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Introduction

Nigeria is a country that is characterized with diverse cultures and numerous religion.
With over 370 ethnic groups and two major dominant religions, Christianity and Islam, and other
minority traditional worshippers. Nigeria has experienced a lot of challenges as a result of the
dominance factors of corruption, ethnicity, religion, and politics. These factors have affected the
survival of democratic rule, thereby allowing religion and ethnicity to influence electoral political
participation in Nigeria. Democracy tends to flourish when political participation is driven by
public policy opinions, accountability and the rule of law. In a complex and plural country like
Nigeria, political gladiators often use religion and ethnicity to influence the decision of most
Electorates. Instead of focusing on policy and programmes ideologies, most of the political actors
encourage a competitive environment that creates an atmosphere of contest, structured along ethnic
and religious lines.

The 2023 General Elections is a pointer to the aforementioned indices, as it represents a
critical aspects of Nigeria's democratic journey and success. The elections were conducted amidst
widespread insecurity challenges, coupled with economic hardship and high rate of unemployment
in the country. With the social and economic instability witnessed, the political tension was high,
and the need for change and a better administration became a matter of urgency. The public debates
were focused on getting a better candidate in a more preferred political party, and the Muslim-
Muslim Presidential ticket of the ruling party compounded the issue, by further heating the polity
with tension and uncertainties. Most of the campaign narratives were directed towards zoning,
ethnic representation, and religious consideration.

The pattern of voting witnessed in the general elections clearly reflected the belief that
identity politics is deeply rooted within Nigeria's democratic process. Most of the northern states
voting behaviour reflected religious considerations, while most of the southern states exhibited
strong ethnic and religious voting patterns.

This can be seen as reflected in the voting pattern of the electorates in the 2023 general
elections, where Muslim dominated states such as Kano, Sokoto, Zamfara, Borno etc voted for
Muslim candidates and Christian dominated states like Plateau, Taraba, Anambra, Enugu etc voted
Christian candidates for the presidential election. The tension and uncertainties in the country
today 1s not conducive for democratic process and national development.

This paper therefore, aims at showing the crisis of identity, exhibited by the influence of
religion and ethnicity on post-independence Nigeria’s politics, particularly in the 2023 general
elections. By examining how Religion and Ethnicity have been polarized in the country, creating
a notion of “we” versus “them”, instead of uniting as one people, and citizens of one country with
the same yearnings for fairness, justice, peace and progress.

Statement of the Problem.

One of the most persistent challenges confronting Nigeria's democratic development
today is the continued politicisation of religion and ethnicity. Unfortunately, this has translated to
the daily works of life, thus deepening trust and socio-economic relations. Although the Nigerian
Constitution guarantees equality, freedom of religion, and political participation irrespective of
ethnic origin or religious affiliation, electoral competition and the activities of the political
gladiators continues to create deep identity divisions. Elections are now seen as avenues of testing
the popularity of a particular ethnic or religious group instead of advocating for good governance
and focusing on competent leadership.

The General Elections witnessed in 2023 further demonstrated the persistence of this
unfortunate syndrome. Most of the political campaigns were marred by narratives that were based
on regional identity and religious affiliation. The political debates that surrounded the presidential
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candidatures were centred along religious balancing, and it equally generated widespread public
controversy and deepened the already existing political tensions across the entire country. In
several states, voting behaviour aligned closely with ethnic and religious identities rather than
competency of the candidate’s.

It is in the light of these observations that the research seeks to address the lingering
challenges associated with ethnic and religious affiliations, as it affects the growth and
development of Democracy in Nigeria.

Research Questions
1. How has religion and ethnicity influenced voter behaviour during the 2023 general
elections in Nigeria?
2. To what extent has religion and ethnicity influenced electoral participation and voting
pattern during the 2023 general election?

Objectives of the Study
The specific objective of the study is to:
1. Examine how religion and ethnicity influence voter behavior during the 2023 general
elections in Nigeria.
ii. Determine the extent to which religion and ethnicity influenced electoral participation

and voting patterns during the 2023 general elections;

Conceptual Clarification
Ethnicity

Ethnicity refers to a shared identity based on common ancestry, language, culture, history,
traditions, and collective consciousness. Unlike race, which is largely biological, ethnicity reflects
socially constructed identities that distinguish one cultural group from another. Ethnic identity
provides individuals with a sense of belonging, social security, and cultural continuity. Nnoli
(1978) defines ethnicity as a social phenomenon characterised by interactions among groups
distinguished by cultural differences. Osaghae (1994) similarly argues that ethnicity becomes
politically significant when ethnic identity influences access to political power, economic
opportunities, and public resources. Ethnicity according to Osaghae (1994), is a social formation
predicated on culturally specific practices and unique symbols. What this means is that ethnicity
i1s a situation in which individuals in a particular ethnic group consider themselves or are
considered by others to have common affinity which distinct them from other groups in the society.
Also, distinct cultural behaviours are usually developed; all groups can be identifiable through
religion, politics, occupation or language (Ilesanmi, 2014). In political terms, ethnicity refers to
the ethnic-identity based behaviour which seeks, in a competitive setting, to capture political power
at the micro level, and state power at the macro level (Osimen, Balogun & Adenegan, 2013).

Achebe (1981) sees ethnicity as discrimination against a citizen because of his place of
birth. Today, ethnicity has become a population subject of intellectual exploration to scholars in
different fields, both in developed and developing countries in Africa, as it is often considered a
prominent factor in the governance and development processes of many countries. Jiboku and
Jiboku (2018) also observe that inter- ethnic relations in Nigeria has been one of conflict largely
caused by ethnic chauvinism, which manifested in the form of ethnic nationalism. There is no
doubt that this has implications for the survival of democracy and national development in Nigeria.
In the 2023 General Elections, the resilience of ethnic identity was once again highlighted in the
Nigerian politics. Most of the campaigns carried out in some states was a reflection of regional
and ethnic narratives as it concerns power rotation and representation. The pattern on how voting
was conducted signifies how essential ethnic and religious affiliations are in determining political
decisions. The definition of Osimen et al (2013) which refers to ethnicity as the ethnic-identity
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based behaviour which seeks in a competitive setting, to capture political power at the micro level,
and state power at the macro level, is the working definition of the study.
Religion

Religion as the oldest discipline in human society is the most difficult term or word to
define. There is no clear consensus on the conception of religion by theologians and social
scientists. This is not merely because scholars grapple with the element of subjectivity, but largely
because of the inherent difficulty in understanding the ‘inner essences’ of religion (Egwu, 2001).
Different people understand religion differently or have different perspectives according to their
disciplines. For example, sociologists regard religion as being of social rather than political
significance, while anthropologists view religion as a component of the cultural aspect of life
(Barrett, 2003). To the Theologians, religion is the essence and centre of civilization and the
sublime aesthetic expression and root of all decision, actions and ultimate explanation of
civilization with its invention and artifacts; its social, political and economic system, its past and
future, promises and history (Muazam, 2006 cited in Cinjel & Chujor, 2017).

Yesufu (2016) sees religion as the service and worship of God or gods. Mbati (1999) cited
in Ilesanmi (2014) emphasized that religion is a strong element in the traditional backgrounds and
exerts the greatest influence upon the thinking and feelings of the people concerned. Durrant
(1920) interprets religion as a barrier to human self-actualization. There is no doubt that religion
can be seen in this light when it has been turned into an ideological tool or a palliative by political
leaders to hold the masses in check. In the hand of a villain, religion can be a cog in the wheel of
progress and massaging of the ego, and dehumanization of the people, while in the hand of a saint
it becomes an instrument for humanization (Ogugua & Ogugua, 2015). The definition explains
that it could be relative, depending on how it serves the interest of the user. In the cause of this
study, the definition of Ilesanmi (2014) who emphasize that religion is a strong element in the
traditional backgrounds that exerts the greatest influence upon the thinking and feelings of the
people concerned, will be the working definition.

Elections

Elections form a core element of citizen’s fundamental right in a democracy. It is the
channel through which citizens exercise their political sovereignty in representative democracies.
They avail the opportunities for citizens to elect their political leaders, and to equally hold
government accountable for their actions and inactions through peaceful political competition.
Huntington (1991), refers to elections as a free, fair, and competitive process, which represent the
minimum requirement for democratic governance. International electoral standards further require
transparency, inclusiveness, equality of participation, and impartial electoral administration.

From historical antecedents on previous elections held in Nigeria, the June 12 1993 general
election was widely regarded as the freest and fairest elections in Nigeria. To this date, elections
in Nigeria continue to face challenges associated with vote buying, ballot snatching, thuggery and
political violence, judicial disputes and identity politics. Electoral campaigns are largely
influenced by ethnic and religious considerations, reinforcing longstanding concerns regarding
identity politics within Nigeria's democratic process. Furthermore, it is the duty of the Independent
and Electoral Commission (INEC) to ensure that elections are free and fair. In their bid, they made
key and important innovations to that effect, which include the introduction of Bimodal Voter
Accreditation System (BVAS), and the electronic transmission of results, even though, it
experienced some glitches in the 2023 General Elections. These developments strengthened
certain political participation and improve the aspects of electoral administration, even though it
did not eliminate controversies surrounding electoral credibility, logistical challenges, and public
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trust. Elections in the study is referred to as the process of selecting political leaders that will
represent the interest of the people and ensure the consolidation of democracy.
Democracy.

Democracy is currently regarded as the most acceptable system of government in the
world, considering it is concerned with legitimacy and sovereignty of the people, and by so doing
guarantees the freedom of citizen’s participation in lawful activities and key political decision-
making process. Essentially, democracy constitute competitive elections, political accountability,
constitutionalism, and the respect for human rights. According to Schumpeter (1942), democracy
is referred to as an institutional arrangement through which individuals acquire political power by
means of competitive elections. Dahl (1971) further assert this understanding by introducing the
concept of polyarchy, stressing the importance of political participation, freedom of association,
and inclusive citizenship in democratic processes. After series of Military rule, Nigeria eventually
returned to democratic governance in 1999, and has enjoyed uninterrupted disruption of
democracy. However, the dividends of democracy remains a myriad, as its consolidation has been
constrained by electoral violence, corruption, weak institutional framework, cases of ballot
snatching, vote buying and judicial controversies. Democracy can only thrive in an atmosphere
devoid of ethnic and religious division. Primordial considerations must be discouraged by all
ethnic and religious leaders. In a multicultural society like Nigeria, the presence and consideration
of ethnic and religious affiliations can only increase division, and the resultant effect will be bad
governance, lack of accountability and absence of national development. Democracy in this study
will be referred to as the system of government whereby the people determine the outcomes of
political decisions.

Empirical Review

Eze, & Karibi-Botoye (2024) stated in their study titled “Ethnicity and Religion in Nigerian
Politics: 2023 General Elections”, that historically, elections in Nigeria are usually influenced by
ethnicity and religion. And that these two elements have often been used by political elites to
actualize their political goal. The objective of the study was to examine the role of ethnicity and
religion in Nigeria’s election. The study deployed the secondary sources as the major means of
data collection. The Elite theory was adopted in the theoretical framework. They observed in their
study that ethnicity and religion played a significant role in the Presidential election of 2023. They
assert that the position is seen manifested in the voting pattern and the numbers of votes received
by various candidates in the election. The study however, recommended the need for proper
representation and inclusion of all ethnic and religious groups in the scheme of things in Nigeria.
While their discovery appears authentic and visible, the recommendations seems to indirectly
suggest the presence of disenfranchisement, which is false, considering that the outcome of the
general election reflected the representation and opinions of most ethnic and religious groups in
Nigeria.

In a critique paper by Eboigbe & Ajisebiyawo (2024) titled, “Identity Politics and the 2023
Presidential Elections in Nigeria”, they tried to view and understand the role of ethnicity and
religion in elections in Africa, from the African democracy theoretical perspective. The study
adopted the qualitative method of data collection, using secondary sources to evaluate the role of
ethnicity and religion in the 2023 Presidential election in Nigeria. The study discovered that
ethnicity, religion and regional sentiments played a major role in the elections. The practical
implications of the paper stressed that while Nigeria’s democracy is tending towards consolidation,
if the unexpected does not happen, such as Military takeover, religious and ethnic identities can
mar the country’s development. And this is because competent candidates with realistic policies
will not be considered, due to religious and ethnic sentiments. Based on the findings of the study,
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they advocated for the need to deemphasize religion and ethnicity in the Nigerian polity. And this
can be intensified by providing a set of principles for nation building, which should be included in
the constitution. The paper urges the support of the media in the formation of an inclusive
government. The idea of ignoring competent candidates on the ground of ethnic and religious
affiliations as captured in the paper manifested in previous elections in Nigeria, and bad
governance tends to be the resultant effect.

Theoretical Framework

While there are several theories which might prove appropriate for a discourse of this
nature, the Primordial theory and the relative deprivation theory present us with a heuristic tool for
interrogating the central issues of this study. The Primordial theory otherwise known as
primordialism is associated with sociologist Edward Shills and anthropologist Clifford Geertz. It
was propounded in 1975, and offers an explanation for the difficulties in nation building. It
explains that it is the idea that nations or ethnic identities are fixed, natural and ancient. The theory
argues that each individual has a single inborn ethnic identity, independent of historical processes.
It argues further that ethnic and religious identities are deeply rooted in history, culture, kinship,
language and shared beliefs. And these identities are natural, which makes individuals to want to
identify with members they share the same ethnic or religious background with. The 2023 general
elections clearly demonstrated how primordial theory applies in the political space. Most of the
campaigns, voter mobilization and electoral choices were being influenced by religious and ethnic
identities. The controversy surrounding the Muslim-Muslim presidential ticket witnessed how
majority of the northern Muslim dominated regions voted along party lines. Similar experienced
played out in the South-Eastern states, where majority of the votes reflected the ethnic identities
of the electorates.

Similarly, ethnic identity were seen to have played a significant role in the Presidential
election. Bola-Ahmed Tinubu enjoyed substantial support from the South-West, Atiku Abubakar
was popular in most of the Northern states, while Peter Obi had overwhelming support from the
South-East, including many urban youths. These regional patterns reflected longstanding ethnic
loyalist and reinforced the argument that many Nigerians continue to perceive political
representation through ethnic identity (Suberu, 2001). As much as the primordial sentiments
reflected on the choice of candidates and voter behaviour in some of the regions, there was equally
an upsurge, particularly from the youths, who did not consider such ethnic or religious dimensions
in supporting their preferred candidates, but supported civic values and issue-based politics in the
2023 general election. The Relative deprivation theory was first propounded by psychologist and
sociologist Samuel Stouffer in 1949. And it was later formalized to a broader framework by Walter
Ruciman in 1966, and adopted for political violence by Ted Robert Gurr in 1970. The theory is
anchored on the idea that dissatisfaction normally stems from comparing oneself or one’s group
to others rather than objective circumstances. It explains how the perception of being unfairly
disadvantaged, rather than absolute poverty or hardship drives social movements, crime and social
unrest.

Application of the Relative Deprivation theory can be seen from the instances and
controversies surrounding the Muslim-Muslim ticket of the APC, majority of Christians felt left
out and neglected in the choice of the presidential candidate of the APC. They felt unfairly treated
and excluded from the decision, which influenced their voting behaviour, majority of Christians
voted for PDP and Labour party respectively. The same can be viewed from the electoral choice
in the South-Eastern states, with regards to the Igbos, who felt their expectations have not been
met, viewed Peter Obi as an opportunity to express their perceived marginalization in the political
decisions of the country.
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Research Methodology
The study adopted the mixed research method. The secondary data were sourced from
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Journals, magazines, publications and text books. The use of questionnaire was employed to gather
the primary data, 400 well-structured Likert Scale questionnaire was used, comprising of open
ended questions and were administered to respondents in 25 states using a simple random
technique, considering the large sample size, the techniques represents the characteristics of the
larger population . The reason for selecting 25 states was to ensure a nationwide comparative
analysis. This was achieved by selecting 4 states each from the six geopolitical zones in Nigeria,
and the FCT. 313 questionnaires were retrieved and used for the research. The Data were analyzed
using frequency table and simple percentages. The mixed research method was adopted in order
to have a comprehensive analysis of numeric and descriptive data, which provide for a more
accurate evidence of data collection, and ensure the validity and credibility of the data collected.

Data Presentation and Analysis
Table 1 Distribution of Questionnaire and Response Rate

S/N STATE Questionnaire Questionnaire Percentage
Distributed Retrieved (%)
1 ABIA 16 11 2.75
2° ANAMBRA 16 13 3.25
3 ENUGU 16 14 3.50
4 IMO 16 11 2.75
5 ADAMAWA 16 13 3.25
6 BAUCHI 16 14 3.50
7 BORNO 16 12 3.00
8 TARABA 16 14 3.50
9 AKWA IBOM 16 13 3.25
10 DELTA 16 14 3.50
11 EDO 16 12 3.00
12 RIVERS 16 10 2.50
13 BENUE 16 13 3.25
14 KOGI 16 10 2.50
15 PLATEAU 16 14 3.50
16 KWARA 16 10 2.50
17 KADUNA 16 11 2.75
18 KANO 16 13 3.25
19 KATSINA 16 12 3.00
20 SOKOTO 16 14 3.50
21 EKITI 16 14 3.50
22 LAGOS 16 13 3.25
23 ONDO 16 12 3.00
24 OoYO 16 14 3.50
25 FCT 16 12 3.00
Total 400 313 78.25
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Table 2. Responses on how religion and ethnicity influence voter behavior during the 2023
general elections in Nigeria.

Religion and ethnicity influenced voter Frequency Percentage (%)
behaviour during the 2023 general election

Strongly Agree (SA) 26 33.33

Agree (A) 24 30.77

Neutral (N) 13 16.67

Disagree (D) 9 11.54

Strongly Disagree (SD) 6 7.69

TOTAL 78 100

Source: Field Survey, 2025.

Table 2. Shows that ethnicity and religion influenced voter behaviour during the 2023 general
election. Even though the data presented varying statistics, about 33.33% of the respondents
strongly agree that religion and ethnic consideration were key factors that determine voting
decisions in the 2023 elections, 30.77 agreed to the statement, a total of 64.1% supported the
statement. 16.67% of the respondents were neither supporting nor opposing the statement, a
reflection that there was relative franchise in the election, and people’s opinion were expressed.
The respondents that make up the 11.54% in disagreement to the statement indicated the
differences in political behaviour. Different opinion can be attributed to the different perception
and information available. 7.69% strongly disagree to the statement. An indication that the
electorate voting behaviour were not largely influenced by their ethnic or religious affiliations, but
by their choice of candidates.

Similarly, a process whereby religion and ethnicity tend to influence the voter behaviour
during the 2023 general election in Nigeria can be drawn from the selection process of candidates,
particularly for the Presidential elections. Most of the major political parties were careful in
choosing their candidates with the intention of creating a balance between the flag bearer and their
running mates. One of particular concern is the incumbent, whereby the Muslim-Muslim ticket
generated widespread misgivings and debates. Particularly from majority of the Christian groups,
who felt neglected in the decision making process of the selection.

Table 3. Responses on whether religion and ethnicity influenced political participation and
voting patterns during the 2023 general election.
Religion and ethnicity influenced electoral participation Frequency Percentage (%)
and voting pattern during the 2023 general election

Strongly Agree (SA) 28 35.90
Agree (A) 23 29.49
Neutral (N) 11 14.10
Disagree (D) 10 12.82
Strongly Disagree (SD) 6 7.69
TOTAL 78 100

Source: Field Survey, (2025).

Table 3 is a reflection of the different opinions of the electorates, on how religion and ethnicity
played a role in the electoral participation and voting pattern during the 2023 general election.
About 28 of the respondents indicated that they strongly agree on the influence of religion and
ethnic affiliation in the electoral participation and voting pattern in the 2023 election. The major
political parties presented candidates that reflected ethnic and religious formations. 23 of the
respondents share similar opinion, as they agree to the statement, indicating a total of 51
respondents in support of the statement. The voting pattern clearly showed how the Northern,

IMPACT INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS AND PUBLICATIONS 139
https://impactinternatiaonaljournals.com


https://impactinternatiaonaljournals.com/

@i

im paCt © I1JP 2026 | Volume 2, Issue 3, pp. 132-141 | ISSN: 2636-4484

International Journals and Publications

South-Western and Eastern electorates rallied around candidates they share the same ethnic and
religious background with. This created some level of political apathy, considering that those who
were neutral in the statement are more than those that disagree, 11 over 10 respondents. 6 of the
respondents strongly disagree on the statement that religion and ethnicity influenced electoral
participation and voting patterns during the 2023 general election. The results suggested that there
is significant relationship between religion and ethnicity in Nigeria democracy and elections. The
findings supports the argument of Eze & Karibi-Botoye (2024), that ethnicity and religion played
a significant role in the presidential election in 2023.
Conclusion

The study advanced the argument that religion and ethnicity is a dominant factor in
determining the political behviour and voting pattern in Nigeria election. Unfortunately, this
revelation has continued to impede development and the attainment of national unity in Nigeria. It
is pertinent to note that identity politics has the tendencies of undermining democratic
consolidation, considering it promotes division amongst Nigerians. It encourages electoral
competition that is based on ethnic and religious consideration. This however, stifle development
as factors necessary for electing candidates for election, such as competence and policy based issue
are not considered. The most disturbing observation is that political actors often downplay issue-
based politics, and manipulate ethnicity and religious inclinations for their political advantage. The
continuous exploitation of such vulnerability weakens national unity and discourage public trust
and confidence in the democratic institution of Nigeria. Nevertheless, despite the influence of
ethnicity and religious affiliations in voter behaviour and voting patterns during the 2023 general
election, the level of political apathy witnessed considerable reduction compared to previous
elections. This has demonstrated significant increase in the political awareness of Nigerian’s,
particularly the youth’s, who exhibited readiness and a strong desire to advance credible election
and good governance. This action presents greater hope that election in Nigeria will gradually
transform and focus more on policies, competencies of candidates, and appropriate institutional
reforms. This has however reawaken the consciousness of Nigerians, on the menace of religion
and ethnic consideration in electoral participation and voter behaviour, on how it thwarts national
unity and development, and the need to discourage its propagation.
Recommendations

Based on the findings of the paper, the following remedial measures have been proposed;
1. Electoral regulations on identity-based campaigns must be strengthen: this can be achieved
when the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) sets the modalities by ensuring they
enforce necessary existing laws that will deter political parties and political actors from organizing
campaigns and rallies that are capable of inciting ethnic and religious animosity. Candidate’s
selection should be based on competency and issue-based policies, rather than on religious or
regional considerations. INEC must ensure serious sanctions are levelled on political parties found
guilty of fostering disunity through their campaigns and manifestoes.
2. Introduction of a National Identity Policy: Government must make it a point of duty to
introduce a national identity policy, through encouraging interfaith gathering and interethnic
dialogue. Institutions of Government such as the National Orientation Agency (NOA), National
Hajj Commission, and Christian’s Welfare Pilgrims Board amongst others must encourage
interfaith and interethnic co-existence. There is the need for Government to support Inter Religious
Organisations (IRO) and ensure they foster dialogue and mutual understanding amongst Nigerians.
African countries like Rwanda have adopted a national identity policy that supersedes ethnic or
religious division while furthering national unity.
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