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Abstract  
'I'he aim of the study here is to profess a kind of re -orientation 
and dynamics of national renewal of attitudes among Nigerian 
Citizenry. The history of mankind has shown the pervasive 
influences of religion functionally anti dysfunctionally from 
time immemorial. However, the more bewildering is that, of all 
primordial ties, religion has been more active in destabilizing the 
country through violent eruptions resulting from religious 
conflicts. This paper therefore examines some of the sectarian 
religious conflicts with the hope of making our present 
generation learn from the mistakes of the past. The paper 
explicates the views of different people on their perception and 
altitude to religion. The approach used in this paper is a 
combination of socio-historical enquiries and comparative 
approach. 

Introduction 

Anyone familiar with the geographical vastness of Nigeria and its ethnic, linguistic, and 

cultural diversity will hardly be surprised by the pluralistic nature of its religious milieu 

(Omoyajowo, 1988). 

There is no universally accepted definition of religion; nevertheless, religious scholars 

agreed on the purpose of religion as a value generator as well as value sustainer in the society . 

Hence, religion can also be recognized as a symbol of cohesion, a rallying parameter for 

diverse groups of people. In Nigeria today, religion has become a very important variable in the 

determination of state policies social, economic or political. This is more so because of the 

multiplicity of faiths competing for recognition and adherents within Nigerian polity. 

However, in several occasions, a response to religious and cultural pluralism has made many 

people lose their lives, become maimed and homeless  for life. This is consequent upon the 

adherents’ fanaticism, bigotry and intolerance. It is equally observed that conflicts arise when 

adherents of various religions in the polity go into then different ways and even actively seek 

the extirpation of not just the other religions but also their adherents. In fact, it is an attempt to 

ensure a well-ordered nation that makes secularism being espoused in various Nigerian 

Constitutions. A cursory survey in the Nigerian context and even around the world reveals h ow 

much human and material wealth has been invested negatively in the name of the word, 

religion. In view of this, the paper endeavours to examine the topic with the view to shaping 

people’s moral consciousness and ethical life in Nigeria.  

Conceptual Setting 

In the first of such recorded religious upheaval in Judeo-Christian tradition, the Holy 

Bible records in the book of Exodus Chapter 32 Verse 28 on the return of Moses from Mount 

Sinai, three thousand people were ordered to be massacred on the spot by the Levites because 

the people turned to “Idol Worship” while Moses, who was regarded as the founder of Israel’s 

religion, was still communicating with God on their behalf. T his action was corroborated by 

(Bright, 1979) when he said that “Yahweh Alone is God Israel faith forbade the worship of any 

god but Yahweh”. This is an intra-religious crisis. It can also be observed that religious 

problem is not a recent development, however, it dates back to the Judeo -Christian tradition. 

A similar study by' Khan (1978) revealed that the accounts of such horrors were more 

horrible in the history of the origin, spread and consolidation of Islamic religion with its first 

eight provinces, that is to say, Mecca, Medina, Syria, Jazira (Mesopotamia), Bastra (Persia or 

Iran), Kufa (Iraq), Egypt and Palestine. The same terrible experience also occurred during its 

spread to North Africa. Mcditarranean and Europe. Boer (1969) also supported this assertion. 

This is contained in lus study olTslam. He submitted that after the death of Prophet 

Mohammed, succession rivalries and doctrinal disputes emerged. It should be noted that the 

first four orthodox caliphs: Abu Bakr (632-634), Umar Ibm at Khaltab (634-644), Utlunan bin 

Aflan (644-656) and Ali bin Abu Talib (656-664) arc not even recognised as such to date by 



some Islamic sects. For example, the Shiites recognize only Ah bin  

Abu Talib as the first true successor of Prophet Mohammed. Of importance, Winkvvorth (1974) also 

opined that even within the same faiths, cases of intra-religious disputes often ensued as a result of 

factional rivalries for doctrinal superiority. Winkworth, in his report submitted inter-alia: 

Apart from displaying intolerance to those who did not agree with 

them, Christians were also very intolerant among themselves. 

Disputes and bloodshed occurred not only over points of doctrine, but 

also over the choice of leaders...In one such struggle at Constantinople, 

the second connected with the instalment of Bishop Macedomus in 342 

A.D. More than 3,000 people perished. 

Dzurgba (1987) has also reported that in Northern Ireland, Christians have, for many years, been 

fighting for politico-economic power. Similarly, he observed that the Basque nationalists who were 

devout Catholics in Spam were, in a few years ago, shooting down other equallv devout Catholics in 

order to be granted a separate slate. Besides, Iran and Iraq (Islamic republics) have been fighting a war in 

which much human and materials were wasted. In furtherance to this, in Philippines, Muslims were 

demanding for a separate Muslim administration within the Philippines, asking for a Sharian rule. Then, 

from these instances, apart from intolerance over the point of doctrine, religion has always been a 

powerful and an effective banner to which people flock to gain massive support in order to fight for their 

political interest. 

However, the situation in Nigeria is not different. There are both intra and inter religious crises 

over a period of time. In the first instance, Gidado (1985) reported that serious factional disturbances 

resulting in bloodshed started only after the emergence of the Izalatul Bicli' a Ila ikamatul sunna 

(Islamic fundamentalist movement founded by Sheikh Abubakar Mahmud Gumi in 1979. The 

movement was committed to returning Islam to its primitive practices and also desired to purify the 

religion of all forms of modernizations and innovations. In sequel to this, the darika (i.e. the extant 

traditional Islamic leadership) was opposed. Then, the action culminated in a lot of religious riots and 

bloodshed in various Urban and Semi-Urban areas of the Northern part of Nigeria. Moreso, for 

puritanical living the Maitatsine religious crises from 1980 to 1985 has great social implications and ill 

consequences for the people of Nigeria. The Maitatsine crises hit Kano (Van Awaki Ward, 1980); 

Kaduna (llagasa Ward, 1982); Maiduguri (Bulumkutu Ward, 1982): Yola (Dobeli Ward, 1984); and 

Gombe (Pantanri Ward, 1985). 

Additional source of religious dispute in Nigeria is the issue of religious symbol. For example, in 

May 1986, the “Statue of the rising Christ” at the Chapel of Resurrection, University of Ibadan, was set 

on fire by unknown persons. Equally important to mention is the Ikenga Symbol in Imo State. 

Traditionally, the Ikenga is a symbol of uprightness. It signifies an upright man struggling through the 

vicissitude of life in Igbo land. In Imo State, this symbol was commissioned in 1st of October, 1986 by 

the Allison Madueke administration. Ezughan (1999) corroborated that the Ikenga symbol was 

destroyed on account of being an object of “Idol worship”, according to the protestants This symbol was 

not just destroyed ordinarily but the most painful side of the story was that the Ikenga symbol was being 

replaced with the Cross of Jesus Christ, in a secular society. Then, can there be any disposition of 

tolerance by the traditional adherents in this circumstance? What is the implication of this in a pluralistic 

society? These are the pertinent questions to which this paper will further procure answers. 

In 1998 Muslim and Christian Students of the University of florin fought each other over who 

was the right owner of a place of worship on the University Campus. Many of the students on both sides 

sustained injuries in this respect. It is somehow disturbing that Higher Institutions of Learning where 

people expect sanity, tolerance, spirit of dialogue, as well as respect for one another’s faiths or ideology, 

are now being experienced this kind of socio-ethical vices. The wanton massacre of the Ilausa people in 

Sagamu vis-a-vis Kano for flouting traditional Yoruba religion, Oro in the year 1999 is still in our 

memory. Worst still, Nigeria has witnessed very destructive religious crises m the year 2000. It started 

with the introduction of Shariah law in some Northern States of the country such as Kaduna, Kano, 

Zamfara among others. In view of these crises, there were a breach of peace, a breakdown of law and 

order, loss of human lives and many properties. Some of the recent studies from which this study draws 

its impetus include Kaduna religious disturbances, Sagamu episode. Ikenga symbolic experience, 

religious fracas in the Institutions of Higher learning among others. 
Obviously, all these are reflections of socio-ethical ills which require a renewed perspective ol inter- faith 
relations in Nigeria. 



 

The Inherent Features Of Religious Beliefs 

It could be deduced from time immemorial that religion is characterized by a sharp subdivision of the 

world into the “good” and the “bad”; the “saved” and the “lost”; the “brethren” versus “the rest of the world”; 
the “Izala” versus the “Darika”. furthermore, it is also noticed that religion transcends all other primordial ties 
such as ethnic, tribal, regional and racial considerations. 

Another identifiable feature of religion is that various religious believers arrogate holiness to their 
doctrines and regard others as non-believers. For example, in the Holy Bible, John Chapter 14 Verse 6 Jesus 
Christ replies Thomas that: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me”. 

Also, in the Holy Quran Chapter 3 Verse 12 it is apparent that: 
Say to those who reject Faith: 
“Soon will ye be vanquished 
And gathered together To 
Hell, - an evil bed Indeed (to 
lie on)! 

One can discover that each of these faiths perceive their religion as being holier than the other. In 

Summary, Takaya’s (1989) observation is relevant here that: 
Religious politicization in Nigeria only grows deeper, such that both 
Christian and Muslim leaders tend to weigh every government decision in 
terms of their respective religions; calculating, there from, their possible 
gains and losses. 

In the Nigerian context, religion has been politicized, and this is confirmed by Takaya's assertion 

here. In fact, the tendency is that religious conflict is the greatest difficulty for the development of the country. 

The Way Towards A Renewed Inter-Faith Tolerance In Nigeria In The New Millennium 

It is very important to quickly remark that the paper docs not desire to go into polemics of whether a 

particular faith is peaceful and the other is violent. The focus is how best to constitute order in the Nigerian 

society. In this respect, it is observed that socio-religious divergencies and cultural complexities in the 

country cannot just be handled with levity, hence they should be honestly espoused and taught to the Nation’s 

children at all levels of our educational system. Besides, curriculum development and classroom teaching at 

all levels should respond to the reality of the socio-ethical and religious problems in our body polity as to pave 

the road for peaceful co-existence among the citizenry. Despite the fact that Christian and Islamic religions 

have some inherent features that tend to make their adherents build a strong fence against “non believers” of 

their faiths; it is not an understatement to say that the Holy Bible and the Holy Quran for instance still contain 

general significant passages which stress the need for mutual understanding, co-existence, co-operation and 

even dialogue among the people of diverse faiths and ideologies. Although, when some of the passages are 

read ordinarily and understood at the surface level they seem to be devoid of any meaning relevant to 

inter-faith relations. But when such passages are subject to deep reflection, hidden meanings of their 

dialogical nature will be discovered. 

The two scriptures have many themes in common though with different conceptions in some cases. 

For example, the stand of the Bible and the Quran on the oneness of God is the same, the Bible in this regard 

declares in Deuteronomy 6:5 “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord". Also, the Quran Surah 29:46 

states that: “Our God and your God is One: and it is to Him we bow (in Islam).” It is also apparent in the 

Quran Surah 2:256 that: 

Let there be no compulsion in religion: Truth stands out Clear from Error: 
Whoever rejects Evil and believes in God hath grasped The most trust 
worthy Hand-hold, that never breaks. 

More importantly, the Bible in Acts 10:34 conceives through Simeon Peter that: 
Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality but in every nation anyone 
who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 

On the other hand, African traditional religion, is assumed as having no literary sources and ancient 

scriptures, quite unlike Christianity and Islam. Notwithstanding, it should be noted that the African traditional 
religion has features in terms of myths, lithurgy, systematic expression, documentary sources among others 
that have bearing with the teachings of Western and Asian religions. African culture is an embodiment of 
moral virtues. The observation of Opoku (1986) in this respect is worthy of note; that African traditional 
religion is, like all religions, and that it has enormous insights to proffer in the divine-human encounter. It 
therefore follows that different religious adherents should learn how to appreciate each other’s beliefs, and 



equally learn how to accept each other as persons whose lives make sense to us. Moreso, some 
mis-conceptions especially, about African traditional religion need to be removed such as the age-old stigma 
(Idol Worship) that has been imposed on African traditional religion, its practices and its institutions. In view 

of the above, Soyinka (1999), in justifying the fact that African traditional religion is a religion of peace, and 
that it has a lot of ethical values to put across to the world, opines thus: 

My spirituality is a very personal thing. And so one of the reasons why I 
became attracted to the Orisa religion, which is our Yoruba traditional 
religion, is that the Orisa Worship is a religion that does not proselytize. It 
does not go out to convert. You can have within the same family, different 
people, who worship different deities yet they do not cut one another’s 
throats. And I think the worship has a lot to teach the so-called world 
religions that have a record of butchery and murder right down through 
history. 

It can be deduced that African traditional religion like all other religions in the world has a common 

goal in teaching social and ethical values. 

There is the need for joint participation of different religious organizations in social services and 

economic development efforts by way of sustaining Nigeria as a polity than encouraging religious intolerance 

among the people. Moreover, government’s attitudes towards the issue of religion should change positively. It 

does not necessarily follow that one should embrace a faith before having an empathy for the adherents of that 

faith. Also, members of the public should be educated on the implications of any act of religious chauvinism 

in a pluralistic society. This is a task that both the government, religious scholars and leaders have to accept 

and act on earnestly in order to make their presence more relevant to the society they are all claiming to serve. 

1 am strongly inclined to affirm that whichever religion one chooses to practice, what the world needs is a 

practical demonstration of efforts to manifest peace, harmony, and socio-economic development of humanity. 

Conclusion 

The preceding discussion is intended to provide an overview' of some aspects of sectarian religious 

conflicts in the annal of our history. Moreso, the paper has also explored some of the ideological features of 

religious beliefs. Furthermore, it x-rayed the ways towards a redefinition of a new understanding of inter-faith 

relations. However, the study reveals that if individual believers live up to the expectation of their faiths; and, 

if the Government should steer clear of any policy that gives a semblance of support for any one religion, 

definitely, conflicts in religion will be laid to rest in Nigeria. 

References 
Ariwodola, I. (1998) Religious Fracas at Unilorin. In Daily Times 18 November, 1998. 

Aly, A.Y. (1934) The Holy Quran. Dar al Arabia. 

Balogun, K.A. (1990) Religion and National Unity. In Mala, S.B. (ed.) Ibadan Orita Publications. Ikeja, 

Lagos; Gilbert Grace and Gabriel Association. 

Boer, I’.A. (1969) A Brief History of Islam. Ibadan: Dayster Press. 

Dopamu, P.A. (1988) Religious Tolerance and Peaceful Co-existence. In Dialogue and Alliance'. 2(4).  



It 

Dz.urgba, A. (1987) Integration and Conflict: An Introduction to Sociology of Religion. 

Ibadan: Ayobami Press, 

Ezugbah, D. (1999) Battle of Symbols. In Tel! Magazine No (32). 

Farukanmi, O. (1999) Sharia, an Agenda for Destabilization? In Nigerian Tribune 9 December. 

Gidado, A. (1985) An Oral Presentation on Behalf of the Kaduna Contingent to the Nigeria 

Police Seminar on Religious Disturbances: The Maitatsme Experience, Police Staff College. Jos. 

Khan, M.A. (1982) The Pious Caliphs Safat. Kuwait: Islamic Book publishers. 

Malomo, A. O. (1986) Religious Establishments and Filhical Revolution. In Religion and Ethics. Ibadan: 

Dayster Press. 

Nabofa, M.Y. (1994) Symbolism in African Traditional Religion, Ibadan: Paperback Publisher Limited. 

Nnoli, O. (1980) Ethnic Politics in Nigeria. Enugu; Fourth Dimension Publisher. 

Olupona, J.K. (1988) Religious Pluralism and Civil Religion in African. In Dialogue and Alliance 2(4). 

Omoyajowo, J.A. (1988)Dialogue and Reconciliation of Religious Pluralism. In Nigeria. In Dialogue and 

Alliance 2(4). 

Oyeyemi, R. (1990) Religion as Weapon for Unity. In Daily Sketch, 4 January, 1990. 

Opok, K.A. (1986) Issues in Dialogue Between African Traditional Religion and Christianity. In Report of a 

Consultation held at Mindolo Ecumenial Foundation, Kitwe. Zambia. 

Saliu, A. (1984) Religious Fanaticism. In Times International A Publication of the Daily Times. 15(25). 

Soyinka, O.A. (1999) Interview: What the President Must Do. In Tell Magazine No (29). 

Takaya, B.J. (1989) Religion, Politics and Peace: Resolving the Nigeria Dilemma. Conference Paper in 

Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria Organized by Council for the World’s Religions. Obafemi 

Awolowo University, Ile-Ife. 

The Holy Bible (R.S.V.) (Revised Standard Version). 

Toye, F. et al (2000) Sharia: Man’s Hand Amputated in Zamfara for Stealing a Cow. In The Punch, 24 March, 

2000. 

Winkworth, D.E. (1974) A Critical Look at Religion_ London: Regency Press. 


