed as a weak 

factor in intergroup conflicts. The Muslim group in Lebanon and Iraq, 

Garr argues, were motivated not by the desire to propagate Islamic 

religion, but by a political goal that borders on their rights and 

recognitions.25 

One major/outstanding mistake by scholars of ethno-religious conflicts 

is to assume, as Seul rightly observes, that the motive of the combatants in 

religious conflicts must either be a desire to convert or to establish the 

superiority of one’s religion over the other.26Religious conflicts are seldom 

caused by these two factors. Members of a religious group will always 

believe that their religion is superior to that of their opponents.  Moreover, 

                                                 
 
22 Lewis P, Michael B (2001). “Down To Earth: Changes in Attitudestoward Democracy and 

Markets in  

Nigeria”.  Washington, DC:International Foundation for Election Systems and 

ManagementSystems 

International. 

 
23 Ibid 
24Stavenhagen, cited in C. Ake, The Feasibility of Democracy in Africa, (Dakar: CODERIA, 

2000), p? 

 
25 T. R. Gurr 

 
26J. R. Seal, “Ours is the Way of God: Religion, Identity and Inter-Group Conflict”. Journal of 

Peace Research. 

36(5) September 1999, 553 – 569 
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combatants in religious conflict already assumed this and the persistence 

of such superior religious assumption will not depend on the outcome of 

that particular conflict.  Just like other identity conflicts - ethnic, class, and 

racial – religious conflict is generated by and expressed in material and 

social resources: In the words of Seal: 

“Conflict between religious groups typically is 

caused by the same material factor and social 

dynamics that incite and fuel conflict between 

ethnic, racial and other identity groups… 

Religion is not the cause of religious conflict (just 

like ethnicity is not the cause of ethnic conflict), 

rather for many, it still provides the most secure 

basis for the maintenance of a positively regarded 

social identity, and it frequently supplies the fault 

line along which inter-group identity and 

resource competition occur”.27 

 

 It is from this stand point that Connor’s postulation that neither religion 

nor any other cultural difference will explain inter-group conflict more 

than us-them dynamic, which is the psychological essence of inter-group 

differentiation, may apply.28Theus-them dynamic according to him, 

expresses itself in conflict along a simple fault line.  A clear, distinct, 

strong and enduring fault line becomes a viable source of securing group 

identity as well as furthering and cementing the us-them dichotomy. If 

Conner’s argument is accepted here, religion frequently supplies this fault 

line more than any other (point for group – necessary?) identity.  

According to Seal,  

                                                 
 
27Ibid 

 
28.Connor Walker, Ethnonationalism: The Quest for Understanding.  (Princeton, NJ: University 

Press, 1994), 16 
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when other common features of ethnicity 

(language ancestory, construction 

surrounding skin colouor, frequently fail to 

provide clear basis for the establishment of 

group boundaries, religious self-identification 

as a basis for delineation of group boundaries 

can be comparatively straight forward.29 

 

The importance of religion in securing group identity lies in the fact that it 

stabilises such identity. This is because, religious institutions, as Mol 

argues, do not succumb to change in the negotiation of social meaning.30 

By preserving the old content, religion provides a good ground on which 

group identity is strongly anchored and maintained.31  Preservation of the 

old content will invariably produce steady and committed membership 

making it difficult to shed one’s established religious identity.  The fact 

that religion services identity- related need of groups and the role identity 

play in conflict explains, to a very large extent, conflict along religious 

line.  Even when there is no clear cut line vis-à-vis religion and identity in 

inter-group conflict, slightest opportunity provided by religion can be 

exploited.  It is on this note that Seal has observed that; “no other 

repositories of cultural meaning has historically offered so much in response to 

human need to develop a secure identity as religion”.32  By having a peculiar 

                                                 
29J.R. Seal, 562 

 
30Mol; Hans, “Identity and the Sacred: A Sketch for a New Social Scientific Theory of Religion”.  

(Oxford: Basic Blackwell, 1976), p. 11 

 

 
31D. Little, “Brief, Ethnicity and Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 1(2), 284 – 301; D. Little, 

“Religious Militancy” in Chester A., Crocker and Fen, O. Hampson, Religion, Managing 

Global Chaos.  (Washington DC.: USIP, 1996) 

 

 
32 J.R. Seal,565  
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ability of serving human identity impulse, inter-group conflicts are often 

entangled with religion. 

 This however does not imply that other points of identity may not 

override religion sometimes.  In some cases such as Tutsi-Hutus in 

Rwanda, ethnicity may be the strongest fault line on which inter-group 

conflict occurs.  The argument is that groups in relationship will always 

emphasize the element within its tradition which will promote respective 

groups’ cohesion and mobilise members towards the improvement of the 

group status or struggle.  When other points of identity tend to meet, 

religion is not likely.  Hence its entanglement with inter-group conflict. 

 However, in spite of the relationship between inter-group conflict 

and these two identities, their role in violent conflict, particularly in this 

era of liberal reforms, globalization and democratization, sterns not so 

much from what they are as to their vulnerability in the hands of 

manipulators and violent entrepreneurs. Individuals are increasingly 

getting involved in group conflicts for so many reasons other than group 

competition and enhancement. Elisensdt has called attention to the 

seemingly erosion of the power and legitimacy of the nation-state due to 

transnational economy and political organization33. One of the 

consequences of such weakening of state power is increased privatization 

of violence by those who mobilize ethnic and religious identities for 

various reasons. Increased instrumentation of these identities has drawn 

the concern of researchers who tried to separate ethno-religious diversities 

from conflict. They tried to buttress the fact that ethnic and religious 

diversities alone seldom cause conflict. According to Sandbrook:“ethnic 

tensions arise neither from the cultural distinctiveness per se nor generally from a 

primordial hostility…ethnicity manifests only a moderate political 

saliency”.34Similarly, Okolocha has asserted that “ethnic cleavages and 

                                                 
33S.  Eisenstadt, "Multiple Modernities ", Daedalus 129 2001, pp.1-30. 

 
34S R. Sandbrook, Closing the Circle: Democratization and Development in Africa, (Canada: 

Betweben the  
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conflict associated with it most often represent the competition for national 

resources”.35 While disagreeing with most of the paradigms widely used in 

explaining ethnic conflict, David Lake and Donald Rothchild argue that 

ethnic conflict is not directly caused by inter-group differences, ancient 

hatred or stress of modern life, but rather by a collective fear of the 

future36. Such insecurity manifest in continuous struggle to hold the state 

and other sources of power and material wealth associated with them. 

Ethnic/cultural diversity becomes one of the most rewarding instruments 

of this struggle. It is from this point of view that Richard Joseph’s thesis on 

prebendalism will be appreciated where he notes that politics in Nigeria, 

and indeed in general, is about the domination of the polity in order to 

gain control of public resources or an exclusive right to allocate these 

resources for one’s private use.37 

 Fearon and Laitin have also observed that a greater degree of ethnic 

diversity is not a major and direct cause of violent conflict. Conflict, they 

argued, is associated with conditions that trigger insurgency. One of such 

conditions is poverty, which marks weak and poor states.38This implies 

                                                                                                                                     
Lines, 2000), p.52 

 
35Chike F. Okolocha, ‘Political cleavages and transition to democracy in Nigeria’ in B. Caron et 

al. 

(eds.), Democratic Transition in Africa (Ibadan, CREDU Documents in Social Sciences and 

Humanities, 

1992), 237. 
36 David A. Lake and Donald Rothchild, ‘Containing fear: The origins and management of ethnic 

conflict’ 

in Michael E. Brown et al. (eds.), Theories of War and Peace (Cambridge, Massachusetts, MIT 

Press, 

2000), 292. 

 
37 Richard Joseph, Democracy and Prebendal Politics in Nigeria: The Rise and Fall of the Second 

Republic 

(Ibadan, Spectrum Books, 1987). 

 
38 J. Fearon and L.David “Explaining Interethnic Cooperation”, American Political Science 

Review 90 (4): 715- 

              J73 
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that intergroup conflict of ethnic character may not only represent the 

elite’s struggle for wealth and privileged positions, but also, consciously 

and unconsciously, the masses’ frustration in a pool of poverty. Faced 

with such frustration, the latter become pliable in the hands of 

manipulators. In addition to peanuts which they may be offered, they are 

brainwashed into accepting that ethnic cleavages and exclusions are the 

surest way of holding on to their own in relations with others at the 

national level. All the expositions above simply concur with 

Ake’sassertion that tribalism flourishes in most societies today largely 

because it is useful in economic terms.39 

 Like ethnic conflict, religious diversity is seldom the cause of conflict 

with religious garb. As earlier noted, by its nature, religion and religious 

divide can easily be manipulated for economic and social reasons. In fact, 

religion has acquired an important role in mobilizing ethnic identity in 

what Schaffer and Kalder described as new war.40In a globalized world 

where competition become fierce and opportunities for economic and 

political equality appears waning by the day, religious identity turns 

attractive for mobilization in the struggle for new opportunities.41Even 

before the globalization epoch, religion was used in the struggle for other 

material and political gains. Stepaniants has demonstrated how the 

nationalists in India used the Islamic religion in presenting their interest 

as the interest of the masses.42 The ideology of the mass movement of the 

                                                 
 
39AkeClaudeAke, A Political Economy of Africa (New York, Longman, 1981), 2 
40 H. Schafer “The Janus Face of Religion: On the Religious Factor in ‘New Wars’ “ , Source: 

Numen, Vol. 51,  

No. 4 (2004), pp. 407-431;M. Kaldor,” New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era”   

Stanford: StanfordUniversity Press 1999) 

 
41Ibid; also seeK. Eder,“Collective Identities in Action: A Sociological Approach to Ethnicity”, 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002) 

 
42 M. Stepaniants, “Ethnicity and Religion” Institute of Philosophy, Russian Academy of Science, 

www.dartmouth.edu retrieved, 7th February 2018 

 

http://www.dartmouth.edu/
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Indian Muslims for a separate state from the Hindu, though cloaked in a 

religious garb, was motivated by economic reasons: Commenting on the 

motives behind the move, Stepaniants noted:  

The landlords and bourgeoisie sought a separate 

state as a way to get rid of the domination of 

Hindu trade and industrial capital. The middle 

class hoped that a new state would provide better 

chances for getting civil jobs. The working people 

had illusions about the possibility of the solution 

of the vital socio-economic problems by the 

realization of Islamic principles43 

 

In spite of the clear evidence from the history of the past centuries about 

the contradictions between the concept of nationhood and the principles 

of Islamic teaching, Islamic religion was widely used for pursuing 

economic cause or seeking social redress. This was possible because 

religion for a Muslim is the most popular form of social consciousness 

which in turn reflect the socio-economic and cultural development of the 

people or the state. To the nationalists in India, it was obvious that the real 

cause of Hindu-Muslim tension was not religion, but religion was ridden 

on for the actualization of other ulterior motive. In the 20th century, such 

manipulation and instrumentation was evident in Yugoslavia. Theelite in 

Yugoslavia were faced with the scarcity of political resources following 

economic decline and separationist politics in a crisis-weakened state. 

Consequently, they changed from communist orientation and began to 

articulate nationalism through ethnic and religious identities.44 

                                                 
 
43Ibid 
44  M. J. Calic,  "Religion und Nationalismusimjugoslawischen Krieg." In HeinerBielefeldt  (ed.), 

Politisierte 

Religion, (Frankfurt S:uhrkamp, 1998), pp 37-59. 
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 Following the redemocratization of the 20th and 21st centuries, ethno-

religious instrumentation has increasingly become a common feature of 

most African states.45In his explanation for the high incidence of ethno-

religious conflict in the era of re-democratization, Gurr argues that 

transition from military dictatorship to democracy “creates threatening 

uncertainties for groups and opens up a range of transitory political opportunities 

for ethnic entrepreneurs”.46 Such opportunities thrive because there was no 

nation with legitimate political unit – highly indispensable for democracy 

before during and after democratization.  Consequently, all forms of 

identities; ethnic, religious, are manipulated by them in a bid to create 

favourable constituencies for themselves through which they attain 

political heights.47It has been alleged that Nigeria witnessed forty major 

civil disturbances in the form of ethno-religious and communal clashes 

between 1999 and 2002.48Another source put the number at fifty-three 

between May 1999 and May 2002. 49 The northern part of Nigeria was said 

                                                 
 
45OkwudibaNnoli, Ethnicity and Democracy in Africa: Intervening Variables, CASS Occasional 

Monograph, no. 4 (Lagos: Malthouse Press, 1994), 27. 

 
46 T. Gurr, People Versus State: Minorities at Risk in the New Century (Washington D C: US 

Institute For    

   Peace,2000); R. Leith and H. Solomon, “On Ethnicity and Conflict Management in Nigeria”, 

African  

  Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 1 no. 2 2001, pp. 31-47 

 
47 P.C. Schmitter, 'Dangers and dilemmas of democracy', in Diamond and Plattner,  The Global 
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to have recorded more than thirty-three most violent conflicts - mostly of 

ethno-religious character - in Nigeria between 1999 and 2003.50  Indeed, 

the nation, as Wada observes, has witnessed in its first decade of re-

democratization more violent uprisings than it had done in its last forty 

years.51It is on this note that Ake has referred to these as democratic 

conflict rather than ethnic or religious.52It is pertinent to note that 

irrespective of opportunities it offers to ethnic and religious manipulators, 

democracy is increasingly seen as one of the models of conflict 

management particularly those with ethnic character.53 “The plural and 

open nature of democratic regimes tolerates the development of a culture and 

norms that emphasize negotiation and conciliation”54 It is not the presence of 

democracy that makes for ethno-religious conflict or their 

instrumentation, but its deficient or its deficit.55That crisis of ethno-

                                                                                                                                     
            Conference on Nigeria Under Democratic Rule, 1999 – 2003, Department of Political 

Science,  

University of Ilorin, Aug, 18-20,  2003 

 
50  J. Eliagwu,”The  Management of Ethno-Religious Conflicts in Nigeria: Towards a More 

Peaceful and   

            Harmonious Geopolity” A Paper presented at the Northern Governors Forum, Kaduna, 

Dec. 1-2, 2004 

 
51M.Wada, “Emerging Trend in Inter-Ethnic Relations and Ethno –Religious Crisis:   Some 

Implication for the  

             Survival of Democracy in Nigeria”, in Akinwumi, O. Et al, Inter-Group Relations in  

Nigeria During the  

             19th  and 20th Centuries, (Markurdi: Aboki Press, 2004), 00533-549 

 
52C. Ake, 2000, 14 

 
53 O. Nnoli, Ethnicity  andDevelopmeinnt in Nigeria ( Aldershot: Avebur, 1995) ; E.Osaghae, 

1998. “Managing Multiple Minority Problems in a Divided Society: the Nigerian Experience' , 

Journal of  Modem African  Studies 3 6, 1  1998, pp. I-24., C. Ake, 2000, T. R. Gurr, 2000 

 
54 D.Y. Mousseau,”Democratizing with Ethnic Divisions: a Source of Conflict?', Journal of Peace 

Researc3h8 , 5:  2001, pp. 547-67. 

 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Religion, Ethnicity and Inter Group Conflicts             201 

religious character thrived in a re-democratized Nigeria for instance, 

implies that the nation is yet to be democratized in the real sense of it. 

‘Democratization of disempowerment’ has made manipulation and 

instrumentation of ethnic and religious identities inevitable. Suffice it to 

argue that the only difference between the old and the new period (era of 

democratization) is in the increased tendency of such manipulation, high 

level of violence associated with it, as well as the extent of privatization of 

such violence. The manipulative role of ethnicity and religion by ethnic 

and religious entrepreneurs was succinctly captured by Schaffer in these 

words: 

it is erroneous to think that ethnic or religious belonging 

itself is the reason for conflicts. The latter opinion 

corresponds rather to the nationalist theory - going back 

to Herder-that nations themselves are rooted in 

ethnicity. Instead, what happens is that new war 

protagonists overstate ethnic and religious traditions in 

search for political power (and by extension economic 

power – my emphasis). Much like religious 

fundamentalism, this process is anchored in traditions of 

everyday life - selects certain symbols, stresses them as 

emblematic for certain" ethnic" or "religious" identities, 

and combines them with political programs over and 

against other groups….. In situations in which 

economic or political resources are too scarce to be used 

for reaching political goals or control economic goods, 

elites can construct conflictive sceneries and mobilize 

people on ethnic and/or religious grounds.56 
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The end result of all these are simple: a materially oriented gain for the 

manipulators and a religious and ethnic identity affirmation for the 

masses or their followers. 

 

Conclusion 

         The study demonstrates that while the struggle over scarce resources 

may be the root cause of most intergroup conflicts, ethnic and religious 

differences seldom do.  Rather ethnicity and religion aggravate conflict. 

The two identities got entangled in conflict largely because they provide 

fault lines on which conflict occurs, and offer template for easy 

manipulation and instrumentation. Thus, ethnic and religious conflicts are 

not conflict caused by mere ethno-religious differences. They are not 

consequences of the desire of one ethnic group to win other group to its 

side or send it into extinction, neither are they the product of more belief 

or effort at religious conversion and proselytization. Rather, ethnic and 

religious conflicts are largely struggles on ethnic and religious platforms 

for socio-political and economic redress.  Differently put, they are conflict 

in which religion and ethnicity are used as instruments of exclusion and 

competition. After all, religion by its very nature is peace-ridden. When it 

breeds violence, it becomes everything but God‘s own war.     
 


