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Abstract: Nigeria, a multi-ethnic and multi-religious
country, has experienced persistent political and ethno-
religious conflicts since independence in 1960,
stemming from identity-based grievances, resource
control disputes, and political power struggles. Despite
its transition to democracy, Nigeria's governance
structures have remained weak, characterized by
corruption, exclusionary policies, and poor conflict
management mechanisms. These deficiencies have
deepened social divisions, hindered national
development, and perpetuated violent conflicts. The
study examines the role of governance failures and
institutional weaknesses in fueling these conflicts and
explores practical reforms to strengthen governance
frameworks and promote stability. Guided by
Institutional Theory, which highlights the importance of
formal and informal institutions in shaping human
behavior and reducing uncertainty, the study employs a
qualitative approach, combining a literature review with
case studies of key conflict areas, including the Jos crisis,
Boko Haram insurgency, Kaduna religious crisis, Taraba
State conflict, and Lagos inter-ethnic conflicts. The
findings reveal that political exclusion, socio-economic
inequalities, weak conflict resolution mechanisms, and
human security deficits are significant drivers of
conflicts across Nigeria. The study recommends that
addressing these issues requires institutional reforms to
promote inclusivity, accountability, and human security,
alongside security sector reforms and community-based
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dialogue initiatives. Strengthening both formal and
informal institutions is essential to reducing conflicts
and fostering sustainable peace in Nigeria.

Keywords: Governance, Institutional Frameworks,
Ethno-Religious Conflicts, Political Stability, Nigeria.

Introduction: Background to the Study

Nigeria is one of Africa's most populous and diverse
countries, with over 250 ethnic groups and a wide
range of religious affiliations. It is often described as a
"giant of Africa" due to its significant economic and
political influence on the continent. However, despite
its vast natural and human resources, Nigeria has
experienced persistent political instability and violent
ethno-religious conflicts since gaining independence in
1960. These conflicts, rooted in issues of identity,
resource allocation, and political power, have resulted
in significant human and material losses, stunted
economic growth, and weakened national cohesion.

The country’s multi-ethnic and multi-religious
composition has created complex social dynamics that
require robust governance mechanisms to manage.
Unfortunately, Nigeria's governance structures and
institutions have often been inadequate in addressing
these conflicts. Corruptions, weak rule of law, lack of
transparency, and political exclusion have hindered
efforts to achieve peace and stability. Ethno-religious
conflicts, particularly in the northern and central
regions, continue to pose a major threat to national
unity.

Good governance, characterized by accountability,
participation, transparency, and effective rule of law, is
essential for conflict prevention and resolution in such
a diverse society. Institutional frameworks, such as
electoral bodies, judicial systems, security agencies,
and peace-building commissions, play a critical role in
maintaining social order and fostering national
cohesion. However, the inefficacy of these institutions
has exacerbated the problems of marginalization,
injustice, and insecurity, which often fuel political and
ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria.

Globally, studies have shown that countries with
inclusive governance systems and strong institutions
tend to experience less violence and instability. For
instance, Scandinavian countries, which have robust
institutional frameworks, enjoy high levels of social
trust and low levels of internal conflict. In contrast,
countries with weak institutions, such as Somalia or
South Sudan, are plagued by chronic instability.

In the Nigerian context, the absence of strong
institutional safeguards has allowed political elites to
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manipulate ethnic and religious sentiments for personal
gain, leading to the politicization of identity and
perpetuation of grievances. This calls for a more in-
depth examination of how governance practices and
institutional frameworks can be strengthened to
address the root causes of these conflicts and promote
sustainable peace.

Statement of the Problem

Nigeria's history is marked by persistent political and
ethno-religious conflicts, which have hampered national
development and social cohesion. These conflicts have
taken various forms, including communal clashes,
religious violence, electoral disputes, and insurgencies.
The most notable examples include the Biafra civil war
(1967-1970), the Maitatsine uprisings in the 1980s, and
the ongoing Boko Haram insurgency that has devastated
the northeastern region of the country.

Despite transitioning from military rule to a democratic
system in 1999, Nigeria continues to face challenges in
managing diversity and maintaining peace. Democratic
institutions have struggled to provide the necessary
mechanisms for resolving disputes, promoting justice,
and ensuring equal representation. Political elites often
exploit ethnic and religious identities to gain political
power, further deepening divisions within the society.

The problem is not merely the existence of diversity in
Nigeria but the failure of governance structures and
institutions to effectively manage that diversity. Existing
frameworks have been inadequate in addressing issues
of marginalization, exclusion, and political injustice,
which fuel conflicts. Moreover, corruption, inefficiency,
and lack of accountability within these institutions have
further eroded public trust, making it difficult to achieve
lasting peace.

While there have been various efforts to address these
conflicts through peace agreements, constitutional
reforms, and military interventions, the results have
been largely unsatisfactory. The failure to address the
underlying governance issues has allowed conflicts to
resurface, often with greater intensity. This highlights a
critical gap in the existing literature and policy
frameworks: the role of governance and institutional
frameworks  in conflict  resolution remains
underexplored.

Therefore, this study aims to investigate the role of
governance and institutional frameworks in addressing
political and ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria. It seeks
to examine how weak governance practices contribute
to the persistence of these conflicts and explore ways to
strengthen institutional frameworks to promote peace
and stability. To achieve this, the study will examine the
nature and causes of political and ethno-religious
conflicts in Nigeria, analyze the role of different
135
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governance structures and institutions in mitigating
these conflicts, and identify the challenges and
opportunities in  improving governance and
institutional effectiveness.

Significance of the study

The significance of this study lies in its ability to offer
practical insights that can enhance policymaking and
conflict resolution strategies in Nigeria. By delving into
the complex interplay between governance structures,
institutional capacity, and conflict dynamics, the
research aims to support the formulation of targeted
solutions for mitigating political and ethno-religious
tensions. In addition to its practical applications, the
study enriches the academic field by advancing
knowledge on conflict management within multi-
ethnic and religiously diverse societies. Analyzing
Nigeria’s unique context can help scholars refine
existing governance and peacebuilding models, leading
to more adaptable and context-sensitive theoretical
frameworks. Moreover, the study’s findings hold the
potential to foster greater public understanding of the
vital link between effective governance and societal
stability.

METHODOLOGY

The study adopts a qualitative research approach,
relying primarily on secondary data from academic
journals, books, government reports, policy briefs, and
reputable online sources. This method allows for an in-
depth exploration of governance failures and their
impact on political and ethno-religious conflicts in
Nigeria. The study also employs case studies to provide
detailed insights into specific conflict scenarios across
different regions of the country. The selected case
studies include the Jos crisis in Plateau State, the Boko
Haram insurgency in North-East Nigeria, the Kaduna
religious crisis in North-West Nigeria, the Taraba State
conflict in the Middle Belt region, and inter-ethnic
conflicts in Lagos. These case studies highlight how
weak governance structures, political exclusion, socio-
economic inequalities, and inadequate conflict
resolution mechanisms have fueled instability.

Nature and Causes of Conflicts in Nigeria

Political conflicts in Nigeria have been a recurring issue
since the country gained independence in 1960. These
conflicts revolve around electoral violence, power
struggles, and disputes over resource control. Political
conflicts in Nigeria often stem from the highly
competitive nature of elections, the politicization of
ethnicity and religion, and the failure of the
government to ensure fair resource distribution
(Adenuga et al., 2023).

One of the most significant manifestations of political
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conflict in Nigeria is electoral violence. Elections in
Nigeria are often marred by violence, with political
parties and their supporters engaging in clashes that
result in loss of life and property. According to Adenuga
et al. (2023), electoral violence is fueled by the
desperation of political elites to win elections at all
costs, often employing violence as a tool to intimidate
opponents and suppress voter turnout. Electoral
violence in Nigeria is not limited to Election Day but
includes pre-election and post-election violence. For
example, pre-election violence involves political
assassinations, destruction of campaign properties, and
threats against candidates and voters. Post-election
violence, on the other hand, occurs when supporters of
political parties reject the election results, leading to
widespread protests and clashes.

Power struggles are another significant cause of political
conflicts in Nigeria. The country’s political landscape is
characterized by intense competition among political
elites for control over state resources and power
structures. This struggle for power is often linked to
resource control, as politicians seek to control oil
revenues and other natural resources, particularly in the
Niger Delta region (Obi, 2020). Political conflicts over
resource control have led to the rise of militant groups
in the Niger Delta, who demands greater control over
the region’s resources. These groups argue that the
federal government and multinational oil companies
exploit the region’s resources without adequately
compensating local communities. As a result, the Niger
Delta has experienced decades of militancy, sabotage of
oil facilities, and kidnappings of oil workers.

Political elites in Nigeria play a significant role in fueling
political conflicts by manipulating ethnic and religious
identities to gain political power. Obi (2020) argues that
Nigerian politicians often exploit the country’s ethnic
and religious diversity for electoral gains, deepening
divisions within society. Political parties in Nigeria are
often formed along ethnic and religious lines, further
entrenching identity politics. The lack of strong
democratic institutions and the failure to enforce
electoral laws contribute to political conflicts in Nigeria.
According to Johnson (2022), the weakness of the
Nigeria’s electoral system and the lack of accountability
for electoral violence have emboldened political actors
to engage in violent tactics during elections.

Ethno-religious conflicts on the other hand, are deeply
rooted in Nigeria’s history and have been exacerbated
by socio-economic inequalities and political
marginalization. These conflicts often arise from
tensions between different ethnic and religious groups,
which are further compounded by historical grievances
and struggles for power and resources (Eze, 2021). The
historical roots of ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria can
136
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be traced back to the colonial era, when British colonial
administrators used a policy of divide and rule to
govern the country. This policy entrenched ethnic and
religious divisions by favoring certain groups over
others, creating a legacy of distrust and competition
between ethnic and religious communities. Eze (2021,)
notes that the historical struggles for power and
resources between ethnic groups have shaped the
current conflict landscape in Nigeria. The country’s
post-independence history is marked by numerous
ethno-religious conflicts, including the Nigerian Civil
War (1967-1970), which was fought between the
Nigerian government and the secessionist state of
Biafra.

In contemporary Nigeria, ethno-religious conflicts
manifest in various forms, including violent clashes
between communities, insurgencies, and sectarian
violence. The Jos Crisis in Plateau State, the Boko
Haram insurgency in the North-East, and the conflicts
in the Middle Belt region are examples of how religious
and ethnic differences escalate into violence (Umeh,
2023). The Boko Haram insurgency, which began in
2009, is one of the most significant ethno-religious
conflicts in Nigeria. The group seeks to establish an
Islamic state in Nigeria and has carried out numerous
attacks on civilians, government institutions, and
religious sites. The insurgency has led to the
displacement of millions of people and a humanitarian
crisis in the region.

Religion and ethnicity play a central role in shaping
conflict dynamics in Nigeria. The country is divided
between a predominantly Muslim North and a
predominantly Christian South, with numerous ethnic
groups spread across the country. Umeh (2023) argues
that economic disparities and social inequalities
between these regions have contributed to the rise of
ethno-religious conflicts. The manipulation of religious
and ethnic identities by political elites has also
contributed to tensions between communities.
According to Eze (2021), political actors often exploit
religious and ethnic differences to mobilize support,
leading to the polarization of society along religious
and ethnic lines.

Political and ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria are
interconnected and mutually reinforcing. According to
Sinikiem (2021), political exclusion and marginalization
often manifest as ethno-religious grievances, which
are then exploited by political elites for personal gains.
Political exclusion and marginalization are significant
factors that link political and ethno-religious conflicts.
Many ethnic and religious groups in Nigeria feel
marginalized from the political process and resource
distribution, leading to resentment and grievances.
These grievances are often framed in ethno-religious
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terms, making it easier for political elites to exploit them
for political gains.

The mutual reinforcement of political and ethno-
religious conflicts is evident in the way political actors
use ethno-religious rhetoric to mobilize support and
justify their actions. For example, during elections,
political parties often appeal to ethnic and religious
identities to secure votes, deepening divisions within
society (Sinikiem, 2021). Johnson (2022) emphasizes the
need for governance reforms that address both political
and ethno-religious conflicts simultaneously. He argues
that addressing these conflicts requires strengthening
democratic institutions, promoting inclusive
governance, and reducing economic inequalities.

Role of Governance and Institutions in Conflict
Mitigation in Nigeria

Democratic governance, characterized by free and fair
elections, the rule of law, and an independent judiciary,
is essential for reducing conflicts in any society. In
Nigeria, democratic institutions have been instrumental
in  managing political tensions, though challenges
persist. Democratic institutions, such as electoral
bodies, courts, and legislative assemblies, are expected
to provide mechanisms for peaceful resolution of
disputes. Free and fair elections help ensure that
citizens can choose their leaders without resorting to
violence. According to Jatau and Maza (2023),
strengthening democratic institutions is essential to
addressing both political and ethno-religious conflicts.
They argue that transparent electoral processes reduce
the likelihood of contested results and post-election
violence. However, Nigeria’s democratic system faces
significant challenges, including electoral malpractice,
voter intimidation, and lack of accountability. Political
elites often manipulate the system for personal gains,
exacerbating conflicts. For instance, the 2011 post-
election violence in Nigeria resulted in over 800 deaths,
highlighting the impact of electoral disputes on national
security.

The transition from military rule to democracy in 1999
was a significant milestone in Nigeria’s political history.
However, the process of democratic consolidation
remains incomplete. Scholars argue that weak
democratic institutions and poor governance contribute
to political conflicts. Johnson (2022) suggests that
democratic governance must go beyond holding
elections to include inclusive governance,
accountability, and the protection of human rights.
Jatau and Maza (2023) emphasize the importance of
institutional reforms to strengthen Nigeria’s democracy.
Reforms that promote judicial independence, electoral
integrity, and citizen participation can reduce political
tensions and foster peace.
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Nigeria’s federal system of governance was designed
to address regional grievances and promote inclusivity
by granting autonomy to states. However, the
effectiveness of this system in mitigating conflicts is
debatable. Federalism aims to provide regional
autonomy and resource control, which can reduce
tensions between different ethnic and regional groups.
However, Odey and Ugar (2023) argue that Nigeria’s
current federal system has several limitations. The
centralization of power and resources at the federal
level has led to discontent among states, particularly in
the oil-rich Niger Delta region, where local
communities feel marginalized. Conflicts over resource
control remain a major challenge in Nigeria’s federal
structure. The agitation for resource control by groups
such as the Movement for the Emancipation of the
Niger Delta (MEND) highlights the failure of federalism
to address regional grievances effectively. Local
governance structures play a crucial role in conflict
prevention and resolution at the community level.
Odey and Ugar (2023) suggest that empowering local
governments can help address local grievances and
reduce tensions. However, local governments in
Nigeria often suffer from poor funding, corruption, and
lack of capacity, limiting their ability to address
conflicts effectively. Reforms that enhance the
autonomy and capacity of local governments can
improve their ability to manage conflicts at the
grassroots level. Participatory governance models that
involve community leaders and civil society
organizations can also promote dialogue and
reconciliation.

The security sector plays a vital role in maintaining
peace and order in Nigeria. However, issues of
accountability, human rights abuses, and lack of
civilian oversight have weakened public trust in
security institutions. The Nigerian police and military
are responsible for maintaining law and order and
responding to conflicts. However, Adeyeri (2021)
argues that these institutions often contribute to
conflicts through human rights abuses, extrajudicial
killings, and corruption. The excessive use of force by
security agencies has worsened conflicts, particularly
in conflict-prone areas such as the North-East, where
the Boko Haram insurgency is ongoing. One of the key
challenges in Nigeria’s security sector is the lack of
civilian oversight and accountability. Adeyeri (2021)
emphasizes the need for security sector reforms that
promote transparency, accountability, and respect for
human rights. Without these reforms, the security
sector will continue to exacerbate conflicts rather than
resolve them. Reforming the police and military to
improve their professionalism, accountability, and
community relations is essential for promoting peace
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and security in Nigeria.

The judiciary plays a crucial role in ensuring justice and
accountability for human rights violations and resolving
disputes peacefully. A fair and independent judiciary is
essential for conflict resolution and ensuring
accountability for crimes and human rights abuses.
According to Elikwu et al. (2023), judicial reforms are
necessary to improve access to justice, particularly for
marginalized communities. An effective judicial system
can reduce vigilantism and mob justice, which are
prevalent in conflict-prone areas. When citizens lose
faith in the judiciary, they may resort to violence and
self-help measures, further escalating conflicts. Access
to justice remains a significant challenge in Nigeria,
particularly for marginalized communities such as
women, ethnic minorities, and the poor. Elikwu et al.
(2023) highlight the lack of legal aid services, court
delays, and corruption as major barriers to justice.
Judicial reforms that improve court efficiency, reduce
corruption, and promote legal aid services are necessary
to enhance access to justice.

Civil society organizations (CSOs) play a significant role
in peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and promoting
good governance. Civil society organizations can help
bridge divides between communities, promote dialogue
and reconciliation, and hold governments accountable.
According to Aderele (2024), involving CSOs in
governance processes can enhance conflict prevention
and resolution. CSOs also play a role in advocating for
human rights, providing legal aid, and supporting
victims of conflicts. Their grassroots presence allows
them to address local grievances more effectively than
government institutions. Despite their important role,
CSOs in Nigeria face numerous challenges, including
government restrictions, lack of funding, and security
threats. Aderele (2024), notes that the political
environment in Nigeria is often hostile to civil society,
limiting their ability to operate effectively.

Traditional rulers and customary laws remain influential
in many Nigerian communities and play a key role in
conflict resolution and community reconciliation.
Traditional institutions often act as mediators and
arbiters in conflicts at the community level. According to
Eferebo and Eferebo (2022), integrating traditional
institutions into modern governance frameworks can
enhance conflict management efforts. Traditional rulers
are seen as neutral figures who can mediate disputes
without the influence of partisan politics. Their
knowledge of local customs and traditions makes them
well-suited to resolve conflicts in culturally sensitive
ways. Integrating traditional institutions into modern
governance poses several challenges. Eferebo and
Eferebo (2022) highlight tensions between traditional
and modern legal systems, lack of formal recognition,
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and political interference as major obstacles. Reforms
that promote collaboration between traditional and
formal governance structures can improve conflict
resolution and community reconciliation efforts.

Challenges in Addressing Political and Ethno-Religious
Conflicts in Nigeria

Corruption remains one of the most critical challenges
to conflict resolution in Nigeria, permeating political
institutions and eroding public trust in governance.
According to Adenuga et al. (2023), corruption affects
all levels of government, weakening efforts to address
both political and ethno-religious conflicts. Corruption
often leads to the mismanagement of public resources,
particularly in resource-rich regions like the Niger
Delta, where grievances over the unfair distribution of
wealth have fueled conflicts for decades. The lack of
accountability within Nigeria’s legal and judicial
systems further exacerbates the issue. Perpetrators of
violence and human rights abuses often evade justice
due to compromised legal frameworks. Johnson (2022)
argues that addressing ethno-religious conflicts
requires robust legal institutions that can hold
individuals accountable for acts of violence and ensure
justice for victims. However, Nigeria’s judicial system is
often undermined by corruption, making it difficult to
enforce laws or resolve disputes fairly. Moreover, the
lack of transparency in governance creates a significant
trust deficit between citizens and the state. Many
Nigerians view government institutions as corrupt and
incapable of delivering justice or services equitably.
Addressing this challenge requires comprehensive
anti-corruption measures and reforms to strengthen
the rule of law. By promoting transparency and
accountability, Nigeria can restore public confidence in
its institutions and create a more conducive
environment for peacebuilding.

Political instability and the absence of political will to
address conflicts are major obstacles to peacebuilding
in Nigeria. Political elites often exploit ethnic and
religious divisions to maintain their grip on power,
thereby exacerbating existing tensions. Folorunso and
Folorunso (2023) argue that political actors in Nigeria
frequently manipulate ethno-religious identities to
mobilize support, leading to increased polarization and
violence. The lack of consistent political leadership
further complicates conflict resolution efforts.
Frequent changes in leadership and inconsistent
policies disrupt long-term peacebuilding initiatives.
This lack of continuity often results in ad hoc responses
to conflicts, rather than comprehensive strategies that
address the root causes of violence. Folorunso and
Folorunso (2023) emphasize the need for political
leaders to prioritize national unity and inclusive
governance to mitigate these challenges. Political
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instability also discourages investment in peacebuilding
initiatives, as resources are often diverted to address
short-term political crises.

The limited capacity of Nigeria’s state institutions to
manage conflicts effectively is another significant
challenge. Many local governments, which are often at
the forefront of conflict management, lack the
necessary resources and expertise to address conflicts
in their communities. Umeh (2023) highlights that
inadequate funding, corruption, and a lack of training
for government officials significantly limit their ability to
implement peacebuilding initiatives. The security
sector, in particular, faces significant capacity
constraints. Nigeria’s police and military forces are often
poorly equipped and inadequately trained to handle
conflict situations, leaving civilians wvulnerable to
violence. These capacity issues undermine the state’s
ability to maintain law and order, protect citizens, and
hold perpetrators accountable.

Social and economic inequalities are deeply rooted
drivers of political and ethno-religious conflicts in
Nigeria. According to Ngwoke and Ituma (2020),
economic marginalization, poverty, and unequal access
to basic services such as education and healthcare
contribute significantly to conflicts, particularly in
regions like the North-East and Middle Belt. These
inequalities create grievances among marginalized
groups, who may feel excluded from national
development efforts. The uneven distribution of
resources, particularly in oil-producing regions like the
Niger Delta, has led to demands for greater autonomy
and resource control. Local communities in these
regions often feel exploited by the federal government
and multinational corporations, which has fueled
militancy and unrest.

The lack of trust and confidence in government
institutions is a significant barrier to conflict resolution
in Nigeria. Many citizens view state institutions as
corrupt, biased, and incapable of acting fairly or
impartially. Agbu et al. (2021), note that this trust deficit
undermines the effectiveness of governance
frameworks in managing conflicts. When citizens lose
faith in the state’s ability to address their grievances,
they are more likely to resort to self-help measures,
including vigilantism and community-based security
initiatives. These informal conflict resolution
mechanisms can escalate violence, particularly in
regions where government presence is weak.

Opportunities in Addressing Political and Ethno-
Religious Conflicts in Nigeria

While Nigeria faces numerous challenges in addressing
political and ethno-religious conflicts, several
opportunities exist to foster peace and stability through
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institutional reforms, economic development, and
innovative peacebuilding initiatives. These
opportunities can be harnessed to address the
underlying causes of conflicts and promote long-term
national  cohesion.  Strengthening  democratic
institutions is a critical opportunity for addressing
conflicts in Nigeria. Adenuga et al. (2023) emphasize
the need to promote inclusive governance structures
that enhance political participation and reduce ethno-
religious tensions. In many instances, conflicts arise
due to the exclusion of certain groups from political
processes, leading to feelings of marginalization and
resentment. Ensuring that all citizens, regardless of
their ethnic or religious backgrounds, have an equal
opportunity to participate in governance can help
reduce these tensions.

Free and fair elections are essential for building trust in
the political system. By ensuring electoral processes
are transparent and credible, Nigeria can foster greater
public confidence in government institutions. An
independent judiciary is also crucial to upholding the
rule of law, ensuring that disputes are resolved fairly
and that perpetrators of violence are held accountable.
Strengthening these democratic pillars can help
prevent conflicts from escalating by providing peaceful
mechanisms for addressing grievances. Furthermore,
promoting political participation among marginalized
groups, including women and vyouth, is vital for
fostering inclusive governance. When individuals feel
represented in government, they are more likely to
support the state and less likely to resort to violence.
Therefore, democratic reforms that promote
inclusivity and accountability can significantly
contribute to conflict prevention and resolution in
Nigeria.

Human capital development and economic growth are
crucial for mitigating the socio-economic drivers of
conflict in Nigeria. Udom and Okolie (2022) suggest
that investing in education, healthcare, and job
creation initiatives can reduce poverty and inequality,
which are often at the root of ethno-religious conflicts.
Economic empowerment programs, particularly in
conflict-prone areas, can address grievances and
promote national unity. Education plays a key role in
promoting peace by fostering understanding,
tolerance, and critical thinking among citizens.
Ensuring that all Nigerians have access to quality
education can help reduce misconceptions and biases
that often fuel ethnic and religious divisions.
Additionally, education can equip individuals with the
skills they need to participate meaningfully in the
economy, reducing unemployment and poverty, which
are major sources of frustration and conflict. Economic
empowerment initiatives such as job creation, skills
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training, and entrepreneurship programs can also
contribute to peacebuilding. When individuals have
access to economic opportunities, they are less likely to
engage in violence or be recruited by extremist groups.
Udom and Okolie (2022) highlight the importance of
targeted economic development programs in conflict-
prone areas such as the Niger Delta and the North-East,
where poverty and marginalization are key drivers of
unrest.

Promoting dialogue and reconciliation between
conflicting groups is another key opportunity for
peacebuilding in  Nigeria. Nwachukwu (2024)
emphasizes the importance of interfaith dialogue in
promoting mutual understanding and reducing religious
conflicts. Given Nigeria’s diverse ethnic and religious
composition, fostering dialogue between communities

is essential for building trust and resolving
misunderstandings. Community-based dialogue
programs can bring together traditional leaders,

religious leaders, and civil society organizations to
facilitate discussions on issues that divide communities.
These programs create safe spaces for individuals to
express their grievances, share their perspectives, and
work toward mutual understanding and reconciliation.
By addressing the root causes of conflicts through
dialogue, communities can develop locally driven
solutions that promote long-term peace. Inter-group
dialogue can also help to counter hate speech and
extremist narratives, which often exacerbate conflicts.
Nwachukwu (2024) highlights the role of religious and
traditional leaders in promoting peace messages and
encouraging tolerance and coexistence. These leaders
have significant influence within their communities and
can play a crucial role in preventing conflicts and
promoting reconciliation.

Technology presents a significant opportunity for
enhancing conflict resolution and peacebuilding efforts
in Nigeria. Digital platforms and communication
technologies can facilitate early warning systems, peace
education, and mediation efforts, particularly in
conflict-prone areas. Adeyeri (2021) highlights the
potential of social media to promote positive narratives,
counter hate speech, and facilitate dialogue between
communities. Early warning systems that use
technology to monitor and report potential conflicts can
help prevent violence before it escalates. By gathering
real-time data on conflict indicators, these systems can
enable governments and civil society organizations to
respond proactively to emerging threats.

Digital platforms can also be used to promote peace
education and awareness campaigns that counter
extremist ideologies and promote tolerance. Social
media, in particular, can reach large audiences and
influence public opinion. However, Adeyeri (2021)
140
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cautions that social media can also be a tool for
spreading hate speech and misinformation, which can
fuel conflicts. Therefore, it is important to regulate
digital platforms and promote responsible online
behavior to maximize their potential for peacebuilding.
Technology can also facilitate communication between
conflicting parties, providing platforms for dialogue
and mediation. Online forums and virtual meetings can
bring together individuals from different communities
to discuss their grievances and work toward
reconciliation.

Regional and international cooperation can enhance
Nigeria’s capacity to address political and ethno-
religious conflicts. Obi (2020) recommends leveraging
partnerships with organizations such as the African
Union (AU), the United Nations (UN), and the
Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) to promote sustainable peace. These
organizations can provide technical support, funding,
and expertise for peacebuilding initiatives in Nigeria.
Regional cooperation is particularly important for
addressing cross-border conflicts and preventing the
spread of  extremist  groups. International
organizations can also play a role in promoting
governance reforms and strengthening Nigeria’s
democratic institutions. For example, the UN and AU
can provide guidance on best practices for conflict
resolution and facilitate dialogue between conflicting
parties. Obi (2020) highlights the importance of
international support in addressing the root causes of
conflicts, such as poverty, inequality, and weak
governance. Strengthening regional and international
cooperation can enhance Nigeria’s peacebuilding
efforts by providing access to additional resources,
expertise, and support.

Theoretical Perspective
Institutional Theory

Institutional Theory investigates how institutions,
encompassing both formal frameworks like legal
systems and governmental bodies, as well as informal
constructs such as cultural norms and social practices,
influence political, social, and economic results.
Originally articulated by North in 1990, this theory
suggests that institutions function as the "rules of the
game" in a society, directing human interactions,
minimising uncertainty, and promoting stability.
North's foundational work underscores the essential
function of institutions in fostering order,
accountability, and economic growth, while
simultaneously cautioning that fragile institutions can
lead to instability, corruption, and conflict.

North (1990) highlighted the role of institutions in
offering predictable frameworks that facilitate the
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functioning of individuals and groups, thereby
contributing to stability in both political and economic
systems. When institutions lack strength, societies
frequently encounter failures in governance, which are
marked by corruption, exclusion, and conflict. The
ongoing instability in Nigeria can be analysed through
this perspective, wherein inadequate governance
practices intensify political and ethno-religious tensions,
consequently obstructing peacebuilding initiatives
(Adenuga et al., 2023).

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) developed the theory
further by introducing the concept of institutional
isomorphism, which elucidates the tendency of
institutions to align with similar structures in order to
attain legitimacy. The concept holds significant
importance for governance in Nigeria, as the
incorporation of best practices from stable and inclusive
societies has the potential to fortify local institutions
and improve mechanisms for conflict resolution. The
implementation of global governance norms, including
the promotion of transparency, inclusivity, and
accountability, has the potential to alleviate the
fundamental causes of conflict by tackling the
challenges of exclusion and marginalisation.

Institutional Theory highlights the difference between
formal and informal institutions. Formal institutions,
including the judiciary, security agencies, and legislative
bodies, are essential to the processes of governance and
the management of conflict. Informal institutions, such
as traditional rulers, religious leaders, and community
associations, exert considerable influence in shaping
societal norms and mediating conflicts in Nigeria
(Nwachukwu, 2024). Understanding the relationship
between formal and informal institutions is essential for
creating peacebuilding strategies that are attuned to
cultural contexts and adaptable to local conditions.

Path dependency, an essential notion in Institutional
Theory, underscores the difficulties involved in changing
entrenched governance practices. Once institutions
become established, they often endure through time,
even in cases where their effectiveness is called into
qguestion. In Nigeria, this phenomenon has played a
significant role in sustaining weak governance
frameworks, thereby perpetuating cycles of conflict.
Intentional institutional reforms are essential to disrupt
this cycle and foster governance practices that are more
inclusive and accountable (Obi, 2020).

Institutional Theory has found extensive application
across the fields of political science, economics, and
sociology, serving to elucidate the influence of
institutions on governance outcomes. This framework
provides a significant basis for examining the ways in
which governance failures in Nigeria influence the
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dynamics of conflict. The insights provided by the
theory regarding institutional reforms correspond with
the study's aim to examine governance structures in
their role in alleviating political and ethno-religious
conflicts.

Reforms within Nigerian institutions ought to prioritize
the fortification of the rule of law, the advancement of
inclusive governance, and the improvement of
institutional capacity. Umeh (2023) posits that these
reforms have the potential to enhance the capacity of
local governments in managing conflicts with greater
efficacy. Enhancing accountability and transparency in
governmental institutions can effectively tackle the
root causes of conflict, including corruption, exclusion,
and a deficit of trust.

Furthermore, Institutional Theory offers a lens through
which to comprehend the ongoing governance
challenges in Nigeria, highlighting the necessity for
strategic interventions aimed at fostering stability and
peace. Nwachukwu (2024) highlights the significance
of both formal and informal institutions in the process
of conflict resolution, proposing that the engagement
of traditional leaders and local customs may enhance
the effectiveness of formal legal frameworks.

This theory highlights the significance of legitimacy
within institutional frameworks. When institutions
embrace widely recognised norms and practices, they
tend to enhance their public trust and overall
effectiveness. The enhancement of governance
institutions in Nigeria can be achieved through the
promotion of transparency, inclusivity, and fairness in
the implementation of policies (Adenuga et al., 2023).

Case Studies of Political and Ethno-Religious Conflicts
in Nigeria: Governance Failures and Institutional
Reforms

The Jos Crisis (Plateau State)

The Jos crisis, one of Nigeria’s most protracted ethno-
religious conflicts, exemplifies how governance failures
can exacerbate communal tensions. Located in Plateau
State, the crisis is primarily rooted in disputes over land
ownership, political exclusion, and identity-based
grievances. The indigenous Berom people, who are
predominantly Christian, have historically clashed with
the Hausa-Fulani community, a Muslim settler group.
The conflict is not solely religious; it is deeply political
and socio-economic, with both sides claiming rights to
land and political power in the region. Governance
structures in Plateau State have historically favored
indigenous groups, creating a sense of exclusion and
marginalization among settler communities. According
to Umeh (2023), the denial of political rights to the
Hausa-Fulani settlers, including restrictions on holding
public office and accessing certain public services, has

The American Journal of Political Science Law and Criminology

fueled resentment and contributed to periodic
outbreaks of violence. These governance practices have
deepened divisions between communities, making
reconciliation challenging.

Another key governance failure is economic inequality.
The indigenous groups, who hold political power, often
control access to economic opportunities, leaving
settlers marginalized. Unequal access to resources
further entrenches socio-economic disparities, which
fuel grievances and escalate conflicts. Furthermore,
weak conflict resolution mechanisms have made it
difficult to address disputes over land and political
representation. Formal institutions, such as local
government councils and courts, have struggled to
provide effective solutions due to political interference
and bias. Institutional reforms focused on promoting
inclusive governance and equitable resource
distributions are essential to resolving the Jos crisis.
Umeh (2023) suggests that engaging community leaders
in dialogue and establishing mechanisms for political
inclusion can reduce tensions and foster long-term
peace. Additionally, land dispute resolution frameworks
should be strengthened to ensure fair and transparent
processes, thereby addressing one of the root causes of
the conflict.

Boko Haram Insurgency (North-East Nigeria)

The Boko Haram insurgency is a stark example of how
poor governance can contribute to the rise of violent
extremism. Emerging in the early 2000s in North-East
Nigeria, the insurgency was initially a religious
movement advocating for the implementation of Sharia
law. However, it soon evolved into a violent extremist
group responsible for widespread terrorism, mass
killings, and displacement of communities. The root
causes of the Boko Haram insurgency are deeply
intertwined with governance failures in the region.
Johnson (2022) argues that human security deficits,
such as poverty, unemployment, and lack of access to
education and healthcare, created a fertile ground for
extremist ideologies to take hold. The government’s
failure to provide basic services and address socio-
economic grievances left many communities vulnerable
to recruitment by Boko Haram.

Additionally, weak security institutions have
exacerbated the crisis. Security agencies have been
accused of human rights abuses, including extrajudicial
killings and arbitrary arrests, which have further
alienated local populations. The lack of accountability
within these institutions has undermined public trust
and hindered counter-insurgency efforts. Corruption
within government institutions has also played a role,
with resources meant for combating Boko Haram often
diverted or mismanaged. To address the Boko Haram
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insurgency, institutional reforms are necessary to
strengthen governance frameworks and promote
human security. Johnson (2022) emphasizes the
importance of enhancing local governance structures
to deliver essential services and promote economic
inclusion. Strengthening accountability within security
agencies and ensuring that they operate within the
rule of law can also help rebuild trust with local
communities. Furthermore, addressing poverty and
unemployment through targeted socio-economic
programs can reduce the appeal of extremist groups
and promote stability in the region.

Kaduna Religious Crisis (North-West Nigeria)

Kaduna State has experienced recurrent religious
conflicts, often driven by political manipulation of
ethnic identities and competition over resources. The
conflicts have predominantly occurred between
Christian and Muslim communities, with violence
erupting periodically, resulting in significant loss of life
and property. One of the main governance failures in
Kaduna is the politicization of ethnic and religious
identities. Michael et al. (2021) argue that politicians
have often exploited these identities to gain political
advantage, deepening communal divides and fueling
conflicts. For instance, during election periods, political
actors have been known to mobilize support along
ethnic and religious lines, creating tensions that persist
long after the elections are over.

Resource competition is another critical factor
contributing to the crisis. Kaduna’s diverse population
competes for access to land, jobs, and political
positions, leading to conflicts over resource allocation.
Weak governance institutions have failed to manage
these disputes effectively, allowing tensions to
escalate into violence. Preventive diplomacy and
interfaith dialogue are essential for fostering peaceful
coexistence in Kaduna. Michael et al. (2021)
recommend establishing formal institutions to
promote dialogue and resolve disputes before they
escalate. Strengthening governance frameworks to
ensure fair resource distribution and promoting
inclusive political representation can also help address
the root causes of conflict in the state.

Taraba State Conflict (Middle Belt Region)

The conflict in Taraba State is driven by competition
over land and resources, ethnic rivalries, and the
proliferation of arms. Located in Nigeria’s Middle Belt
region, Taraba has seen frequent clashes between
ethnic groups, often resulting in violence and
displacement. One of the key governance failures in
Taraba is the proliferation of arms. Weak regulatory
frameworks have allowed the unchecked spread of
small arms and light weapons, making conflicts more
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deadly (Agbu et al., 2021). The rise of ethnic militias,
who often operate outside formal governance
structures, has further complicated the security
situation. These militias frequently engage in violent
clashes, undermining state authority and creating a
cycle of violence. Institutional reforms in Taraba should
focus on disarmament and the strengthening of
governance institutions. Agbu et al. (2021) argue that
implementing disarmament programs to reduce the
availability of arms can help reduce violence.
Additionally, strengthening local governance to address
land disputes and promote reconciliation is essential for
fostering peace. Engaging traditional and religious
leaders in conflict resolution processes can also enhance
the effectiveness of these efforts.

Lagos Inter-Ethnic Conflicts

The Yoruba-Hausa conflicts in Lagos highlight the role of
socio-economic competition and mutual distrust in
driving inter-ethnic violence. Lagos, Nigeria's largest city
and economic hub, has a diverse population comprising
various ethnic groups, including the Yoruba (the
indigenous group) and the Hausa (a significant migrant
community). One of the main governance failures in
Lagos is ethnic-based politics. Political structures in the
state have often prioritized ethnic loyalty over national
unity, creating divisions between different ethnic
groups (Adeyeri, 2021). This has led to tensions between
the Yoruba and Hausa communities, particularly during
elections and political appointments.

Socio-economic competition is another significant
factor. Lagos is a highly competitive city, with limited
resources and opportunities. The competition for jobs,
housing, and business opportunities has heightened
tensions between ethnic groups, leading to periodic
outbreaks of violence. Thus, Adeyeri (2021) advocates
for a shift from ethnic-based politics to policies that
promotes human security and economic inclusion.
Strengthening local governance to address socio-
economic grievances and improve service delivery can
reduce inter-ethnic tensions. Promoting dialogue and
collaboration between different ethnic groups through
community-based initiatives can also foster trust and
peaceful coexistence.

DISCUSSION

One of the key findings of the study is that political
exclusion has been a major driver of conflicts in Nigeria.
Across different regions, marginalized groups—whether
based on ethnicity, religion, or settler status—feel
excluded from political processes and decision-making
structures. In Plateau State, for instance, the exclusion
of the Hausa-Fulani settler community from local
governance structures has fueled resentment and
violence. Umeh (2023) emphasizes that such
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exclusionary governance practices deepen grievances
and make conflicts more difficult to resolve. This aligns
with North’s (1990) Institutional Theory, which posits
that inclusive institutions provide stability by reducing
uncertainty and promoting predictable interactions.

However, the study shows that many of Nigeria’s
governance structures are exclusive, favoring certain
groups over others. This exclusion fosters a sense of
injustice among marginalized communities, which is
often expressed through violence. The Jos crisis is a
prime example of how political exclusion can lead to
prolonged conflict. Similarly, in Kaduna State, political
actors have exploited ethnic and religious identities to
gain political advantage, deepening societal divides
and fueling recurring violence. Michael et al. (2021)
argue that such identity politics is a major cause of
instability in the region.

The study further finds that economic inequality is a
significant factor contributing to Nigeria’s conflicts.
Socio-economic disparities between regions and
communities have created tensions that often
manifest as political or ethno-religious conflicts. In
Lagos, inter-ethnic conflicts between the Yoruba and
Hausa communities have been driven by competition
for jobs, housing, and business opportunities. Adeyeri
(2021) highlights that socio-economic competition and
mutual distrust between ethnic groups have fueled
periodic violence in Lagos. This finding aligns with
Institutional Theory’s focus on the role of institutions
in shaping economic outcomes. When institutions fail
to provide equitable access to resources and
opportunities, grievances emerge, increasing the
likelihood of conflict.

The Boko Haram insurgency in North-East Nigeria also
illustrates the link between governance failures and
conflict. The study reveals that human security
deficits—such as poverty, unemployment, and lack of
access to education and healthcare—created fertile
ground for extremist ideologies to take root. Johnson
(2022) argues that the Nigerian government’s failure to
address socio-economic grievances in the region has
contributed significantly to the rise of Boko Haram.
This finding is consistent with North’s (1990) assertion
that weak institutions create instability by failing to
reduce uncertainty and provide security. In this case,
the lack of effective governance structures left
communities vulnerable to radicalization and violence.

The study finds that weak conflict resolution
mechanisms have exacerbated Nigeria’s conflicts.
Formal institutions, such as the judiciary and security
agencies, have struggled to manage conflicts
effectively. In many cases, these institutions are
perceived as corrupt, biased, or incompetent, further
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eroding public trust. For example, in Taraba State, the
proliferation of arms and the rise of ethnic militias have
worsened conflicts. Agbu et al. (2021) argue that weak
regulatory frameworks have allowed the unchecked
spread of arms, making conflicts more deadly. This
finding supports Institutional Theory’s emphasis on the
importance of strong formal institutions in maintaining
social order. Without effective institutions to regulate
behavior and resolve disputes, conflicts are likely to
persist.

Another important finding of the study is the role of
informal institutions, such as traditional rulers and
religious leaders, in conflict resolution. While formal
governance structures play a key role in managing
conflicts, informal institutions often have greater
influence at the community level. In Kaduna and Taraba
States, traditional and religious leaders have been
involved in mediating disputes and promoting
reconciliation. Nwachukwu (2024) emphasizes that
recognizing the interplay between formal and informal
institutions is crucial for designing effective
peacebuilding strategies. This aligns with DiMaggio and
Powell’s (1983) concept of institutional isomorphism,
which suggests that institutions tend to adopt similar
structures and practices to gain legitimacy. By
integrating informal institutions into formal governance
frameworks, Nigeria can enhance its conflict resolution
mechanisms.

The study also highlights the persistence of governance
failures due to path dependency. Once institutions are
established, they tend to endure over time, even if they
are ineffective. This phenomenon has contributed to
the persistence of weak governance frameworks in
Nigeria, which continue to shape conflict dynamics. Obi
(2020) argues that deliberate institutional reforms are
necessary to break this cycle and promote more
inclusive and accountable governance practices. The
study’s findings support this view by showing that
addressing Nigeria’s conflicts requires structural
changes to its governance institutions.

The findings indicate that governance reforms focused
on promoting inclusivity, transparency, and
accountability can help mitigate conflicts. For example,
promoting political inclusion through electoral reforms
and power-sharing arrangements can address
grievances related to political exclusion. Similarly,
strengthening local governance structures to improve
service delivery and promote economic development
can reduce socio-economic inequalities. Umeh (2023)
suggests that engaging community leaders and
establishing mechanisms for political inclusion can
foster dialogue and reduce tensions, particularly in
conflict-prone areas like Plateau State.
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The study also finds that security sector reforms are
essential for addressing Nigeria’s conflicts. Weak
security institutions have contributed to violence by
failing to protect communities and holding
perpetrators accountable. In some cases, security
agencies have been accused of human rights abuses,
further alienating local populations. Johnson (2022)
emphasizes the need to reform Nigeria’s security
institutions to improve accountability and rebuild trust
with local communities. By promoting transparency
and accountability within security agencies, Nigeria
can enhance its capacity to manage conflicts
effectively.

Finally, the study highlights the importance of dialogue
and reconciliation in promoting peace. Promoting
interfaith dialogue and community-based initiatives
can help build trust between conflicting groups and
reduce tensions. Nwachukwu (2024) argues that
traditional and religious leaders can play a key role in
facilitating dialogue and promoting peaceful
coexistence. This finding aligns with Institutional
Theory’s focus on the role of informal institutions in
shaping societal behavior.

Recommendations

To address political and ethno-religious conflicts in
Nigeria, actionable recommendations must focus on
strengthening governance structures, promoting
inclusive policies, and enhancing institutional capacity.
Firstly, political inclusion should be prioritized by
reforming governance frameworks to ensure that
marginalized groups are adequately represented in
political processes. Electoral reforms should guarantee
fair representation of minority groups and reduce
identity-based politics. Power-sharing arrangements at
local and state levels can help mitigate the grievances
of excluded communities, particularly in conflict-prone
regions like Plateau and Kaduna States.

Secondly, local governance structures must be
strengthened to improve service delivery and promote
socio-economic inclusion. Local governments should
be empowered with the necessary resources and
autonomy to address grievances at the grassroots
level. Community-based programs that focus on
economic empowerment, education, and healthcare
should be implemented to reduce poverty and
inequality, particularly in conflict-affected regions.

Thirdly, security sector reforms are essential to
improve accountability and professionalism within
Nigeria’s security agencies. The police and military
must be reformed to ensure respect for human rights
and reduce instances of abuse that alienate local
populations. Introducing civilian oversight mechanisms
and community policing strategies can help rebuild
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trust between security agencies and communities.

Fourthly, dialogue and reconciliation initiatives must be
prioritized to promote peaceful coexistence between
conflicting groups. Traditional and religious leaders
should be integrated into formal conflict resolution
frameworks to facilitate dialogue at the community
level. Interfaith and interethnic dialogue programs can
reduce mistrust and foster mutual understanding
between diverse communities.

Lastly, institutional reforms should address regulatory
weaknesses that have allowed conflicts to escalate.
Regulatory bodies should implement stricter controls on
the proliferation of arms and militias in conflict-prone
areas like Taraba State. Disarmament programs and
reintegration strategies for ex-combatants should be
part of broader peacebuilding initiatives.

CONCLUSION

This study critically examined the role of governance
and institutional frameworks in addressing political and
ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria. It highlighted how
weak governance structures, political exclusion, and
socio-economic inequalities have contributed to the
persistence of conflicts in different regions of the
country. Through case studies of conflicts in Plateau
State, North-East Nigeria, Kaduna State, Taraba State,
and Lagos, the study demonstrated that governance
failures such as exclusionary policies, human security
deficits, and weak conflict resolution mechanisms have
deepened societal divides and fueled violence.

The study employed Institutional Theory to explain how
formal and informal institutions shape societal behavior
and how path dependency perpetuates governance
challenges. It was found that institutional weaknesses in
Nigeria, including ineffective security agencies,
politicized judicial systems, and exclusionary
governance frameworks, have allowed conflicts to
persist. To achieve lasting peace, the study emphasized
the need for targeted reforms that promote inclusivity,
accountability, and human security. Strengthening both
formal and informal institutions is essential for reducing
tensions, fostering reconciliation, and promoting long-
term stability. This research contributes to existing
literature by providing practical insights into conflict
resolution strategies within multi-ethnic and religiously
diverse societies like Nigeria.
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