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Abstract
This study investigates the pervasive identity crisis in Nigeria and
its implications for national unity, driven by growing concerns
over ethnic, religious, and regional affiliations that increasingly
shape interpersonal and institutional relationships. The study is
situated in Social Identity Theory, the study explains how group-
based identities fuel discrimination, sectionalism, and the
undermining of nationhood. Adopting a qualitative research
design, secondary data were sourced. The findings revealed that
identity markers such as tribe, religion, and region dominate
recruitment, governance, and public interactions, thereby
weakening national cohesion. The state's failure to promote equity
and inclusiveness, especially through biased political
appointments and uneven resource distribution, further
aggravates identity-based divisions. The study concludes that
unless Nigeria institutionalizes a truly inclusive and merit-based
system, the risk of social fragmentation and national instability
will persist. It recommends deliberate reforms in governance
structures, civic education, and the depoliticization of ethnicity
and religion in public affairs. Promoting a unified national
consciousness built on justice, equity, and shared values is vital to
reversing the current trajectory and fostering sustainable peace
and development.

Keywords: Identity Crisis, Nation Building, Nationhood, Governance and
National Identity

1.1 Introduction
With the attainment of independence in 1960, Nigeria has been continually struggling
with the complexities of managing its diversities, which have posed serious challenges
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to national integration and identity formation. The problem of identity in Nigeria has
evolved into a dominant narrative in national discourse, shaping interpersonal
interactions, institutional policies, and even political behavior (Salawu & Hassan,
2020). The prevailing situation is such that many Nigerians often perceive others
primarily through the lens of religion, ethnicity, and region, rather than as fellow citizens
with shared national aspirations (Yakubu & Aremu, 2022).

The tendency to ask “where is he/she form?”, “what tribe is he/she from?”, or “what is
his/her religion?” before engaging with someone reflects the entrenched patterns of
identity-based social categorization that dominate daily life in Nigeria (Olayemi & Ojo,
2023). This reality is not only symptomatic of deep-seated identity consciousness but
also demonstrates how identity has become a determinant of trust, access, and
opportunity within both private and public spaces (Chukwuma & Ugwuanyi, 2022). In
this sense, identity has moved from being a neutral social marker to a potent socio-
political force with implications for nation-building and governance (Idemudia, 2021).
Successive Nigerian governments have attempted to promote national integration
through policies such as federal character, quota systems, and national orientation
campaigns, but these efforts have often been undermined by their politicization and
selective implementation (Okoli & Orinya, 2021). Instead of promoting inclusion and
equity, these policies have sometimes reinforced group entitlements and ethnic
consciousness, leading to further marginalization and resentment among minority
populations (Anazodo & Chukwuma, 2023). As a result, public institutions are
increasingly perceived not as neutral bodies serving all citizens equally but as arenas
where ethnic, religious, and regional interests compete for dominance (Ogunyemi &
Ibrahim, 2023).

The institutionalization of identity politics is especially evident in employment
opportunities, public appointments, and resource allocation, where considerations of
merit are often secondary to identity affiliations (Aliyu & Gwarzo, 2022). For instance,
public sector recruitment processes frequently demand disclosures of state of origin or
religion, subtly reinforcing sectionalism over national unity (Bello & Yusuf, 2021). This
practice exacerbates feelings of exclusion, weakens national loyalty, and fosters
perceptions of discrimination and injustice among groups who feel underrepresented in
governance structures (Ibrahim & Sulaiman, 2022).
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Furthermore, the proliferation of secessionist movements and ethnic militias, such as
the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) and the Oodua Nation agitators, can be traced to
longstanding grievances rooted in identity-based marginalization (Nnoli, 2019). These
developments underscore the extent to which Nigeria's political and social structures are
increasingly fragmented along identity lines, undermining the vision of “unity in
diversity” that once defined the post-independence ideal (Duru & Ogbodo, 2023).

The breakdown of national identity in favor of sub-national loyalties has far-reaching
implications for democratic consolidation, national development, and social stability
(Eze, 2022). When citizens are treated not as Nigerians but as Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo,
Christian, Muslim, Northerner, or Southerner, the foundation of civic nationalism is
eroded, and the capacity for collective action toward common goals is drastically
weakened (Adisa & Akinlabi, 2020). This weakening of civic identity hampers efforts
toward national integration, fuels political exclusion, and contributes to the cycle of
violence and disaffection that plagues many parts of the country.

Despite over six decades of independence, Nigeria continues to be plagued by identity-
based divisions that undermine national integration, equity, and good governance. The
growing reliance on religion, ethnicity, and regional affiliation as the basis for social
interaction, political appointments, and public sector engagement has created a deep
sense of exclusion and mistrust among citizens (Osaghae, 2020). These divisions are not
only evident in interpersonal relations but are also institutionalized within state policies
and administrative practices, thereby weakening the sense of national identity and civic
patriotism. The absence of a unified national consciousness continues to fuel
secessionist agitations, communal conflicts, and governance failures. There is a critical
need to investigate how identity crisis is eroding the principles of meritocracy, unity, and
nation-building in Nigeria.

1.2 Conceptual Clarifications

1.2.1 Identity Crisis

Identity crisis refers to a condition where individuals or groups experience uncertainty
or conflict regarding their social, ethnic, religious, or national identity, especially in
pluralistic societies (Iroanya & Okoro, 2022). In the context of Nigeria, identity crisis
has become a recurring socio-political dilemma rooted in the country's colonial history
and post-independence struggles for equitable representation and recognition (Yakubu
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& Aremu, 2022). Nigerians are often compelled to prioritize ethnic, religious, or
regional identities over national identity, leading to divided loyalties and limited civic
nationalism (Adelekan, 2021). The manifestation of this crisis is evident in the ways
individuals interact with institutions and each other questions about one's tribe, religion,
or regional origin often precede assessments of competence or character (Olayemi &
Ojo, 2023). Such practices breed exclusion and alienation, especially when these
identities become criteria for inclusion in political, economic, or social privileges.

The persistent identity crisis in Nigeria is further aggravated by the politicization of
ethnicity and religion in governance and national discourse (Aliyu & Gwarzo, 2022).
Rather than functioning as components of cultural diversity, identities are deployed as
tools for political bargaining and elite manipulation, undermining social cohesion and
state legitimacy (Agbaje & Adebanwi, 2018). This deep-seated crisis manifests in
recruitment processes, political appointments, and public policy decisions where
sectional affiliations determine access to opportunities, thereby weakening meritocracy
and intensifying intergroup rivalry. Ultimately, identity crisis in Nigeria fosters a
political climate where citizens feel more allegiance to sub-national entities than to the
Nigerian state, leading to persistent insecurity, separatist agitations, and a dysfunctional
political order (Ibrahim & Sulaiman, 2022).

1.2.2 National Unity

National unity refers to the condition in which citizens of a nation-state, regardless of
their ethnic, religious, or regional backgrounds, share a collective identity, mutual
respect, and common goals for national development (Eze, 2022). It is a cornerstone for
political stability, sustainable development, and democratic consolidation in multi-
ethnic societies like Nigeria (Arowolo & Akinbobola, 2020). National unity involves
more than just coexistence; it requires inclusive governance, equitable resource
distribution, and deliberate efforts to promote a sense of belonging among all groups
(Okonkwo & Momoh, 2023). However, in Nigeria, the goal of national unity is
frequently undermined by identity politics, marginalization, and historical grievances
that alienate certain groups from the national project.

Despite constitutional provisions and national integration policies such as the federal
character principle and unity schools, national unity in Nigeria remains fragile and often
superficial. The recurring ethno-religious conflicts, regional agitations, and political
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exclusion experienced by minority groups are clear indicators that unity remains elusive
in practice (Omilusi, 2020). Furthermore, state institutions often mirror and reinforce
societal divisions rather than serving as neutral arbiters for national cohesion. A truly
united nation requires more than legal frameworks it demands a shift in social
consciousness, a commitment to justice and equity, and policies that transcend narrow
sectional interests (Salawu & Hassan, 2020). Without these, the idea of national unity
remains a political slogan rather than a lived reality for most Nigerians.

1.2.4 Theoretical Framework:

Social Identity Theory (SIT), developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner in the late
1970s, posits that individuals derive a significant part of their self-concept from their
membership in social groups such as ethnicity, religion, or nationality (Tajfel & Turner,
1979). According to this theory, individuals categorize themselves and others into
various in-groups and out-groups, leading to social comparison that often results in
favoritism toward one's in-group and bias against out-groups (Turner & Reynolds,
2012). Social identity is not merely about belonging; it is closely tied to perceptions of
value, esteem, and status within intergroup contexts. In societies characterized by
diversity and competition, like Nigeria, the psychological process of categorization
frequently leads to group-based conflicts, discrimination, and inequality (Iroanya &
Okoro, 2022).

In the Nigerian context, Social Identity Theory is highly relevant in explaining the
persistent identity crisis and the resultant weakening of national unity. Nigerians often
identify more strongly with their ethnic, religious, or regional groups than with the
Nigerian nation-state, thereby creating multiple, and sometimes competing, group
allegiances (Obi & Okolie, 2021). These group identities form the foundation of social
perception, loyalty, and behavior, shaping how individuals access opportunities, view
political leadership, and interact with fellow citizens. Government policies such as
federal character and state of origin requirements, while aimed at inclusion, often
inadvertently reinforce these group boundaries, thereby normalizing in-group
preference and out-group discrimination (Okoli & Orinya, 2021). As a result, the
Nigerian social space becomes a competitive arena where access to public goods and
political power is mediated through identity affiliations, rather than through citizenship
or merit.
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1.3 Research Methodology

This study investigates the growing identity crisis in Nigeria and its impact on national
unity, driven by deepening ethnic, religious, and regional sentiments that influence
social interaction and governance. Using a qualitative descriptive research design and
relying entirely on secondary data, the study explores how identity-based biases such as
those related to tribe, religion, and region affect national cohesion. Data were sourced
from secondary sources. Thematic content analysis was employed to identify key
patterns and narratives, including ethnic marginalization, sectionalism, and religious
polarization. Documents were purposively selected based on relevance and credibility,
with rigorous attention to reliability and validity through triangulation and cross-
verification. Ethical standards were upheld through proper citation and avoidance of
plagiarism, making the findings both credible and reflective of Nigeria's current socio-
political realities of identity-based crisis.

1.4  Identity Crisis and the Erosion of National Unity: Issues, Challenges and
Policy Recommendations

1.4.1 Issues

One of the most critical issues emerging is the instrumentalization of identity in
everyday social and political relations. According to Omotosho, (2021) report that
identity, be it ethnic, religious, or regional, is increasingly weaponized as a tool for
access to privilege or exclusion from opportunity. This manifests in recruitment
processes, political appointments, and even in interpersonal interactions where
individuals are often evaluated based on their group affiliation rather than merit or
competence. This pattern has deeply eroded the principle of equal citizenship, replacing
it with what scholars have called “ethnic patronage politics,” which prioritizes loyalty to
one's ethno-religious group over national loyalty (Akinola, 2020).

Another issue is the erosion of national identity in favor of sectional consciousness.
Many Nigerians first identify as Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Christian, or Muslim before
identifying as Nigerians. This hierarchical identity perception has led to widespread
distrust among groups and limited the sense of belonging to a collective national project.
National programs such as NYSC or unity schools have lost their impact due to rising
mistrust and informal segregation even within such schemes (Nwagwu & Alonge,
2020). This result to weakened emotional investment in the idea of a unified Nigeria,
especially among youth who often perceive national symbols and policies as biased or
politicized.
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Lastly, the role of the state in reinforcing identity divisions is another recurring issue.
From census figures that emphasize ethnic categorization to government appointments
that fail to reflect a true federal character, the state often legitimizes identity-based
politics. Policy documents reveal inconsistencies in the implementation of the Federal
Character Principle, with certain regions dominating federal structures and agencies
disproportionately (Yagboyaju & Akinola, 2019). This fosters resentment among
underrepresented groups and breeds a cycle of grievance and counter-grievance, which
undermines the legitimacy of the state and weakens the foundation of national unity.

1.4.2 Challenges

A major challenge identified is the lack of political will to implement inclusive policies.
While Nigeria's constitution and numerous policy documents advocate for unity and
equality, the actual practice is often selective, inconsistent, or politically motivated.
Leaders frequently use identity to consolidate support or reward loyal constituencies,
thereby compromising national integration. This selective governance style undermines
trust in public institutions and renders unity campaigns ineffective (Okolo & Uzor,
2022).

Another persistent challenge is the institutional weakness of regulatory bodies that
should enforce federal character and equitable distribution of resources and
appointments. The Federal Character Commission (FCC), for example, has been
criticized for being underfunded, politically compromised, or ineffective in holding
violators accountable. This systemic failure allows ethnic and regional favoritism to
thrive in recruitment, promotions, and resource allocation, which deepens intergroup
tensions and marginalization (Adekunle, 2019).

Furthermore, the educational and media systems contribute to the identity crisis, as they
often reinforce stereotypes or fail to foster a shared national consciousness. School
curricula in some regions prioritize regional histories and values over national cohesion,
while media outlets frequently reflect sectional biases in their coverage of national
issues. The lack of a shared civic education framework makes it difficult to inculcate
values of unity, empathy, and national loyalty in younger generations (Ibrahim &
Mustapha, 2021). This challenge is worsened by social media echo chambers that
amplify divisive narratives and reinforce group identity at the expense of national
interest.
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Lastly, intergenerational trauma and unresolved historical grievances pose a significant
challenge to unity. The Nigerian Civil War, various ethno-religious riots, and the
marginalization of certain groups have left psychological scars that continue to
influence attitudes and behaviors across generations. These unresolved grievances are
transmitted through family, community stories, and socialization processes, making
reconciliation difficult (Osaghae, 2020). Until these historical injustices are
acknowledged and addressed through truth-telling or justice mechanisms, efforts at
building unity may remain superficial or contested.

1.4.3 Recommendations for Policy Action

To address these challenges, there is a need for the reform and empowerment of
institutions like the Federal Character Commission (FCC) to ensure accountability and
transparency in government recruitment and resource allocation. The FCC should be
granted greater autonomy, digitalized recruitment monitoring systems, and legal
powers to sanction violations of equity principles. These reforms will promote fairness
and restore confidence among underrepresented groups, thereby fostering a sense of
belonging and national identity.

A second recommendation is the mainstreaming of civic and multicultural education in
Nigeria's school curricula. Educational institutions at all levels should introduce
compulsory courses on national integration, empathy, conflict resolution, and diversity
management. Civic education should go beyond theory to include practical activities
that encourage intergroup cooperation and national pride. Additionally, school
exchanges and inclusive history education can serve as tools for bridging ethnic and
religious divides and building shared narratives.

The media also has a critical role to play and should be regulated and sensitized to
promote unity-oriented content. Regulatory bodies like the NBC should work with
media houses to ensure balanced and inclusive reporting. Public media should lead by
example by producing programs that celebrate cultural diversity, highlight intergroup
collaboration, and deconstruct harmful stereotypes. Social media influencers and
platforms should also be mobilized through digital literacy campaigns that counter
divisive content and promote civic engagement.
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Finally, Nigeria must initiate national reconciliation programs that provide platforms
for truth-telling, forgiveness, and justice. A national dialogue involving ethnic,
religious, and regional representatives should be convened to address historical
grievances and forge a renewed national consensus. Transitional justice tools, such as
public apologies, memorialization of victims of past conflicts, and symbolic inclusion,
can help heal historical wounds. Only through deliberate reconciliation can Nigeria
move toward amore inclusive and united future.

1.5 Conclusion

Reaffirmed that identity crisis remains a core challenge threatening the unity and
development of Nigeria. It is evident that ethnic, religious, and regional identities
continue to dominate public and private interactions, often determining how individuals
are perceived, recruited, or treated by both state and non-state actors. This reality
undermines the spirit of national integration and citizenship, where Nigerians should
ideally be recognized for their competence, values, and contributions rather than
primordial affiliations. The consequence is a weakening of the collective national
identity and a deepening of divisions that manifest in mutual suspicion, electoral
violence, policy bias, and uneven development.

Furthermore, the Nigerian state's failure to rise above sectionalism has entrenched a
political culture where appointments, political representation, and social investments
are influenced by identity considerations. Institutions meant to promote national unity
such as the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) and unity schools are increasingly
perceived as symbolic rather than transformative. These systemic flaws are
compounded by weak implementation of inclusive policies like the federal character
principle, which, though designed to promote equity, often ends up reinforcing elite
manipulation and marginalization. This failure to institutionalize fairness in governance
structures further aggravates the identity crisis.

The recurring identity-based divisions have had socio-political implications, including
violent agitations, secessionist movements, and declining trust in state institutions. The
situation is further worsened by political elites who exploit identity cleavages for
electoral and economic gains, thereby perpetuating a culture of exclusivity and
domination. As this study has shown, unless deliberate efforts are made to promote an
inclusive national consciousness, Nigeria risks deeper fragmentation and instability.
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Nigeria's future depends on its ability to rise above the parochial boundaries of ethnicity,
religion, and region to embrace a unified national identity. This can only be achieved
through a renewed commitment to justice, equal opportunity, and civic responsibility.
The country must prioritize nation-building as a political and moral project, facilitated
by transparent leadership, responsive institutions, and grassroots peacebuilding
mechanisms.
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