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You’re not like us! Ethnic discrimination and national 
belonging in Nigeria
Daniel Tuki *

Migration, Integration, and Transnationalization Research Unit, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin, 
Germany

ABSTRACT
This study tests the rejection-identification and rejection- 
disidentification theories in a non-Western context using 
Afrobarometer survey data (n = 3,200) from Nigeria, one of Africa’s 
most ethnically diverse countries. Regression analysis shows that 
discrimination reduces the likelihood of Nigerians prioritizing their 
national over their ethnic identity. In other words, discrimination 
weakens national identification while strengthening ethnic identi
fication. This pattern reflects the exclusionary effect of discrimina
tion, which makes individuals feel like outsiders in their own 
country. In response, they may turn more strongly to their ethnic 
identity as a source of belonging, solidarity, and psychological 
resilience. The association is particularly strong among the Igbo, 
a group excluded from central political power in Nigeria since the 
end of the Biafran War in 1970. These findings suggest that the 
relationship between discrimination and identity formation 
depends on one’s position within the broader ethnic and political 
landscape.
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Introduction

Background to the study

In Nigeria, national identity remains fragile, as many individuals continue to derive their 
primary sense of identity from ethnic and religious affiliations. These deeply entrenched 
divisions present substantial challenges to cultivating a cohesive and inclusive sense of 
national belonging (Agbiboa, 2013; Agbiboa & Okem, 2011; Ake, 1973; Tuki, 2024a). The 
weak sense of national belonging among Nigerians is not a recent phenomenon. Nigeria’s 
first prime minister, Tafawa Balewa, openly admitted that Nigeria existed only on paper 
(Siollun, 2009, p. 12). Obafemi Awolowo, one of Nigeria’s founding fathers, referred to the 
country as a “mere geographical expression” (Awolowo, 1947, pp. 47–48).

Although these statements might appear scathing, especially coming from people in 
leadership positions who were supposed to champion the cause of national unity, they 
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are better appreciated when examined against the background of how Nigeria was 
created, the relationship between Nigeria’s major ethnic groups, and the nature of politics 
in Nigeria’s first republic. The amalgamation of 1914 that merged Nigeria’s Northern and 
Southern Regions, previously distinct protectorates of the British, led to the establishment 
of Nigeria. The British merged the two protectorates for administrative convenience 
without paying attention to the ethnic and religious differences among the people who 
were being brought together (Lugard, 1919). As Tamuno (1970, p. 564) writes, 
“Historically, it was easier to establish the Nigerian state than to nourish the Nigerian 
nation. Though the former was to a large extent achieved through the 1914 amalgama
tion, the latter eluded both the British officials and Nigerians for several decades there
after.” Sir Ahmadu Bello, another of Nigeria’s founding fathers, referred to the 
amalgamation as a mistake (Sklar, 1963, p. 128).

With the division of Nigeria’s Southern Region into the Eastern and Western 
Regions in 1939 by the British government (see Figure 1), regionalism, hinged on 
ethnicity, became entrenched in Nigerian society. This is because each of the three 
regions coincided with one of Nigeria’s three major ethnic groups: The Northern 
Region was dominated by members of the Hausa/Fulani ethnic group, the Eastern 
Region by the Igbo, and the Western Region by the Yoruba (Attah, 2013, p. 611; 
Ayoade, 1986, pp. 74–78; Kirk-Greene, 1967). Although Nigeria is home to over 250 
ethnic groups, minority groups are often forced to align themselves with one of 

Figure 1. Nigeria’s three major regions. Note: The map shows the administrative boundaries of the 
states within Nigeria’s three main regions (i.e., the Northern, Eastern, and Western Regions) and the 
countries surrounding Nigeria. Nigeria comprised of two regions (Northern and Southern) until 1939, 
when the Eastern and Western Regions were carved out from the Southern Region.
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these dominant blocs (Mustapha, 2007, p. 3). Regional divisions were a major 
obstacle to Nigerians developing a strong sense of national unity after gaining 
independence in 1960. Although nationalist leaders were able to unite in securing 
Nigeria’s independence from British colonial rule, these nationalist movements 
often fragmented after independence, as leaders began to prioritize the interests 
of their own ethnic groups (Ake, 1973). According to Mustapha (2007, p. 6), 
“Nigerian nationalists kept one eye on the British colonialists and the other on 
their ethnic and regional competitors from other parts of the divided country.”

As Nigeria entered the postcolonial period, these entrenched regional and 
ethnic divisions translated into intense political and socioeconomic competition 
among the three dominant groups (Attah, 2013, p. 612; Diamond, 1988; Falola & 
Heaton, 2008, p. 153; Ojie, 2006, pp. 550–552). The persistence of these dynamics 
is evident in contemporary data. Round 8 of the Afrobarometer survey conducted 
in 2020 reveals that 35% of Nigerians reported experiencing ethnic discrimination 
at least once in the past year, while 36% believe there is more that divides 
Nigerians than unites them.1 Similarly, a study in Kaduna State showed that 74% 
of residents consider their ethnoreligious identity more important than their 
nationality (Tuki, 2024a, p. 8). These findings underscore the continued salience 
of ethnicity in Nigeria’s national life – an inheritance of colonial divisions that 
continues to shape identity and belonging.

Yet despite the central role of ethnicity in Nigerian society, there remains a notable lack 
of large-scale quantitative research on how individual experiences of ethnic discrimina
tion relate to Nigerians’ national versus ethnic identification. Addressing this gap, the 
present study applies the rejection-identification and rejection-disidentification theories 
to examine how discrimination shapes Nigerians’ identification with the nation compared 
to their ethnic group. In addition to analyzing this relationship across the general 
population, the study also examines it within the three major ethnic groups – Igbo, 
Hausa/Fulani, and Yoruba.

The Nigerian case is particularly significant, not only because Nigeria is Africa’s most 
populous country, but also because it is home to one of the continent’s most 
ethnically diverse peoples and frequently experiences outbreaks of violent ethnoreli
gious conflicts (Ejiofor, 2025a; Eke, 2022; Krause, 2018; Tuki, 2025a). It is also important 
to note that most prior studies on the rejection-identification and rejection- 
disidentification frameworks have been conducted in Western contexts, with 
a primary focus on immigrants and racial minorities (e.g., Baldwin-White et al., 2017; 
Kunst et al., 2012; Leach et al., 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). Applying these theories 
in Nigeria presents a novel contribution, as the ethnic groups being studied all share 
a common superordinate identity – that of being Nigerian.

The remainder of this study is structured as follows: The next two subsections of the 
introduction examine selected ethnoreligious conflicts in Nigeria, discuss their historical 
roots, review the relevant theories, and state the hypotheses. The second major section 
introduces the data, operationalizes the variables used in the regression models, presents 
the summary statistics, and outlines the general form of the model. The results section 
then presents the regression findings, followed by the discussion section, which interprets 
these results. Finally, the fifth section summarizes the study and highlights its policy 
implications.

370 D. TUKI



Ethnoreligious conflicts in Nigeria

Nigeria’s history has been marked by recurrent ethnoreligious conflicts.2 While ethnic and 
religious diversity is not inherently problematic – and societies can thrive when citizens 
embrace multiple identities – tensions emerge when subnational allegiances overshadow 
loyalty to the nation as a whole (Collier, 2009, p. 51). In Nigeria, ethnicity and religion have 
become powerful tools for gaining political power and access to resources. This has 
turned the country into a collection of competing groups. This rivalry has shaped 
Nigeria’s political processes and, at times, threatened national unity (Chigbu et al., 2025; 
Aboh et al., 2025; Tuki, 2025b, Tuki, 2024b; Agbiboa, 2013).

To understand the roots of these tensions, it is crucial to examine the historical context 
of Nigeria’s ethnic and religious divisions. The Hausa/Fulani, who are predominantly 
Muslim, dominate the Northern Region (see Figure 1). This religious composition stems 
from much of the region being under an Islamic caliphate for a century (i.e., the Sokoto 
Caliphate) until its capture by British forces in 1903. After the conquest, Muslim emirs 
requested that the British respect their religious customs. This prompted Lord Lugard, 
Nigeria’s first Governor-General, to declare that “Government will in no way interfere with 
the Mohammedan religion” (Kirk-Greene, 1965, p. 44). Following the amalgamation, the 
British maintained distinct regional administrative approaches: in Northern Nigeria, they 
kept existing systems intact and utilized traditional institutions for governance, whereas 
Southern Nigeria experienced significant integration of British values due to its openness 
to Western culture (Campbell & Page, 2018, p. 78; Coleman, 1958, p. 333; Diamond,  
1988, p. 26).

The concentration of Christian missionary activity in the South led most of the popula
tion to substitute Christianity for their traditional religions, unlike in the Northern Region, 
where such proselytization was prohibited. Because most schools were established by 
Christian missionaries, the Southern population had greater access to Western-style 
education than their Northern counterparts, resulting in a literacy and development 
gap that persists today (Coleman, 1958, pp. 330–331; Laitin, 1986, p. 6; Ogunsola, 1974, 
pp. 1–8; Tuki, 2025c; Vaughan, 2016, pp. 53–54). This explains why Achebe, (1983, p. 46) 
asserted that the Hausa/Fulani in Northern Nigeria had been held back by “a wary 
religion.” It should be emphasized, however, that the primary goal of the missionaries 
was to spread Christianity, not to educate the local population. Education served as 
a means to accomplish this goal by teaching people to read and write in English, making 
it easier for them to read the Bible and understand the missionaries’ proselytization 
(Siollun, 2021, pp. 267–270).

The British faced challenges in staffing administrative positions in the Northern Region 
due to the lack of educated individuals among the local population. Moreover, the Muslim 
Hausa/Fulani people’s reluctance to associate with the British, whom they regarded as 
infidels, aggravated this problem. To fill the gap, Southern migrants were brought in. The 
Hausa/Fulani were averse to them mainly because they had adopted Western values and 
embraced the imperialists’ abominable religion – Christianity. To manage tensions 
between the two groups, the colonial government established segregated residential 
areas known as Sabon Gari, where Southern immigrants resided. These segregated areas 
were created in major Northern cities such as Kano, Zaria, and Kaduna (Albert, 1996, 
pp. 94–95; Gale, 1980).
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These early forms of residential segregation set the stage for interethnic conflict. 
Nigeria gained independence from British rule in 1960, but it could have achieved 
independence four years earlier were it not for the contentious relationships between 
the dominant political parties in the three regions – and, consequently, among Nigeria’s 
three major ethnic groups. During the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, each region 
had a leading political party whose support base consisted mainly of members of the 
dominant ethnic group residing there. The Hausa/Fulani were the main supporters of the 
Northern People’s Congress (NPC), the Yoruba in the Western Region supported the 
Action Group (AG), while the Igbo in the Eastern Region formed the main support base 
of the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) (Attah, 2013, p. 612; Falola & 
Heaton, 2008, p. 153; Ojie, 2006, pp. 550–552).

In 1953, the NCNC and the AG backed a motion to set Nigeria’s independence date for 
1956. However, the leader of the NPC, Sir Ahmadu Bello, was reluctant to support the 
motion because he believed Nigeria was not ready for self-governance. The NPC’s 
reluctance to back the motion strengthened the alliance between the NCNC and AG, 
which had previously been rivals. Together, they pressured the NPC and the Northern 
population to endorse self-rule. Northern leaders were ridiculed and labeled “imperialist 
stooges” who could not make decisions independently, escalating tensions between the 
Northern Region and the other two regions. Despite the deadlock, the NCNC and AG 
remained determined to achieve self-government and sent delegations to the city of Kano 
to rally support. This effort led to a four-day riot in Kano between Northerners and 
Southerners, resulting in 36 deaths (Coleman, 1958, pp. 398–400).

The killings during the riots followed a specific pattern: 15 Northerners were killed in 
the mainly Christian area of Sabon Gari, while 21 Southerners were killed in the predomi
nantly Muslim areas outside Sabon Gari. In the aftermath, residential segregation along 
ethnic and religious lines became more pronounced, as the few surviving Hausa/Fulani 
residents of Sabon Gari fled to predominantly Muslim areas, while the remaining 
Southerners in Muslim-majority areas moved to Sabon Gari (Albert, 1996, p. 97). The 
NPC’s opposition to early independence stemmed from fears that the Northern Region 
would be dominated by the Eastern and Western Regions (i.e., the Southern Region), 
whose populations were better educated and better equipped with the requisite skills to 
fill civil service positions (Falola & Heaton, 2008, pp. 150–153). Northern leaders were 
willing to endure prolonged colonial rule to protect their regional interests.

The dynamics of the Kano Riot can be explained using the concept of “separateness.” 
Allport (1954, p. 19) observed that separateness can lead to intergroup conflict because 
“people who stay separate have few channels of communication. They easily exaggerate 
the degree of difference between groups, and readily misunderstand the grounds for it.” 
While segregation can result from legislation, as demonstrated by the Sabon Gari case, 
segregated areas can also be “established by the immigrants themselves through their 
continuous aggregation in given locations within an urban system” (Albert, 1996, p. 86). 
Furthermore, “it is not always the dominant majority that forces minority groups to 
remain separate. They often prefer to keep their identity, so that they need not strain to 
speak a foreign language or to watch their manners” (Allport, 1954, p. 18).

A major event in Nigeria’s history is the pogroms of 1966, which resulted in the killing 
of tens of thousands of Igbo, particularly those living in Northern Nigeria. This followed 
a coup by a group of young army officers, mostly of Igbo ethnicity, who overthrew 
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Nigeria’s first civilian government in 1966. The coup claimed the lives of many prominent 
Northerners, including Nigeria’s first prime minister, the Northern Region’s premier, and 
several high-ranking army personnel. The premier of the Western Region, a Yoruba, was 
also killed during the coup. Because the perpetrators were mostly Igbo, and top govern
ment officials of Igbo ethnicity – such as the president and the premiers of the Eastern and 
Midwest Regions – had not been killed, the coup was widely interpreted as an attempt by 
the Igbo to assert dominance over the other ethnic groups. Moreover, the coup paved the 
way for Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi, the most senior military officer, who was also 
Igbo, to assume power (Siollun, 2009, pp. 77–80).

Upset over the deaths of many Northerners during the coup, Northern soldiers 
launched a counter-coup that resulted in Aguiyi-Ironsi’s death. They then systematically 
targeted and killed their Igbo colleagues. As Siollun (2009, p. 124) describes, “Within three 
days [after the coup] every Igbo soldier was either dead, wounded, or fleeing for their life.” 
Following this, Northern soldiers expanded their attacks to the civilian population, killing 
Igbo civilians and destroying their property. This triggered a mass exodus of Igbo back to 
their homeland in the Eastern Region (Achebe, 2012, pp. 82–83; Siollun, 2009, pp. 127–
138). The Igbo no longer felt safe in a united Nigeria. Colonel Chukwuemeka Ojukwu, the 
military administrator of the Eastern Region, soon declared the region an independent 
state, Biafra, sparking a civil war that resulted in more than one million deaths between 
1967 and 1970 (Achebe, 2012; Ekwe-Ekwe, 1990). The war ended in 1970 with the defeat 
of Biafran forces and the reintegration of Biafra into Nigeria.

Although the military government implemented the Reconciliation, Reconstruction, 
and Rehabilitation program to facilitate the reintegration of the Igbo into Nigerian society 
after the war, many Igbo people today continue to feel politically and socioeconomically 
marginalized (Anyaduba & Maiangwa, 2020; Last, 2000; Lewis, 2023; Tuki, 2024c, 2025d). 
This sense of exclusion is further reinforced by the fact that no Igbo individual has held the 
presidency since the end of the Biafran War – a reality that has deepened feelings of 
alienation among the Igbo population (Amadi et al., 2023). These longstanding grievances 
have contributed to the rise of neo-Biafran movements, such as the Indigenous People of 
Biafra (IPOB), the Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra 
(MASSOB), and the Biafra Republic Government in Exile (BRGIE), all of which advocate 
for the reestablishment of the State of Biafra (Amadi et al., 2023; Ejiofor, 2025b; Lewis,  
2023; Nche, 2023; Tuki, 2024c, 2025d).

The legacies of these historical divisions remain visible today. In the early 2000s, 12 of 
the 19 Northern states adopted Sharia law (Olaniyi, 2011), further deepening North-South 
divides. Residential segregation persists: members of the Hausa/Fulani group living in the 
predominantly Igbo Eastern Region reside in segregated areas known as Abakpa Quarters 
(Albert, 1996, p. 86), while former Sabon Gari neighborhoods remain largely Christian 
(Aljazeera, 2012, 2013; B.B.C., 2012; Fleming, 2015).

Theoretical considerations

Rejection-identification and rejection-disidentification models
Allport (1954, p. 7) defined prejudice as “an aversive or hostile attitude towards 
a person or group, simply because he belongs to that group, and is therefore 
presumed to have the objectionable qualities ascribed to the group.” He identified 
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five stages through which people acted out their prejudice, of which discrimination 
was one: The first, antilocution, consists of the verbal expression of antagonism 
toward the outgroup but does not involve any form of action. Although most 
prejudice never goes beyond this stage, this does not necessarily make it harmless: 
“Violence is always an outgrowth of milder states of mind. Although most barking 
[antilocution] does not lead to biting, yet there is never a bite without previous 
barking” (Allport, 1954, p. 57). The second, avoidance, involves the prejudiced person 
making deliberate efforts to avoid members of the outgroup, even if this comes at 
his or her own expense. The third, discrimination, involves excluding members of the 
outgroup from opportunities that are beneficial to them, such as employment, 
housing allocation, access to education, and political rights. The fourth stage, phy
sical attack, involves violent actions that threaten the physical wellbeing of the 
outgroup. The fifth and final stage, extermination, consists of systematized violent 
events such as pogroms, massacres, and genocides, which are driven by the goal of 
obliterating members of the outgroup.

Yet, discrimination can engender cohesion among minorities contending with 
a dominant outgroup. In their rejection-identification model, Branscombe et al. (1999, 
p. 137) asserted that “when devalued group members [i.e., minorities] believe that 
acceptance and fair treatment by a more powerful group is improbable, identifying 
with the lower status in-group may be the best possible strategy for feeling accepted 
and enhancing psychological well-being.” They identified certain conditions under which 
discrimination could strengthen ingroup identification. First, the minority group must 
view discrimination as persistent and widespread. Second, the minority group must 
perceive discrimination as unfair. Although they recognized that discrimination adversely 
affects minorities’ wellbeing and self-esteem, they noted that a stronger sense of identi
fication among minority ingroup members due to discrimination could lead to improve
ments in their wellbeing and self-esteem. Additionally, the model purports that stronger 
ingroup identification is associated with increased hostility toward the dominant 
outgroup.

Evaluating their model using data from African Americans in the United States, 
Branscombe et al. (1999, p. 144) concluded that “When they [African Americans] perceive 
themselves as not receiving equal treatment across a variety of situations, they resent the 
powerful group and align themselves more closely to the minority group.” Leach et al. 
(2010, p. 548) also conducted a series of experimental studies that led them to the 
following conclusion: “Thus, the response to evidence that ‘others devalue us’ was to 
assert that ‘I value us.’” They also noted that while asserting group identity may not 
change the reality of the group’s devaluation or the rejection experienced because of it, 
such an assertion can demonstrate that individuals possess the psychological resources to 
cope with this potential threat (Leach et al., 2010, p. 547). In a study carried out among the 
Turkish-Dutch in the Netherlands, Verkuyten and Yildiz (2007) found that perceived social 
rejection led to stronger Turkish identification. The positive effect of discrimination on 
ethnic and religious identification has been found among Latino youth and Arab Muslim 
Americans in the United States (Baldwin-White et al., 2017; Hakim et al., 2018), among 
Muslims in Switzerland (Lindemann & Stolz, 2021), among Kurds in Turkey (Sarigil & 
Fazlioglu, 2014), among German-Turks and Muslims in Germany (Holtz et al., 2013; 
Kunst et al., 2012; Skrobanek, 2009), among Muslims who belong to established 
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immigrant groups in the Netherlands (Maliepaard et al., 2015), and among immigrants in 
Canada (Hou et al., 2018).

Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. (2009) criticized the rejection-identification model on the 
grounds that it disregards the multiple identities that immigrants and ethnic minorities 
possess, which may all be meaningful to them. They argued that national identity could 
moderate the effect of discrimination on outgroup hostility. This is because ethnic 
minorities who face discrimination might decide to distance themselves from the larger 
society (i.e., dis-identification), which in turn prompts negative attitudes toward the 
national outgroup. They termed this the rejection-disidentification model. Analyzing 
panel data collected from immigrants originating from former Soviet countries (i.e., 
Estonia and Russia) in Finland, they found that discrimination indeed weakened people’s 
sense of national identification. Furthermore, they discovered that ethnic identification 
did not moderate the effect of discrimination on wellbeing. The negative effect of 
discrimination on national identification has been found among ethnic minorities in 
Canada (Wu & Finnsdottir, 2021), Latin American immigrants in Spain (Lobera, 2021), 
British Muslims in the United Kingdom (Hutchison et al., 2015), ethnic minority early 
adolescents in Germany (Fleischmann et al., 2019), the elderly in China (Yao et al.,  
2018), and ethnic minorities in the United States (Hakim et al., 2018; Molina et al., 2015).

By employing a dependent variable that simultaneously considers respondents’ 
national and ethnic identities, this study incorporates elements of both the rejection- 
identification and rejection-disidentification models. Within the context of Nigeria, 
I anticipate that the experience of discrimination should diminish people’s sense of 
national belonging and strengthen their identification with their ethnic ingroup. In 
other words, I expect confirmation of both the rejection-identification and rejection- 
disidentification models. Moreover, Nigeria meets the necessary conditions of discrimina
tion being perceived to be persistent and widespread, as stipulated by the rejection- 
identification model.3 The discussion so far leads to the first hypothesis that this study 
seeks to test:

H1: Nigerians who have experienced discrimination are less likely to prioritize their nation
ality over their ethnic identity.

However, given Nigeria’s tumultuous history and the salient role of ethnicity in fueling 
intergroup competition, it is very likely that the relationship between discrimination and 
identification varies across the country’s three major ethnic groups (i.e., Igbo, Yoruba, and 
Hausa/Fulani). To contextualize this claim, it is useful to briefly review patterns of political 
representation at the federal level among these groups.

Since the end of the Biafra war in 1970 until the democratic transition of 1999, 
Nigeria was mainly ruled by military dictators. Following the return to civilian rule, 
Nigeria’s first democratically elected president, Olusegun Obasanjo, was Yoruba. He 
served two terms from 1999 to 2007, with a Hausa/Fulani vice-president, Atiku 
Abubakar. In 2007, Umaru Yar’Adua of the Hausa/Fulani ethnic group became pre
sident but died in office in 2010, allowing his vice-president, Goodluck Jonathan of the 
Ijaw minority, to assume the presidency. Jonathan subsequently selected Namadi 
Sambo, a Hausa/Fulani, as vice-president. Although Jonathan and Sambo won the 
2011 elections, their victory triggered widespread post-election violence in Northern 
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Nigeria, as the opposition candidate, Muhammadu Buhari (Hausa/Fulani), and his 
supporters rejected the outcome. This violence, which carried clear ethnoreligious 
undertones, resulted in hundreds of deaths (Angerbrandt, 2018; Human Rights 
Watch, 2011). Buhari went on to win the 2015 elections and served two terms until 
2023, with Yemi Osinbajo, a Yoruba, as his vice-president. Nigeria’s current president, 
Bola Ahmed Tinubu (elected in 2023), is Yoruba, while his vice-president, Kashim 
Shettima, belongs to the Kanuri ethnic group, which is culturally proximate to the 
Hausa/Fulani.

In contrast to this recurring presence of Yoruba and Hausa/Fulani leaders in the 
presidency, the Igbo have remained consistently excluded from the country’s highest 
political office. This exclusion has fueled the rise of neo-Biafran groups agitating for 
independence in Nigeria’s predominantly Igbo Eastern Region (Lewis, 2023; Nche, 2023; 
Tuki, 2024c, 2025d). The persistence of anti-Igbo sentiment further compounds these 
grievances. During the 2023 elections, for example, Aboh et al. (2025) document wide
spread anti-Igbo rhetoric, particularly in Lagos State. Tensions escalated again in 2024 
with the #IgboMustGo online movement, which issued an ultimatum for Igbo to leave 
Lagos and Yorubaland – an initiative that ultimately drew condemnation from both the 
Lagos State government and the Nigerian presidency (Nwachukwu, 2024; This Day, 2024). 
Such hostilities have a longer history: in 2017, a coalition of Northern groups similarly 
ordered Igbo living in the North to vacate the region and return to their Eastern homeland 
(Abati, 2017; Ojoye, 2017; Vanguard, 2017).

Against this backdrop, it is unsurprising that recent studies reveal widespread percep
tions of marginalization among the Igbo. One in two Igbo believe their group has been 
treated unfairly by the Nigerian government (Tuki, 2024c), while 70% explicitly support 
secession and the creation of an independent Republic of Biafra (Tuki, 2025d). By contrast, 
perceptions of discrimination and support for secession are markedly lower among the 
Yoruba and Hausa/Fulani. This divergence provides the basis for the expectation that 
discrimination shapes identification differently across groups.

Accordingly, I expect that experiences of discrimination will more strongly reduce the 
likelihood of prioritizing a national identity over an ethnic one among Igbo than among 
other ethnic groups. This expectation rests on the relative privilege of the Yoruba and 
Hausa/Fulani, who have historically enjoyed greater social standing and more frequent 
representation in central political power. For members of these groups, instances of 
discrimination are more likely to be interpreted as isolated events rather than as systema
tic attempts to marginalize their ingroup.

The discussion so far leads to the second hypothesis that this study seeks to test:

H2: The negative correlation between discrimination and prioritizing national identity over 
an ethnic one is stronger among Igbo than members of other ethnic groups.

Materials and methods

This study draws on data from Rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys conducted in 
Nigeria in 2017 and 2020, respectively. Each round includes 1600 respondents, resulting in 
a combined total of 3200 observations. Participants were selected from all 36 Nigerian 
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states as well as the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja. Respondents were at least 18 years 
old, with men and women represented in the ratio 50:50. Afrobarometer employs a multi- 
stage, clustered random sampling method, ensuring that the data are representative of 
the adult population in Nigeria.4 The surveys in Nigeria were implemented by NOI Polls, 
a local survey organization. Interviews were conducted in English and major local lan
guages, including Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Ijaw, and Pidgin English, among others, to ensure 
greater inclusivity.

The data reflected the dominance of Nigeria’s three major ethnic groups, with the 
Hausa/Fulani (35%), Yoruba (19%), and Igbo (14%) together accounting for 68% of the 
sample. Section 4.1 discusses the variables used to estimate the regression model. I only 
used the Rounds 7 and 8 data for the analysis because the relevant question from which 
I derived the explanatory variable measuring discrimination was asked in only these 
survey rounds.

Operationalization of the variables

Dependent variable
Nationality > ethnicity. This variable measures the degree to which respondents iden
tify with their nationality as opposed to their ethnicity. It was derived from the question, 
“Let us suppose that you had to choose between being a Nigerian and being 
a [respondent’s ethnic group]. Which of the following statements best expresses your 
feelings?” The responses were measured on an ordinal scale with the following categories: 
“1 = I feel only [respondent’s ethnic group], 2 = I feel more [respondent’s ethnic group] than 
Nigerian, 3 = I feel equally Nigerian and [respondent’s ethnic group], 4 = I feel more Nigerian 
than [respondent’s ethnic group], and 5 = I feel only Nigerian.” I treated “don’t know” and 
“refused to answer” responses as missing. This led to a marginal decrease in the number of 
observations. I applied this rule to all variables.

As shown in Figure 2, only 22% of Nigerians identify either exclusively with their ethnic 
group or more strongly with their ethnicity than with their nationality, while 17% identify 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Ethnic minorties (n = 1,079)

Yoruba (n = 623)

Hausa/Fulani (n = 985)

Igbo  (n = 494)

National (n = 3,181)

Ethnicity only Ethnicity > Nationality Ethnicity = Nationality Nationality > Ethnicity Nationality only

Figure 2. Ethnic distribution of national versus ethnic identification in Nigeria. The vertical axis shows 
the total number of respondents and the distribution of respondents based on ethnicity who 
answered the question about the degree to which they identify with their nationality relative to 
their ethnicity. The horizontal axis shows the percentage of respondents associated with the various 
degrees of identification categories. “Ethnic minorities” are respondents who belong to other ethnic 
groups besides the major three (i.e., Igbo, Hausa/Fulani, and Yoruba). The figure is based on pooled 
data from Rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer survey, conducted in 2017 and 2020, respectively.
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either exclusively with their nationality or more strongly with their nationality than with 
their ethnicity. Disaggregating the data by ethnicity reveals that the Igbo exhibit the 
strongest ethnic identification and the weakest national belonging: 51% of the Igbo 
identify either exclusively with their ethnic group or more strongly with their ethnicity 
than with their nationality, whereas the estimates for the Yoruba, the Hausa/Fulani, and 
ethnic minorities do not exceed 20%. In contrast, only 7% of the Igbo identify either 
exclusively with their nationality or more strongly with their nationality than with their 
ethnicity, compared to 15% of the Hausa/Fulani, 21% of the Yoruba, and 20% of ethnic 
minorities.

Explanatory variables
Discrimination. This is a dummy variable that takes the value of 1 if a respondent has 
experienced discrimination based on their ethnicity during the past year and 0 otherwise. 
It was derived from the following question, “In the past year, how often, if ever, have you 
personally been treated unfairly by other Nigerians based on your ethnicity?”5 The 
responses were measured on a scale with four ordinal categories ranging from, “0 =  
never” to “3 = many times.” I collapsed the responses into a dummy variable by coding 
respondents who had never experienced discrimination as 0, and those who had experi
enced discrimination at least once or twice as 1.

As shown in Figure 3, 31% of Nigerians reported experiencing discrimination based on 
their ethnicity at least once during the year before the survey. Disaggregating the data by 
ethnicity reveals that the Igbo reported the highest frequency of discrimination, with 47% 
experiencing it at least once. Minority ethnic groups ranked second, with 40% reporting 
discrimination, followed by the Hausa/Fulani at 25%. The Yoruba reported the lowest level 
of ethnic discrimination, at 15%.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Ethnic minorities (n = 1,076)

Yoruba (n = 620)

Hausa/Fulani (n = 966)

Igbo  (n = 499)

National average (n = 3,168)

Many times Several times Once or twice Never

Figure 3. Ethnic distribution of discrimination experience among Nigerians. The vertical axis shows the 
total number of respondents and their distribution based on ethnicity who answered the question 
about their experience of discrimination. The horizontal axis shows the percentage of respondents 
associated with the various levels of ethnic discrimination. Ethnic minorities are respondents who 
belong to ethnic groups other than the three major ones (i.e., Igbo, Hausa/Fulani, and Yoruba). The 
figure is based on pooled data from Rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys, conducted in 2017 
and 2020, respectively.
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Ethnic group. I developed dummy variables for the three major ethnic categories (i.e., 
Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa/Fulani) as well as for ethnic minorities. The ethnic minority 
variable captures respondents who do not belong to any of the three major groups. 
Each dummy variable takes a value of 1 if a respondent belongs to the ethnic category of 
interest and 0 otherwise. In other words, the reference category for each dummy consists 
of all respondents who do not belong to that ethnic group. For instance, the Igbo variable 
is coded as 1 if a respondent belongs to the Igbo ethnic group and 0 if they belong to any 
of the other three categories (i.e., Hausa/Fulani, Yoruba, or ethnic minority).

Control variables
Educational level. This measures the highest level of education that the respondents 
have attained. It is measured on a scale with 10 ordinal categories ranging from “0 = no 
formal schooling” to “9 = post-graduate.” For analytical clarity, I recoded the variable into 
four broader categories: no education, primary school, secondary school, and tertiary 
education. No education is coded as 1 if respondents have received no formal education or 
only Koranic education, and 0 otherwise. Primary school is coded as 1 if respondents have 
received some or completed their primary education, and 0 otherwise. Secondary school is 
coded as 1 if respondents have received some or completed their secondary education, 
and 0 otherwise. Tertiary education is coded as 1 if respondents have received any form of 
post-secondary education, including some university education, a completed university 
degree, or a postgraduate qualification, and 0 otherwise.

Demographic covariates. This includes respondents’ age, gender, and religious affilia
tion. Gender takes a value of 1 for male and 0 for female. Religious affiliation is coded as 1 
for Christians and 0 for Muslims. All respondents were either Christian or Muslim except 
for 13 individuals with no religious affiliation. To maintain a clear comparison between 
Muslims and Christians, these individuals were treated as missing observations, resulting 
in a marginal decrease in the number of observations. Age is measured in years.

Analytical technique

To examine how the experience of discrimination and ethnicity relate to Nigerians’ sense 
of national versus ethnic identification, I consider a regression model of the following 
general form: 

where γi is the dependent variable, which measures the degree to which Respondent i 
identifies with their nationality as opposed to their ethnicity at year t; β0 is the intercept; 
β1 β2 β3 and β4 are the coefficients of the explanatory variables; β5 β6 and β7 are the 
coefficients of the interaction terms multiplying discrimination with the indicators for the 
three major ethnic groups; β8 denote the coefficients of the control variables; Λ0i is a vector 
of control variables discussed earlier; τt denotes fixed effects for the year in which the 
survey was conducted. Year fixed effects capture events that may affect all observations 
but vary across years. For example, they account for events such as the Nigerian 
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government’s decision to label the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) as a terrorist 
organization (Adangor, 2018; Ndujihe, 2017; Ojoye, 2018). Finally, μi is the error term.

Because the dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale with few categories, 
the model was estimated using an ordered logit (Ologit) regression. An advantage of this 
approach is that it enables the assessment of how the explanatory variables are associated 
with each category of the dependent variable. It is important to note that this study is 
correlational and does not make causal claims. Potential issues such as endogeneity 
cannot be entirely ruled out. For example, while the analysis explores how the experience 
of discrimination relates to identification, it is also possible that individuals who strongly 
identify with their ethnic group are more likely to perceive or report experiences of ethnic 
discrimination. Furthermore, although the regression model includes control variables, it 
is not possible to account for all potential factors that can confound the relationship 
between the dependent and explanatory variables. Despite these limitations, this study 
offers valuable insights into the relationship between ethnic discrimination and identity 
formation – an important but underexplored topic in the Nigerian context.

Table 1 presents the summary statistics of the variables used to estimate the estimate 
the regression model.

Results

Table 2 reports the results of regression models examining how experiences of discrimi
nation and ethnicity relate to Nigerians’ sense of national versus ethnic identification. 
I begin with a baseline model that includes only the indicator for discrimination. This 
variable has a negative coefficient that is statistically significant at the 1% level. Consistent 
with Hypothesis 1, this result suggests that experiencing discrimination reduces the 
likelihood that Nigerians will prioritize their national identity over their ethnic identity. 
In other words, discrimination leads Nigerians to attach greater importance to ethnic 
identity than to national identity.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Variable Number of observations Missing values Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Nationality > ethnicity 3181 19 2.976 0.919 1 5
Discrimination 3168 32 0.314 0.464 0 1
Igbo 3192 8 0.156 0.363 0 1
Hausa/Fulani 3192 8 0.309 0.462 0 1
Yoruba 3192 8 0.195 0.397 0 1
Ethnic minority 3192 8 0.339 0.474 0 1
No education 3189 11 0.16 0.366 0 1
Primary school 3189 11 0.151 0.359 0 1
Secondary school 3189 11 0.417 0.493 0 1
Tertiary education 3189 11 0.272 0.445 0 1
Christian (Ref: Muslim) 3164 36 0.535 0.499 0 1
Male (Ref: Female) 3199 1 0.501 0.5 0 1
Age 3197 3 33.412 12.81 18 85

Note: The values are based on data from Rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys, conducted in Nigeria in 2017 and 
2020, respectively. “Ref” indicates the reference category. Missing values denotes the number of respondents who 
chose “don’t know” responses or declined to answer the question. Given that the total Afrobarometer sample comprises 
3200 observations, the number of missing cases for each variable was calculated by subtracting the number of valid 
responses from 3200.
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Model 2 shows that the main results remain robust even after the inclusion of 
control variables. Among these controls, only Christian affiliation and primary 
school education are statistically significant. The negative coefficient associated 
with Christian affiliation suggests that, compared to Muslims, Christians are less 
likely to prioritize their national identity over their ethnicity. Similarly, the negative 
coefficient for primary school education indicates that, relative to Nigerians with no 
formal education, those who have attended primary school are less likely to 
prioritize their national identity over their ethnic identity. However, no statistically 

Table 2. Ordered logit models regressing national vs. ethnic identification on ethnic discrimination 
and ethnicity.

Nationality > ethnicityσ (1) (2) (3) (4)

Discrimination −0.431*** −0.386*** −0.265*** −0.19
(0.082) (0.083) (0.083) (0.141)

Discrimination ×Igbo −0.633***
(0.232)

Discrimination ×Yoruba −0.245
(0.261)

Discrimination ×Hausa/Fulani 0.316
(0.198)

Reference (Ethnic minorities)
Igbo −1.55*** −1.255***

(0.124) (0.162)
Yoruba 0.121 0.176

(0.111) (0.128)
Hausa/Fulani 0.014 −0.058

(0.12) (0.133)
Reference (No education)
Primary school −0.316** −0.321** −0.324**

(0.126) (0.129) (0.13)
Secondary school −0.057 −0.031 −0.043

(0.109) (0.114) (0.114)
Tertiary education 0.008 0.005 −0.002

(0.114) (0.117) (0.118)
Christian (Ref: Muslim) −0.412*** 0.005 −0.001

(0.078) (0.113) (0.113)
Male (Ref: Female) −0.067 −0.067 −0.068

(0.073) (0.074) (0.074)
Age −0.004 −0.004 −0.004

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Intercept 1 −3.341*** −3.458*** −3.463***

(0.156) (0.193) (0.199)
Intercept 2 −1.851*** −1.872*** −1.861***

(0.143) (0.181) (0.186)
Intercept 3 1.071*** 1.181*** 1.196***

(0.14) (0.179) (0.184)
Intercept 4 1.771*** 1.89*** 1.907***

(0.145) (0.184) (0.188)
Survey year FE No No Yes Yes
Observations 3152 3109 3109 3109
Pseudo R2 0.004 0.011 0.04 0.042
Log pseudolikelihood −3709.529 −3629.925 −3522.303 −3513.215
AIC statistic 7431.057 7283.851 7074.606 7062.43
BIC statistic 7467.392 7356.355 7165.237 7171.187

Robust standard errors are in parentheses, *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05. The regression results are based on pooled data from 
Rounds 7 and 8 of the Afrobarometer surveys, conducted in Nigeria in 2017 and 2020, respectively. σ is the dependent 
variable, which measures the degree to which respondents identify with their nationality relative to their ethnicity. “FE” 
denotes fixed effects; “Ref” denotes the reference category. All models are estimated using an ordered logit (Ologit) 
regression. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
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significant associations were found for secondary or tertiary education. The insig
nificance of the gender variable suggests that men and women do not differ 
statistically in their likelihood of identifying with their nationality versus their 
ethnicity. Likewise, the statistical insignificance of age indicates that it is not 
associated with Nigerians’ tendency to prioritize their national identity over their 
ethnic identity.

In Model 3, which includes dummies for the major ethnic categories, the discrimination 
indicator retains its negative coefficient and statistical significance. Notably, Christian 
affiliation becomes statistically insignificant in this model with a p-value of 0.97. This is 
not surprising, as ethnicity and religion are highly intertwined in Nigeria. By excluding the 
ethnic group dummies in Model 2, the association between religion and the outcome 
variable may have been exaggerated. Among the ethnic categories, only Igbo ethnicity is 
statistically significant. This variable’s negative coefficient suggests that, compared to 
ethnic minorities, members of the Igbo ethnic group are less likely to prioritize their 
national identity over their ethnicity. In contrast, the coefficients for Yoruba and Hausa/ 
Fulani ethnicities are not statistically significant.

To examine whether the association between discrimination and identification depends 
on ethnicity, I include three interaction terms in Model 4. The first interacts discrimination 
with Igbo ethnicity, while the second and third interact it with Yoruba and Hausa/Fulani 
ethnicities, respectively. Among the three, only the interaction between discrimination and 
Igbo ethnicity is statistically significant. Like the direct association between Igbo ethnicity 
and the outcome variable, the interaction term also has a negative coefficient. This result, 
which supports Hypothesis 2, indicates that the negative association between discrimina
tion and national belonging is significantly stronger among the Igbo compared to ethnic 
minorities. The insignificance of the remaining two interaction terms suggests that there is 
no statistically significant difference in the association between discrimination and identi
fication among the Yoruba and Hausa/Fulani when compared to ethnic minorities. 
Importantly, the direct association between discrimination and the outcome variable 
becomes statistically insignificant in this model, suggesting that the negative association 
found in earlier models may have been driven mainly by the Igbo.

To aid the interpretation of the ordered logit regression results on the direct associa
tion between Igbo ethnicity and national versus ethnic identification, I plotted the 
predicted probabilities for this variable in Figure 4. The figure shows that the association 
between Igbo ethnicity and identification is positive for the two categories denoting 
strong ethnic identification (i.e., “Ethnicity only” and “Ethnicity > nationality”) and nega
tive for the categories denoting equal identification with ethnicity and nationality, 
a stronger national than ethnic identity, and an exclusive national identification. 
Moreover, at the extremes, the association between Igbo ethnicity and an exclusive 
sense of ethnic identity is stronger than its association with an exclusive sense of national 
identity. Specifically, compared to ethnic minorities, the Igbo are 11.7% points more likely 
to identify exclusively with their ethnic identity and 7.5% points less likely to identify 
exclusively with their national identity.

Likewise, to aid interpretation of the interaction between discrimination and Igbo 
ethnicity, I plotted the predicted probabilities that Igbo individuals would identify exclu
sively with their ethnicity and nationality, respectively, while also distinguishing them by 
discrimination status. Figure 5 shows the results, with Panels A and B focusing on 
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exclusive ethnic and national identification, respectively. The graph in Panel A has 
a positive slope, highlighting the positive association between discrimination and ethnic 
identification among the Igbo. Specifically, the lower point on the left shows that Igbo 
who have not experienced discrimination are 12.5% points likely to identify exclusively 
with their ethnic group, whereas the upper point on the right indicates that the prob
ability rises to 24.5% points among those who have experienced discrimination. This 
yields an ethnic identification gap of 12% points.

The graph in Panel B has a negative slope, indicating that national identification 
diminishes with the experience of discrimination. Specifically, the upper point on 
the left shows that individuals who have not experienced discrimination are 3.2% 
points likely to identify exclusively with their nationality, whereas the lower point 
on the right shows that the probability of exclusive national identification falls to 
1.4% points among individuals who have experienced discrimination. Figure A1 in 
the Appendix plots the predicted probabilities of members of the Igbo group 
identifying more strongly with their ethnicity than their nationality, identifying 
equally with both, and identifying more strongly with their nationality than their 
ethnicity.

Figure 4. Predicted probabilities of the association between Igbo ethnicity and national versus ethnic 
identification in Nigeria. The figure, based on Model 4 in Table 2, visualizes the direct association 
between Igbo ethnicity and each category of the dependent variable, which measures the extent to 
which Nigerians identify with their nationality as opposed to their ethnicity. The vertical axis shows the 
predicted probabilities, while the horizontal axis shows the various levels of identification. The 
reference category consists of ethnic minorities. “Nat”” denotes national identity, while “Ethnic” 
denotes ethnic identity. Confidence intervals are set at the 95% level.
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Discussion

As shown in the preceding section, compared to ethnic minorities, the Igbo are less 
likely to prioritize their national identity over their ethnic identity. In other words, 
identifying as Igbo is associated with a greater likelihood of prioritizing ethnic over 
national identification. One possible explanation for this finding lies in the historical 
legacy of the Biafran War, during which the Igbo-dominated Eastern Region sought to 
secede from Nigeria and establish the Republic of Biafra. Although the war ended with 
the defeat of Biafran forces and the region’s reintegration into Nigeria, many Igbo 
people continue to harbor feelings of historical grievance, loss, and perceived betrayal 
by the Nigerian state. These sentiments have contributed to a strong sense of margin
alization and skepticism toward the idea of a unified national identity (e.g., Amadi 
et al., 2023; Lewis, 2023; Smith, 2007; Tuki, 2024c, 2025d). As Ejiofor (2025a, p. 6) 
observes, “the current phase of Biafran separatism spearheaded by IPOB is rooted in 
the symbolic predispositions and threat perceptions of Igbo people as much in the 
past as in the present.”

Furthermore, the emergence of neo‑Biafran movements in 2000, following Nigeria’s 
transition from military to civilian rule, has rekindled ethnic solidarity among the Igbo by 
bringing narratives of injustice and self‑determination to the fore. This, in turn, reinforces 
a salient Igbo identity (Tuki, 2024c, 2025d). In a recent study, Ejiofor (2025a) shows that 
members of IPOB anchor their separatist narratives on the premise that the Nigerian state 

Figure 5. Predicted probabilities of identification by discrimination status among the Igbo. The figure, 
based on Model 4 in Table 2, visualizes the relationship between the interaction term (Discrimination 
×Igbo) and an exclusive identification with ethnicity and nationality, respectively. The vertical axis 
shows the predicted probabilities of identifying with the category of interest, while the horizontal axis 
shows respondents’ discrimination status. Confidence intervals are set at the 95% level.
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is run by Fulani Muslims whose goal is to annihilate the Igbo and make them extinct. 
Information on the group’s website explicitly highlights the religious lens through which 
it envisions its separatist goal: “For Biafrans [Igbo], Islam has all too often brought violence 
and suppression of basic rights with it. Historically, when there have been riots in 
Northern Nigeria, Christians are targeted, and most of those Christians have been 
Biafran” (IPOB, n.d.).6

The preceding arguments are further supported by the negative and statistically 
significant coefficient of the interaction term between discrimination and Igbo ethnicity, 
which shows that the negative association between discrimination and the outcome 
variable is driven mainly by the Igbo (see Model 4 in Table 2).7 A possible explanation 
for this finding is that the experience of discrimination sends a clear message to those 
targeted that they do not fully “belong” to the nation, which in turn makes them feel like 
outsiders in their own country (Branscombe et al., 1999; Leach et al., 2010). Such exclusion 
triggers feelings of shame, anger, and inferiority, which can negatively affect self-esteem 
and deepen people’s sense of alienation (Major et al., 2007; Meegan & Kashima, 2010). In 
response, they may turn more strongly toward their ethnic identity as a source of 
solidarity and affirmation (Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). This process can occur concurrently 
with a weakening of their sense of belonging to the nation (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2009; 
Wu & Finnsdottir, 2021).

The feeling of exclusion may be particularly strong among the Igbo due to the 
salience of ethnicity in Nigerian society (especially in the Eastern Region), emanating 
from the activities of neo-Biafran groups like IPOB. It is also important to note that 
discrimination is often not limited to interpersonal interactions but can be 
embedded within institutions such as the police, military, and political system 
(Agbiboa, 2015; Amadi et al., 2023; Mustapha, 2006; Oluwaniyi, 2011). When indivi
duals perceive systemic bias, their trust in the fairness and inclusiveness of the state 
diminishes.

In contrast, members of the Yoruba and Hausa/Fulani ethnic groups do not differ 
statistically from ethnic minorities in terms of how their experiences of discrimination 
relate to identification. It is important to note that, relative to the Igbo, the Yoruba and 
Hausa/Fulani hold a more privileged position in Nigeria’s political and cultural landscape 
due to their dominance in central political power. The privileged position of these groups 
might make their members interpret instances of discrimination as isolated events rather 
than as systematic attempts to diminish or marginalize their ingroup. In other words, the 
relationship between discrimination and identity formation varies based on groups’ 
sociopolitical positions within the broader nation. Qualitative interviews would be parti
cularly suitable for uncovering the mechanisms underlying the statistical results in this 
study.

Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between discrimination and Nigerians’ sense of 
national versus ethnic identification. The study also examined whether this relation
ship was moderated by ethnicity, paying particular attention to Nigeria’s three major 
ethnic groups – the Igbo, Yoruba, and Hausa/Fulani. The descriptive analysis showed 
that, compared to the other ethnic groups, the Igbo reported the highest frequency of 
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discrimination, the weakest identification with their national identity, and the stron
gest identification with their ethnicity. Consistent with the rejection-identification and 
rejection-disidentification theories, regression analysis revealed that Igbo ethnicity 
reduced the likelihood of individuals prioritizing their national identity over their 
ethnic one. The regression results also revealed that discrimination reduced the like
lihood of individuals prioritizing their national identity over their ethnic identity, with 
the association being particularly strong among the Igbo compared to the other 
ethnic groups.

The weak sense of national identification observed among the Igbo, especially those 
who have experienced discrimination, may stem from their exclusion from central poli
tical power in the post-Biafra War period. This undermines their identification with the 
nation and prompts them to gravitate more strongly toward their ethnic ingroup, offering 
a sense of belonging, solidarity, and psychological resilience in the face of marginaliza
tion. In contrast, among the Hausa/Fulani and Yoruba – Nigeria’s two other largest ethnic 
groups – experiences of discrimination showed no statistically significant association with 
identification.

Furthermore, this study shows that ethnoreligious divisions in contemporary Nigeria 
are deeply rooted in its historical trajectory. As Kirk-Greene (1975, p. 19) poignantly 
observed – a sentiment that remains relevant today: “Fear has been constant in every 
tension and confrontation in political Nigeria. Not the physical fear of violence, not the 
spiritual fear of retribution, but the psychological fear of discrimination, of domination. It 
is the fear of not getting one’s fair share, one’s desert.” If the Nigerian government seeks 
to foster a strong sense of national belonging – particularly among historically margin
alized groups such as the Igbo – it might consider adopting inclusive policies that 
promote a collective national identity over ethnic or religious allegiances. This requires 
a conscious effort to disentangle ethnicity and religion from the political sphere, as their 
entrenchment undermines the foundations of nationalism and social cohesion. Equally 
important is the need to address the grievances of various ethnic groups, especially the 
Igbo, through meaningful dialogue rather than militarized responses, as has often been 
the case in handling neo-Biafran agitations (Tuki, 2024c, 2025d). Only by engaging with 
these issues constructively can the Nigerian state begin to mend longstanding divisions 
and move toward a more unified national identity.

Finally, given the correlational design of this study, the issue of endogeneity cannot be 
entirely ruled out. To address this limitation, future research should consider employing 
experimental or quasi-experimental designs. These methodological approaches would 
help reduce the influence of confounding variables and enable more robust causal 
inferences regarding the relationships under investigation. Qualitative approaches, such 
as in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, would also be helpful in shedding 
light on the mechanisms underlying the quantitative results. This is because, although 
large-scale data have a broad scope that allows for generalizability, they lack depth and 
fail to capture people’s individual experiences.

Notes

1. To access the Afrobarometer survey data and questionnaire, visit: https://www.afrobarom 
eter.org/
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2. Ethnicity and religion overlap to a great extent in Nigeria (see Tuki, 2025a).
3. Data from Round 8 of the Afrobarometer survey conducted in 2020 shows that 51% of 

Nigerians believe members of their ethnic group are treated unfairly by the government.
4. For more information on the sampling strategy used by Afrobarometer vist: https://www. 

afrobarometer.org/surveys-and-methods/sampling/
5. This is the exact question asked in the Round 8 survey. In the Round 7 survey, the question 

differed slightly: “In the past year, how often, if at all, have you personally been discriminated 
against based on your ethnicity?” I have treated both questions as the same in this study.

6. https://www.ipobinusa.org/what-is-wrong-with-nigeria (Accessed August 11, 2025).
7. Notably, in that model, the direct association between discrimination and the outcome 

variable became statistically insignificant.
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Appendix

Figure A1 plots the predicted probabilities of the interaction term (Discrimination × Igbo) 
from Model 4 in Table 2, focusing on individuals identifying more strongly with their 
ethnicity than their nationality, identifying equally with the two identities, and identifying 
more strongly with their nationality than their ethnicity. The graph in Panel A has a positive 
slope, indicating that individuals identify more strongly with their ethnicity than their 
nationality as a result of experiencing discrimination. Specifically, individuals who have not 
experienced discrimination are 29% points likely to prioritize their ethnic identity over their 
national identity, while those who have experienced discrimination are 37% points likely to 
do so. The graph in Panel B has a negative slope, indicating that the likelihood of identify
ing equally with ethnicity and nationality diminishes with the experience of discrimination. 
Specifically, those who have not experienced discrimination are 52.5% points likely to 
identify equally with their ethnicity and nationality, while the estimate is 36.6% points for 
those who have experienced discrimination. Finally, the graph in Panel C also has a negative 
slope, suggesting that the likelihood of identifying more strongly with nationality than 
ethnicity diminishes with the experience of discrimination. Specifically, Igbo individuals 
who have not experienced discrimination are 3.1% points likely to prioritize their national 
identity over their ethnic identity, while the estimate is 1.4% points for those who have 
experienced discrimination.

The figure, based on Model 4 in Table 2, visualizes the relationship between the interac
tion term (Discrimination ×Igbo) and identification at all categories of the dependent 
variable except the extreme ones. The vertical axis shows the predicted probabilities of 
identifying with the category of interest, while the horizontal axis shows respondents’ 
discrimination status. “Nat”” denotes national identity, while “Ethnic” denotes ethnic identity. 
Confidence intervals are set at the 95% level.

Figure A1. Predicted probabilities of identification by discrimination status among the Igbo ii.
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