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Abstract  

This paper titled managing ethnic diversity for sustainable national 
development in sub-Saharan Africa makes a case for proper and adequate 
resolution of conflict and ensuring harmonious coexistence among divergent 
ethnic nationalities within a nation-state in the African sub-region by 
deemphasizing ethnic sentiments and prejudice. It traced the origin of ethnic 
diversity in sub-Saharan Africa with its attendant socio-economic and 
political problems and made viable recommendations as panacea for effective 
management of ethnic diversity in the African region. These recommendations 
if adopted would reduce the rate of ethnic conflicts, poverty, and socio-
economic/religious crisis and encourage economic growth and development 
in the continent in the face of global economy.  
 
Ethnic diversity has gained wide popularity in sociological  studies and 

research both in the developed and less developed economies/societies especially, in 
recent times. This is particularly as a result of the emergence 0f socio-cultural problems 
that result from the relationships among members of different ethnic and racial 
nationalities in the nation-states. It is difficult to identify any single or particular nation-
state with a homogenous or single ethic or racial group. For instance the United States 
of America (USA) has over twenty-seven ethnic and racial groups (Schaefer, 2005:250-
253), while Nigeria has over 250 ethnic groups etc. Unfortunately, the relationship 
among these divergent ethnic and racial groups leads to socio-cultural problems such as 
discrimination, prejudice, segregation or even extermination.  

 
 The result of these is the categorization of people into minority groups and 
dominant groups. This, most often, breeds ethnicity and racism. These ugly trends, if 
not properly managed may negate  all efforts aimed at achieving sustainable national 
development and respect for fundamental human rights in a multi-ethnic/multi-racial 
society or nation-state which is typical of the sub-Saharan Africa. Similarly, in recent 
times ethnic diversity has been responsible for the continent’s economic and political 
problems. Against this backdrop, many social researchers have observed that ethnic 
diversity has been responsible for Africa’s low economic growth, political instability 
and conflict and high social inequality (Barr and Oduro, 2005;Buhang, 2006; Easterly, 
2001;Posner, 2004). 



2 
 

Origins of Africa’s Ethnic Diversity  
Origins of ethnic diversity within Africa is traceable to its low latitude, the pre-

colonial slave trade, the creation of large colonial states  and low levels of urbanization 
(Green, 2011:3). Similarly, Green (2011) identified seven historic variables which 
account for widespread ethnic diversity within Africa. These include in the pre-colonial 
periods – elevation, latitude, temperature and slave trade exports and in the colonial 
period – state size, artificial borders and indirect rule. 
 
The Pre-colonial and Colonial Origins 

Many Sociologists and Anthropologist alike have traced the origins of ethnic 
diversity in Africa to many factors. For instance, sociologists and anthropologists have 
hypothesized that latitude and or temperature has an inverse relationship with ethnic 
diversity in that warm tropical environments are ideal for growing food and which 
provide  new few incentives for inhabitants to migrate elsewhere or trade extensively 
with other human populations. This isolation spurs the creation of new ethnic groups in 
very much way as Darwin had proposed for finch species in the Galapagos Island 
(Ahlerup and Olesson, 2009; collard and Folley,2002; Sutherland, 2003). Other 
researchers like Green (2011) and Sutherland (2003) equally found that there is a 
significant positive correlation between elevation and ethnic diversity which 
presumably works along the same mechanisms of encouraging isolation among human 
populations. 
 

An alternative hypothesis for the pre-colonial era is the slave trade (Nunn, 
2008). Accordingly, the slave trade may have weakened ties between Africans, thereby 
inhibiting the development of border ethnic identities. He demonstrated that there is a 
strong correlation between slave exports per area and contemporary ethnic 
fractionalization. For instance, the names of many African ethnic groups also suggest a 
link with slave trade in the past, such as the Dioula of West Africa, whose name comes 
from the Manding word gyo-la, or “the land of the slaves captured through warfare”, 
while the name of their neighbours, the Gio possibly comes  from the Bassa phrase, gii-
o, or “slave people” (Green, 2011:5). Furthermore, it has been established that this 
evidence is not limited to West Africa, hence data from 1856 on freed slaves in what is 
now North-West Mozambique lists at least 21 different ethnic backgrounds while the 
current ethnic minority in Southern Somalia originated as slaves from Southern Africa 
who were shipped along the East African coast in the 19th century by Zanzibari traders 
(Green, 2011:5; Webersik, 2004:525-526). 
 

Again, the colonial period had a profound effect on ethnic diversity in Africa 
for a number of reasons. Blanton, Mason and Athow (2001) observed that colonialists 
directly promoted ethnic diversity through “divide and rule” and indirectly by 
providing “tribal” chiefs and missionaries with the incentives to promote ethnic 
differences. Similarly, the consequences of colonial cost-saving on African ethnicity 
were threefold. Firstly, European efforts at creating economies of scale and minimizing 
bureaucratic costs led to the creation of large states (Green, 2011). According to Herbst 
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(2000), the average British district commissioner was responsible for an area the size of 
wales, while the French colonial administrators created unusually large colonies in the 
more under populated areas of central and West Africa. Secondly, colonial cost-saving 
policy led to the drawing of arbitrary colonial borders. Hence, due to costs involved in 
drawing accurate borders that reflected local political economies, Europeans 
inadvertently “split up ethnic groups and exacerbated pre-existing high levels of ethnic 
and linguistic diversity” when dividing up the continent. This was corroborated by 
Englebert, Tarango and Carter (2002). They noted that some 44% of colonial borders 
were straight lines, leading to as many as 177 ethnic groups split across two and 
sometimes three colonial borders; When added together these partitioned ethnic groups 
represented 43% of the average African states’ population. Miguel (2004) and Posner 
(2004) argues that the colonialists used the device as “natural” experiments inasmuch 
as they were supposedly drawn from exogenous to pre-existing local political 
conditions.  
 

A third consequence of colonial cost-saving was the creation of supposedly 
homogenous rural “tribal” areas with their own “tribal” chiefs as “decentralized depots” 
(Green, 2011). Thus labeled as “indirect rule”, this policy led to the creation of new 
ethnic identities as colonialist split up Africans into separate tribal areas with their own 
tribal chiefdoms, thereby encouraging separation and ethnic differences.  
 
Post-colonial Ethnic Diversity  

The contemporary ethnic diversity or post-colonial origins of ethnic diversity 
are associated with a number of factors. Notably, the nature of modern political and 
socio-economic development in Africa is prone to ethnic diversity. Adesina and 
Spolaore (2003) argued that ethnic heterogeneity leads to poorer public goods provision 
due to diverse preferences, and that as a result, citizens from ethnically heterogeneous 
states have the incentive to secede and create new more ethnically homogenous states. 
They maintained that these incentives would be enhanced as countries democratize and 
thus give their citizens greater latitude to choose their own future. However, there are 
few evidence supporting this theory in post-colonial Africa, where there has been a 
remarkable lack of secessionist movements even after democratization swept the 
continent in the 1990s (Englebert,s 2009). Contrary to Englebert’s claim, the case of 
Ethiopia and Eritrea, Burundi and Rwanda; and the Biafran secessionist attempt of the 
1960s are living instances. Another source of ethnic diversity in sub-Saharan Africa is 
nation building and urbanization. Gellner (2006) argued that political and economic 
development would produce more homogenous societies both because ethnic divisions 
of labour would lead to secession and the creation of more homogenous states and 
because industrialization required states to create largely homogenous workforces 
which could easily communicate with each other. Contrary to that claim, Green (2011) 
noted that most Africa countries had in the 1960s and 1970s intensified efforts at 
urbanization to create national identities that would transcend ethnicity following the 
Mozambiquean president Samora Machel’s dictum that, “for the nation to live, the tribe 
must die”. According to him urbanization is a key variable in the transition from old 
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multi-ethnic agrarian societies to modern nation states. Accordingly, Solway (2004) 
noted that Botswana has the best example of the positive effects of urbanization on 
ethnic diversity between 1960 and 2000, having achieved a large-scale shift which 
created a neutral ethnic spaces which provided an enabling context for minorities to 
join and partially assimilate to national life. 
 
Theories of Ethnic Diversity 

Relations among ethnic groups lend themselves to analysis from three major 
sociological perspectives. Hence viewing ethnic diversity from macro level, 
functionalist theorists observe that ethnicity, tribal sentiments and discrimination serve 
positive functions for the dominant groups, while conflict theorists perceive economic 
structure as a central factor in the exploitation of the minority groups. At the micro-
level, interactionist researchers analyze the manner in which everyday contact between 
people from different ethnic backgrounds contributes to tolerance or leads to hostility. 
 
The Functionalist Perspective  

Sociologists and anthropologists have identified two functions that ethnically 
prejudiced beliefs have for the dominant group They are : 
 Functionalist view provides a moral justification for maintaining an unequal 

society that routinely deprives the minority of its rights and privilege ;For 
instance,  in the defunct apartheid South Africa, the whites justified their 
privileged positions believing that black Africans were physically and spiritually 
sub-human and devoid of souls (Hoebel 1949/2005. In Nigeria some ethic 
majorities had the slogan and emblem “Born to Rule”.  

 The dominant ethnic group beliefs discourage the subordinate minority groups 
from attempting to challenge its lowly status and ethnic myths suggest that any 
major societal change (such as an end to discrimination) would only bring greater 
poverty and misery to the minority groups and lower the  majority’s standard of 
living. But Rose 1951/2005 observed that such unequal treatment can be 
dysfunctional for a society and even for its dominant group. According to her, 
these dysfunctions include: 

 A society that practices discrimination fails to use the resources of all 
individuals, hence, discrimination limits the search for talent and leadership to 
the dominant group; 

 Discrimination aggravates social problems such as poverty, delinquency, crime 
and places the financial burden of alleviating these problems on the dominant 
group; 

 Society must invest a good deal of time and money to defend its barriers to the 
full participation of all members; and  

 Ethnic prejudice and discrimination often undermine goodwill and friendly 
diplomatic relations between nations. Corroborating Rose, Odey (2014) 
attributed the origin of kidnapping in Nigeria to age-long neglect, 
discrimination and marginalization of the minorities of the Niger-Delta who 
supplied the oil wealth in the country. He argued that this ugly trend led to 
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militancy and since then kidnapping has become a household business in 
Nigeria.  

 
The Conflict Perspective 
 Conflict theorists admit that ethnic prejudice and discrimination have multiple 
harmful consequences for a society. For instance, Hunter (2000) adopted the 
exploitation theory to explain the basis for racial and ethnic subordination in the United 
States of America. Achebe (2012) and Ezeani (2014) attributed the Nigeria-Biafra war 
of 1966 to efforts of the exploited and dehumanized minority groups to emancipate.  
 
The Interactionist Perspective: This micro-level of sociological analysis adopts the 
contact hypothesis in resolving prejudice and discrimination among members of 
different ethnic groups in a nation-state. Accordingly, the contact hypothesis states that 
in a cooperative circumstance, inter-racial/inter-ethnic contact between people of equal 
status will cause them to become less prejudiced and abandon old stereotypes. Hence, 
people will begin to see one another as individuals and discard the broad 
generalizations characteristics of stereotyping (Schaefer, 2005:262). 
 
Negative Consequences of Ethnic Diversity in Sub-Saharan Africa 
  The negative consequences of ethnic diversity in sub-Saharan Africa are 
numerous. It principally breeds ethnicity with its attendant prejudice and discrimination 
which tend to undermine the rate of socio-economic growth and development in Africa, 
especially in the face of global economy. Noyoo (2000) observed that many of the 
problems facing sub-Saharan African countries are as a result of ethnic diversity. He 
noted that the blatant and senseless killing of Africans by depraved African regimes, 
such as those of Idi Amin in Uganda and Jean Bokasa in the Central Africa Republic 
after the attainment of political independence resulted from ethnicity. Again civil wars 
and inter-ethnic wars, religious crisis that now ravage families and communities, while 
poverty related problems continue to escalate. In the light of the above, Hassan (2000) 
added that in the sub-Saharan African countries, economic crisis appear to be most 
pronounced in the field of social welfare, poverty and in standard of living, infant 
mortality, school enrolment and life expectancy.  
 
 Ofodile (2001) observed that ethnicity creates social barriers that hinder the 
positive spillover encountered through knowledge creation as a result of investment. It 
thus makes the integration of individual actors more difficult, and therefore reduces the 
level of social capital that would otherwise be attained. Ethnicity breeds mistrust and 
leads to the exploitation of public good for selfish reasons, all of which hinder growth 
and development. Easterly (2001) noted that poor quality institutions resulting from 
bad leadership, colonialism and neo-colonialism encourage ethnicity and tend to fuel 
national crisis in sub-Saharan Africa. And Reynal Querol (2004) demonstrated that 
religious polarization as against religious fractionalization significantly lead to ethnic 
civil wars and undermine the rate of growth and development in multi-ethnic, multi 
religious society.  
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Strategies for Managing Ethnic Diversity For Sustainable Development in Sub-
Saharan Africa 
 It is a well-known fact that no meaningful growth and development can take 
place in a society or country besieged by extreme violence, acrimony and wars. On the 
other hand if any meaningful development must take place in countries of Africa, 
ethnic diversity and its associated problems must be carefully and adequately managed. 
Irobi (2005), noted that ethnic conflict is inevitable in any society where people are 
denied their basic human needs for identity, equity, recognition, security, dignity and 
participation. Therefore to achieve peace, harmonious co-existence among different 
ethnic groups within the nation-state and indeed sustainable national development in 
sub-Saharan Africa, the following strategies are recommended: 
 Strengthening the institutions of government to make them objective and 

realizable; 
 Civil societies should use public meetings and seminars to raise awareness about 

the need for ethnic groups to live harmoniously and eschew ethnic animosity; 
 Ethnic sentiments and religious polarization should be de-emphasized; 
 National governments should emphasize national character and de-emphasize 

ethnic or tribal characters;  
 Emphasis should be on states/local government of residence and not states/local 

governments of origin  
 Political parties should not be formed along ethnic/tribal sentiments or affiliation; 
 The national governments should adopt the contact hypothesis so as to reduce or 

avoid prejudice and discrimination among members of different ethnic 
nationalities; 

 Inter-tribal/inter-ethnic marriages should be vigorously encouraged by the national 
/ state governments and adequate incentives provided to achieve the goal of 
national unity; 

 Symbols of national unity such as National Youth Service, Unity Schools, 
National Cultural Fiesta etc should be encouraged; 

 People should be encouraged to live, work and even seek elective/appointive 
positions in other tribal/ethnic states other than their own; and  

 The government should intensify efforts at aggressive and genuine urbanization. 
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