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Identity, Institutions and Democracy in Nigeria
Abstract

Ethnicity is a central theme in the analysis oféign politics. Conventional approaches to
ethnic politics in Nigeria often assume the existeaf stable identities and consistent group
motives. It is also commonly asserted that Nigepalitical behavior is driven by ethnic
solidarities. Ethnic political parties, clientelisand social polarization are all associated with
strong communal allegiances. These practices gegded as inherently corrosive to a plural
democracy. This paper questions prevailing assomptbout the salience and impact of
ethnicity on Nigerian politics. Based on extensuevey data, | find that identity in Nigeria is
fluid and contingent, with substantial variationarg groups and over time. The relative
construction of identity influences attitudes aotlective action. When communal identities are
construed politically, they have stronger effeatsviews and behavior. Moreover, institutions
have a marked effect on the construction of idgiitd on political attitudes. In particular, the
character of elections provides a key catalystHerintensity of ethnic identification, the streimgt
of political ethnicity, and attitudes toward demaxy. Overall, the salience of ethnicity in
Nigerian politics should be placed in perspectiMeere is no question that communal divisions
are crucial in the political life of the countryyttthe “ethnic” and “civic” divide in Nigeria does
not consistently shape attitudes toward democraoyaales of political participation. These
findings suggest that democratic politics can glaymportant role in managing Nigeria’s plural
society.
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Executive Summary

Ethnicity forms a central theme in Nigeria’'s postemial politics. Ethnic identity and communal
contention have been prominent factors in manyefdolitical changes, and much of the
instability, of the contemporary era.

Conventional narratives of ethnicity emphasizergjraonsistent identities in Nigeria, and
persistent motives among communal groups. Howewerent scholarship on comparative
ethnicity emphasizes the fluidity and contingentidentities. Recent changes in ethnic
participation and federal institutions in Niger&gse questions about traditional assumptions
regarding ethnicity and participation.

This paper uses data from four Afrobarometer sugweWigeria (2000, 2001, 2003, and 2005) to
evaluate ethnic identity and politics since thed @8nsition to democracy. Employing different
questions, we distinguish between a “social” d&bni of identity (i.e. self-described identity)

and a “political” definition (i.e. preferred ethric national identity).

There are several important findings:

» Although ethnicity is clearly important to Nigergidentities vary significanthamong
groups and regions, and they fluctuate over tintienig feeling is strongest in the
embattled Niger delta, the traditionally restiveitheastern (Igbo) states, and among
Yoruba speakers in the southwest. Elsewhere, etyymay be offset by economic or
religious identities. In addition, ethnic sentimehave waxed at election time, and waned
between elections.

» There is a marked distinction betwesatial identity(the way that people label
themselves in the social domain) gualditical identity (individuals’ preference for ethnic
or national allegiances). We find that politicatlgnstructed identities have a noticeable
impact on opinions and collective action, whileiathg-constructed identities have
minimal effects on attitudes or political behavior.

* Avariety of factors influence the intensity of eth feeling, including socio-economic
modernization and proximity to resources. Institng, however, have the most evident
effects on identity. In particulathe quality of elections has a strong and visibhpact
on ethnic affinitiesEthnicity among Igbo and ljaw speakers has irfiedssubstantially
in recent years, coinciding with badly flawed elecs in these regions.

* Turning to the effects of identity, we find thatlitical ethnicityhas more salient effects
on attitudes than ethnicity defined in social teriitsere is little difference among social
identity groups in trust for fellow Nigerians. Hove, politically-defined “civics” (who
lean toward a national identity) tend to be leastful of others than political “ethnics”
(who emphasize group identity). Similarly, socadémtity groups show little difference in
perceptions deprivation or discrimination, but ‘f@tds” perceive substantially greater
discrimination than do “civics.”

» Similarly, differences in attitudes towaimnstitutionscan be distinguished among types of
identity. Nigerians generally express low leveldrabt in major public institutions
(including the legislature, the electoral commiasiand the military). “Civic” Nigerians,
however, express somewhat greater levels of itistital trust than ethnically-identified
Nigerians.
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» Nigerians with pronounced ethnic identities do medliect especially strong preferences
for political clientelism Though Nigerians generally have considerabledaolee for
informal lobbying and patron-client relationshipshnically-identified Nigerians tend to
be more critical of political patronage, perhapsaficoncern that clientelism provides
unfair advantages to others.

* Regardingdlemocracywe find no differences in preferences for demogi@mnmong
identity groups. “Ethnic” Nigerians are just aslik as “civics” to support democracy,
and to reject non-democratic political alternatiidswever, ethnics show greater
dissatisfaction with the performance of the demiicisystem, and they are more critical
of the quality of democracy.

» Concerningcollective actionwe do not find that ethnicity per se has a stiiafigence
on participation or political engagement. “Ethniesid “civics” are equally likely to
participate in associations, and they express airdiégrees of personal political efficacy.
Party affiliation differs only slightly among thogeth ethnic or civic orientations, as
“civics” lean somewhat toward the ruling party.

In conclusion, | find that public attitudes do adfirm the traditional image of strong, consistent
ethnic identities. Further, common assumptionsetaticity is inherently at odds with civic
engagement and democracy are also refuted. Thadmduggest that institutional quality and
democratic representation — especially as embaddiekbctions — have important influences on
feelings of identity. Given the obvious importamtesthnicity and ethnic politics in Nigeria, a
central conclusion is that democracy matters, émrdgor ill, in managing Nigeria’s
heterogeneous society.
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Introduction

Ethnicity is a central theme in the analysis ofélign politics. The country’s turbulent political
history spans two previously failed democratic megg, six successful military coups, and a
devastating civil war (1967-70) that claimed mdrart a million lives. Many of these pivotal
events were instigated by ethnic rivalries or dmit®y communal conflicts. Observers and
participants have often ascribed the country’stigali dilemmas to ethnic polarization. Ethnic
contention forms a master narrative in contempoklggrian affairs.

Since the transition to demacratic rule in 199Bn&t identity and mobilization have been
prominent features of the political landscape, wigthous consequences for political stability.
More than five hundred incidents of communal vialehave occurred throughout the country, in
which at least 11,000 people have died. There baea incidents in virtually all regions, with
particular concentrations in the oil-producing Nigelta, Muslim-majority states in the
northwest, plural communities in the Middle Be@ibb-majority areas in the southeast, and the
commercial capital of Lagos. Violence and insegurdve reached levels considerably higher
than those experienced under previous militarymegi a problem that is clearly hazardous for
Nigeria’s fledgling democracy.

Conventional approaches to ethnic politics in Neeften assume the existence of stable
identities and consistent group motives. Thesattoadl views of ethnicity and collective action
can be challenged in light of current perspectaresommunalism. Comparative scholarship on
ethnicity has increasingly emphasized the fluidireabf social identities. A related literature on
institutions and politics further suggests thatria&ure of institutions significantly affects the
strategies of political actors. The complex resoogeof ethnicity in Nigeria leads us to re-
examine the formation of identities and paths afip@ation in contemporary affairs.

Another central assumption, prevalent in the lite@and in public perception, is that Nigerian
political behavior is driven by ethnic solidariti€thnic political parties, clientelism, and social
polarization are all associated with strong comrhafleagiances. These practices are regarded as
inherently corrosive to a plural democracy.

This paper questions prevailing assumptions all@usalience and impact of ethnicity on
Nigerian politics, with broader implications foihetr multi-ethnic states. The findings help to
clarify the basis of identity and the effects dfretity on political life. Based on extensive surve
data, | find that identity in Nigeria is fluid amdntingent, with substantial variation among
groups and over time. The relative constructioidehtity significantly influences attitudes and
collective action. A central distinction can bewnabetween socially-defined identities and
politically-defined identities. When communal idiéies are construed politically, they have
stronger effects than when identities are viewesbirial terms.

Moreover, institutions have a marked effect ondbiestruction of identity and on political
attitudes. In particular, the character of eleiprovides a key catalyst for the intensity of ehn
identification, the strength of political ethnicitgnd attitudes toward democracy.

Overall, the salience of ethnicity in Nigerian pigs should be placed in perspective. There is no
guestion that communal divisions are crucial ingbétical life of the country. Social identities
have varying effects, however, and communalism dotgonsistently drive public attitudes or
behavior. The “ethnic” and “civic” divide in Nigexiis not a consistent determinant of attitudes
toward democracy or modes of political participatibhese findings suggest that democratic
politics can play an important role in managingéig’s plural society.
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Ethnicity, Identity, and Political Action

The examination of identity and politics in Nigeisaset against the background of general
debates about ethnicity and its influence on malitaction. One perspective holds that social
identities are essential and enduring, or primdidiaature! Against this view, others emphasize
an instrumental view of ethnicity, maintaining tigabups adhere to identities chiefly as a means
of claiming resources or defending perceived mattérterests. The constructivist perspective
predominating in current scholarship focuses omib&ble and contingent aspects of social
identity and collective actiohViewed through a constructivist lens, identitieslesce, wax and
wane according to variety of conditions, includstguctural factors, material inducements, and
the strategic calculations of actors.

Traditional accounts of ethnic politics in Nigehave tended to blend primordial and
instrumental perspectives, framing communal palieis a struggle among fixed identity groups
who contend over scarce resources. Yet Nigerig®hcal experience reflects varying
communal identities and shifting lines of politicaintention. If we focus instead on flexible
identities and strategies of participation we catoeser to a constructivist view of social
divisions. Further, a consideration of changingitngons in Nigeria’s turbulent political system
allows us to examine the effects of institutionatfprmance on communal alignments.

These theoretical concerns are not only acadelnis.useful to ask whether democratic
institutions should be seen asiadependeninfluence on ethnic participation, or é@spendenbn
powerful social forces? These are important quegtio policymakers and for the consolidation
of democracy. If ethnicity changes in saliencenfoand political effects, then democratic
politics can have a significant influence on thenagement of plural societies. This has major
implications for the consolidation of democracyNigeria and in other diverse, contentious
societies.

To put the point differently, if ethnicity is madlble, then democracy matters as a mechanism for
shaping identities and reducing conflict. On theeothand, if ethnicity forms a set of unchanging
identities in the struggle over resources, thenatgatic politics can only contain or balance
these corrosive influences, with fewer prospeatshifting to a more cooperative equilibrium.

Framing ldentity and Politics in Nigeria

A set of common assumptions has governed the asalfysthnicity in Nigerian politics and
society. First, ethnic identification is presumede the most salient and consistent source of
social identity in Nigeria. Second, ethnicity igaeded as a central avenue for collective action.
There is a common expectation that Nigerians gateviioward ethnic solidarities as an avenue
for political organization and participation. Thirethnicity is assumed to be a generally
destabilizing influence, with particularly corrosiinfluences on democracy. These assumptions
can often be found in the broader literature omietty and politics in Africa.

A number of implications follow from these premis8ice political competition is organized
along ethnic lines, both democratic and authogtaregimes presumably have an ethnic
character. Civilian governments supposedly encauedlgnic political parties, while military
regimes are said to reflect a clear sectional guiiroup. Structures of political control are also
constituted ethnically, through clientelist netwodnd patronage systems. Ethnic identity, in a
context of rivalry over scarce resources, is vieagdostering polarization and conflict. All of
these tendencies — the focus on ethnic partiespfifaence of clientelism, and the tensions
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among communal groups in the political sphere +teuild to undermine democratic values and
A
practices.

While these traditional assumptions have a strosigitical basis, we must also take account of
social and political changes that have alterectmours of identity and politics in Nigeria. First
patterns of group mobilization have changed inmedecades. Traditional models of ethnic
politics in Nigeria stress the competition among ¢tluntry’s three largest groups: the northern
Hausa-Fulani (about 27 percent of the populatith® southwestern Yoruba (about 21 percent)
and the southeastern Igbo (about 17 percent). “Mirfigroups (of which there are at least 250)
are often regarded as being marginal to politicahgetition. However, political action by
communities in the Niger delta and the ethnicallyedse “middle belt” of the country has been
increasingly prominent in national politics. Alseligious mobilization (both by Muslims and
Christians) has often overshadowed ethnic soligaipecially in the northern states.

In addition to changing identities and lines of@iéntiation, major institutional changes have
altered the avenues of participation in Nigeriae Tentral features of Nigeria's federal system
have been repeatedly modified, shifting the pdaltgeography of the country from three regions
at independence to 36 states today. Major regiginaks have been subdivided into discrete
states, and many smaller minorities now constituggorities within their states. Revenue
allocation formulas have also changed the allotroénéntrally-collected resources to the states.
In the sphere of politics, constitutional refornavé proscribed the formation of ethnic parties,
and created impediments to winning national offfleeugh sectional voting.

In many respects, the types of parochial politieg dtominated the country from the 1950s
through the 1980s have been transformed. Soakéeonomic changes have influenced the
perception of cultural identities in Nigeria, whitestitutional reforms have affected the political
responses to identity. These distinct ways of thigplabout identities — as both social and
political constructions — guide the analysis préseim this paper.

Identity, Attitudes, and Action

Taking into account these structural and instindgicchanges, several questions are relevant
regarding identity and political mobilization. Riras a matter of description, h@alientand
consistenaare communal identities in Nigeria? Do Nigeriaranty identify with their ethnic
group, and is ethnic loyalty relatively constaneotime? Further, how do social identities accord
with political identification?

Second, can we identify the effectdmdtitutionson identity? Are communal identities and
mobilization influenced by institutional arrangerteaor performance? Are particular institutions
especially influential in the formation of identii?

Turning to the effects of identity constructionyhdoes identity shape perceptionssotial
distanceandinstitutional trustamong Nigerians? Do communal identities affecttttaward
their fellow citizens? Do Nigerians feel acute éthinequality or discrimination? Does identity
broadly influence attitudes toward leading institns? How does the construction of identity
influence these attitudes?

Fourth, what are the effects of identity on attédsidowarddemocracy Following the general
literature on ethnicity and politics, can we digtirsh “ethnic” Nigerians from “civic” Nigerians?
Do these different identity groups hold markedlifatent attitudes about the democratic system
or democratic participation?
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Finally, considering political behavior, how dodsiitity shapeollective actio? Do ethnic
solidarities guide political participation amonggiiians? Is this more evident in the formal
realm of parties and voting, or in the less fornealm of civic association and mobilization?

Measuring ldentity and Behavior

Survey research illuminates important aspectsaitity and behavior. Rather than inferring
interests and perceptions from descriptions of &svendeductive models of behavior, we can
directly measure and assess the expressed attittidetvidual Nigerians. Survey methods can
also capture important elements of political action

To date, the Afrobarometer has conducted four ssrireNigeria (in 2000, 2001, 2003, and
2005). Each of the Afrobarometer surveys sampleshdom, representative population of
Nigerian citizens of voting age (18 and above).ylbier detailed empirical information on
identity, attitudes and participation over time eTour surveys traverse national elections in 1999
and 2003, allowing us to measure opinions in @eciieasons and in mid-term periddsso,
measures for identity vary among the surveys, atigws to probe the nature of communal
solidarities.

Respondents across the different surveys named thremeninety different ethnic or linguistic
groups as their chosen identity. For the purpos#ds®analysis, we will look at four groups: the
three central language groups (Hausa, Yoruba,gbmm),l and the ljaw, the most prominent group
in the Niger delta. We also take note of the reéatmportance of religious identities, which have
been increasingly evident in recent years.

In the analysis that follows, we focus on a cerdistinction betweesocialidentities and
political identities. These measures reflect different ceifeeptions and modes of communal
identification. While social identity suggests howlividuals define themselves within Nigerian
society, political identity measures the relatitreisgth of affiliations to ethnic or national
communities. This distinction, with its attendargasures, is elaborated below.

Social and Political |dentities

Social identity refers to the way that individuphincipally identify themselves in the social-
economic system. It reflects the spontaneousatfbin that people choose to emphasize among
various attributes including occupation, incoménetity, religion, gender, age, or individual
gualities. Social identity allows individuals tdugte themselves in a broader social terrain. This
dimension of identity does not take political salities into account, although particular social
identities may be closely associated with politma¢ntations.

As used here, political identity refers to an indiwal’s relative solidarity or loyalty in the comte
of the nation-state. Given an explicit choice bewethnic and national identity, which do
people choose to emphasize? Do they balance legalfihis measures a political conception of
membership and collective action, rather than glsmarker of identity.

Social identity and political identity are measunedeparate ways. Social identity was measured
in the first three rounds of Afrobarometer surviybligeria, when respondents were asked an
open-ended question about the identity to whicl fak most strongly attachédAmong the
diverse answers, responses clustered among etingious, and class or occupational (i.e.
economic) categories, which are reported beloweOthtegories of identity were far less
prevalent than these basic modes of self-identifinalnformation on primary language and
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residence was recorded separately, and may beapedfile the types of identities favored by
different linguistic and regional groups.

Political identity was measured in two ways. In 2891 and 2003 surveys, after expressing a
social identity, individuals were also asked tokrétreir preferences for social or national
identities. The survey in 2005 adopted a diffesggiroach, in which a specific political measure
of ethnicity was the dominant criterion. The suresked respondents to identify their tribe or
ethnic group without offering other options forfselentification. They were then asked about the
relative conditions of their group, and, as inieagurveys, their preference for ethnic or nationa
identity. By focusing on ethnic identity versusiaatl identity, the interview asked people to
consider the relative importance of this one din@ns

The Distribution of Identities

How salient are ethnic identities in Nigeria? Dajple hold strong, enduring allegiances to their
ethnic group? Many accounts of Nigerian societyetiver emphasizing primordial loyalties or
instrumental competition for resources, maintaat tigerians view themselves primarily in
ethnic terms, and that these preferences are temnisw/er timé.

Table 1 shows an aggregate picture of social ilegtin Nigeria. In three rounds of surveys,
people were asked an open-ended question abouthiegvwould describe themselves “besides
being Nigerian.” Altogether, 43 percent of Nigesadentified themselves in ethnic terms,
followed by 28 percent who used mainly economiegaties (either class categories such as
“poor” or occupational descriptions such as “farfhpand 21 percent who identified their
religious affiliation. A solid plurality of Nigerias identify in ethnic or regional terms, while
nearly two-thirds (64 percent) choose communaltities of ethnicity, region, or religion. Little
more than a quarter of Nigerians identify themsgimeeconomic (or functional) terms rather
than cultural terms.

Table 1

Social Identities in Nigeria (%)
Ethnic 43
Religious 21
Economic* 28

Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=8117.
*Economic=class and occupational identities
Cells do not total 100 percent; not all responseseported.

These identity preferences, however, are far fronsistent across space or over time. In Table 2
we see two perspectives on identity, selected iguage group and region of residence. There is
considerable variation in ethnic identification argayroups. For instance, ljaw speakers, the
largest minority group in the Niger delta, overwhiglgly identify with their ethnic character, as
do two-thirds of Igbos in the southeastern states. strong ethnic solidarities among these
groups are frequently accompanied by complainfmtfical and economic marginality. Both
groups also have a history of contention with thietial state.

Among Yorubas, a plurality labels themselves etllhicembodying historically strong cultural
and political identity among this grodpMuslim Hausa speakers, however, choose religion a
often as ethnicity in selecting identity. Yorubaaging Muslims more often view themselves in
linguistic or regional terms, while Hausa speakeithe north tend to emphasize their religious
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identity. This reflects the historical saliencesiam in the formation of the northern emirates in
the early 19 century, and the continuing importance of emirs @ligious authorities in framing
identities in the northern states.

Table 2
Social Identity by Language Group and Regior{%

Ethnic Religious | Economig
Language
Yoruba 43 23 34
Ilgbo 65 15 20
ljaw 80 6 13
Hausa 34 33 34
Other 47 19 34
Region
Lagos 45 24 32
Southwest 43 22 35
Southeast 71 14 15
South-South 64 12 14
(Niger delta)
Northwest 31 34 35
Northeast 42 25 34
North Central 45 24 32

Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=7472
Economic=class and occupational identities

The observed regional variations in identity sugtjest regional location often provides a good
proxy for ethnic group. Self-proclaimed identitiadagos and the Southwest are nearly identical
to those among Yoruba speakers; the same is trle Morthwest states and Hausa speakers.
The Southeast closely corresponds to professetitidsramong Igbo speakers. Reflecting the
pluralism of minorities in the South-South, thesty ethnic identity among ljaw speakers is
diluted within the region at large (although etliiyithroughout the region is prominent).
Identities in the Northeast and the middle beltrfN&entral) are close to the national norm.

In the 2005 survey, we sought to measure the strexigoolitically-defined ethnicity. As noted
earlier, the survey specified only ethnic groumiitg, and then asked Nigerians to choose their
preferred identity, whether ethnic, national (Nigaj, or equally ranked. The profile of political
identity is seen in Table 3.
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Table 3
Political Identity, Nationally and by Group
(% who identify with each identity)

Mainly ethnic Mainly national National and
identity identity ethnic
identities equal

All Nigerians 31 17 51
Language
Hausa 29 19 52
Yoruba 22 16 62
Igho 53 7 40
ljaw 45 13 42
Other 30 18 52

Survey 2005; n=2202

A notable finding is the generally low preferenoeational identity, which is chosen by only 17
percent of Nigerians. Nearly twice that proportgravitate toward an ethnic identity, while a
broad “middle ground” of 51 percent hold ethnic aadional identities in approximate balance.

Once again, we see considerable variation amoffeyelift language groups in Nigeria. Igbo and
ljaw speakers lean strongly toward ethnic soligggijtwith only residual proportions emphasizing
national identities. By comparison, Hausa and Yarsireakers are less likely to rank their ethnic
identity uppermost. However, these groups also shieak preferences for national identities,
with a degree of national identification that ies® to the national pattern.

The fact that a large proportion of Nigerians gagial weight to ethnic and national identities
raises an interesting question. Are people withis group simply making an easy choice by
selecting the “middle” option on a sensitive quastior do they truly hold their national and
particular identities to be co-equal? Is therevecddias or an ethnic bias among the Nigerian
public?

Ethnics and Civics

Another way of addressing these questions is tqpemensocial identities with political identity
preferences. In other words, we may charactergaggeent of “ethnic” Nigerians who identify
themselves ethnically, and state a preferenceéh@r group identity. It is also possible to ideptif
a segment of “civic” Nigerians who identify themsgsd in functional (rather than cultural or
communal) terms, and who prefer a national identity

Table 4 displays the balance of political idenitgferences within social identity groufs.
Those who identify themselves in ethnic terms aenky divided among their preferences for
group or national identities. Nigerians with retigs identities are strongly inclined to prefer thei
group identity to a national identity. Those wittbeomic identities are equally strong in their
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inclination toward a Nigerian national identity. & hesults are not intuitive, since we might
expect that ethnic identity and group solidaritywebbe more closely associated. This balance of
attitudes does seem to confirm the large middlemuidseen in Table 3) who hold ethnic and
national identities in some equivalence.

Table 4
Ethnic v. Civic Orientations
Group | National

identity | identity
preferred| preferred

Ethnic 49 50

Religious 68 30

Economic 33 66

Survey 2003; n=2431

The prevalence of different identities becomesreleahen we situate them within the general
population. We may distinguish “strong ethnics'ttagse who identify themselves socially in
ethnic terms, and who politically stress a grougnidy to a national identity. Conversely, “strong
civics” could be considered those who choose atiomal or economic social identity (hence
avoiding any group label), and who stress theiitipal preference for a national identity.

Table 5
“Ethnics” and “Civics” among Nigerians
Group National
identity identity
preferred preferred
Ethnic Identity 23% 24%
“strong ethnics”
Functional Identity| 7% 14%
“strong civics”

Survey 2003; n=2431
Note: cells do not total 100 percent; not all resges are counted

Table 5 illustrates that about a quarter of Nig&iare strong ethnics, who emphasize ethnicity
both as a social identity and a political identityst 14 percent could be considered strong civics,
who eschew ethnicity for functional and nationantities. Ethnicity certainly overshadows civic
orientations, and ethnic solidarities are prominerthe spectrum of public attitudes. However,
strong ethnic feelings are not as prevalent as tnhiglexpected from the conventional narratives
of ethnic politics in Nigeria.

The Changing Forms of Identity

Social identities are also quite fluid over times weflected in Table 6, half of Nigerians chose an
ethnic identity in 2000, followed by a seeming @bagnt of ethnic perceptions. Just eighteen
months later (in our second survey) only aboutra tf the public identified themselves
ethnically, and some 45 percent chose economigaaés to describe themselves. Yet ethnicity
proved resurgent by 2003, when 57 percent profesibedc identities.
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Table 6
Social Identity over Time (%)

2000* | 2001 | 2003*

Ethnic 49 32 57

Religious 22 23 24

Economic| 29 45 19

Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=7474
Economic=class and occupational identities

* post-election

Nigerian experience confirms patterns found elseavire Africa, where ethnic solidarities appear
to intensify at election tim&. This makes intuitive sense, since electoral comt&sarpen the
public’s focus on competition over resources affildiémce. Further, many parties and politicians
in Nigeria (as throughout Africa) employ overt @iled communal appeals in their quest for
support. In Nigeria, two surveys conducted shatftgr the 1999 and 2003 national elections
show substantial ethnic attachments among thegubli

Nigeria’'s comparative experience is highlightedcbysidering the relative salience of Nigerian
identities among other countries in the regionukégl shows Nigeria in comparison with
fourteen other African countries, measured in Afr@meter surveys in 2002-2003.

Figure 1
Social and Political Identity in Africa

80
70 — — —
o0 '] 48

50 += —— -
40 H | 3
30 H | M
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O Ethnic Identity (social) O National Identity (political)

Note: “Ethnic Identity” measures the percentageegpondents who chose an ethnic social identity.
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“National Identity” measures the percentage whdeartheir national identity politically above group
identity.
Source: Afrobarometer surveys 2002-2003

When viewed regionally, the prominence of ethnaniification in Nigeria is clear. Citizens of
Nigeria measure well above other countries in tegiphasis on socially-defined ethnicity.
Nigerians are nearly three times more likely thanZanians and five time more likely than

South Africans to identify themselves ethnicallyneV also gravitate toward ethnicity to a greater
degree than their West African neighbors in Ghdeli, and Senegal, to say nothing of Cape
Verde (where ethnic feeling appears virtually absext the same time, Nigerians are close to the
mean in their political emphasis on national idgn#d2 percent ranked national identity above
group identity in 2003, against a mean value opd&ent for all countries in the sample.

To summarize, we find that ethnic identity is pronoed in Nigeria, both in absolute and
comparative terms. About four in ten Nigeriansag®to label themselves ethnically, nearly a
third prefer their group identity to a national mi¢y, and about a quarter of the population can be
considered “strong ethnics” who emphasize bothietlentity and group solidarity. Further,
Nigerians show the strongest inclination towaradhity among fifteen countries surveyed by
Afrobarometer.

While the preference for ethnicity accords with wemtional narratives of identity in Nigeria, we
find that ethnicity is neither uniform nor stabl®@ng Nigerians. The importance and strength of
ethnic feeling varies among groups and regionh®tbuntry, and may fluctuate considerably
over time. This leads to a consideration of thediacthat influence ethnic perceptions and
identities.

Sources of Identity: History, Structure, Institutions

There is a long debate about the sources of comindarity in Africa. The primordial
perspective emphasizes the intrinsic social oplicsdl attributes of groups as a basis for identity
Structural approaches explain the expression ofi@th in terms of economic endowments,
demographic characteristics, or the configuratibgroups. Constructivist scholarship has
stressclszd political strategies and institutionalgtem the formation of identities and collective
action.

Intrinsic Ethnicity?

Analysts stressing a primordial view of ethniciggard group identities as fixed or essential in
character. Survey data, however, shows substdloicaliation in identity, which contravenes an
image of consistent solidarities. The “u-curveidentities, illustrated in Figure 2, reveals a
cyclical pattern of communal identification, wittckear correspondence to election periods. Not
only are social identifies fluid, but identificatiovaries in intensity. While ljaw and Hausa ethnic
identification was higher in 2003 than in 1999,dgind Yoruba groups rebounded at lower
levels. Despite variability, we note that relatdegrees of ethnic identification are steady, with
ljaws at the top of the figure and Hausas at or tleabottom.
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Figure 2

Social Identity over Time, by Language Group
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Structural Explanations

Structural explanations receive some validatiomftbe survey data. A recent analysis of
Afrobarometer data by Bannon, Miguel and Posnendaai significant positive association
between attributes of modernity and expressiorsooial identity. Across Africa, urbanization,
education, and non-rural occupation are correlaféstronger ethnic feelin. These findings
broadly mirror Nigerian realities. We find that eitity is stronger in the southern regions of the
country, which are more heavily urbanized, reflgobnger educational endowments, and have a
higher concentration of modern economic activity.

In other respects, structural explanations aredesyelling. The relative size and position of
groups does not clearly correspond with identitigexian politics has been shaped by rivalry
among the country’s three largest minorities. | élarly years after independence, smaller
minorities were overshadowed by the larger grouitisimvthree regions. These lesser groups
attained greater political visibility after the atn of numerous states in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Analysts have suggested that group identity isrtoeged when group size or position furnishes
a competitive “minimum winning coalition* The distribution of social identities in Nigeria,
however, does not clearly reflect group size oitfms As displayed in Table 7, Nigeria’s three
large minorities vary substantially in their atta@nt to ethnicity. Hausa speakers show the
weakest attachment to ethnic social identity, wigteos are twice as likely to emphasize their
ethnicity. The dominant groups do not reflect umifcethnic identities.

It is plausible to expect that smaller groups miggtome politically assertive over time,
especially those with a foothold in the newer stalie general, however, we do not find a
consistent pattern among lesser minorities (i.eugs that comprise about 2-6 percent of the
national population). Turning again to Table 7,sge that some smaller groups stress ethnic
identification (e.g. ljaw and Tiv), while otherseamo more ethnically-oriented than the larger
groups (e.g. Kanuri, Edo, Urhobo, or Ibibio-Efik).brief, there is no consistent degree of ethnic
sentiment among lesser minorities.

Table 7
Groups and Social Identity
(% of ethnic identity among language groups, ieceld regions)

North Middle South-South Southwest Southeast
Belt
Hausa | 30 Tiv 54 ljaw 76 Yoruba 39 Ighp 61
Fulani | 37 Igala- | 45 Ibibio- 42 Edo 44
Idoma Efik
Kanuri | 35 Urhobo 46

Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=8241

A further possibility is that proximity to resousceerves to accentuate ethnic identity. Recent
literature has called attention to the role of tese wealth as an inducement for mobilizing
ethnic sentiment and fostering confftéFollowing this logic, we would expect communitias

the Niger delta to reflect relatively stronger itges. In fact the largest group in the delta, the
ljaw, displays the most pronounced ethnicity inétig. However, other minorities in the delta,
including the Itsekiri, Urhobo, and Ibibio-Efik, s much more modest ethnic identification. The
location of resource wealth seems to influenceieitignbut is not a strong predictor of social
identity.

Institutions and ldentity

Given the salience of institutional factors in theent literature on ethnicity, and the weakness of
alternative explanations, we shift our focus tortle of institutions: are there aspects of
institutional design or institutional performanbat help to explain variation in ethnic identities
among Nigerians?

Among Nigerians, Igbo speakers (dominant in thatsmastern states) and ljaw speakers
(preeminent in the Niger delta) display the stratgecially-defined ethnicity as well as the most
assertive political ethnicity. Both of these groljas’e been involved in violent conflict with the
central state, the ljaws most recently in militidities over the past decade, and the Igboseén th
attempted Biafran secession of 1967-70. Neitheingit (primordial) or structural explanations
adequately account for the distinctive strengthtbhic feeling among these groups.
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Nigeria's federal system is the centerpiece forsatering the effects of institutional structure.
Since independence, many groups in Nigeria havatadifor the division of additional states.
With the advent of major oil exports, pressuresstate creation have been accompanied by
demands for a redistribution of Nigeria’s centealenues. The country’s electoral institutions are
also designed so that candidates cannot succeleouivet broad distribution of votes across
regions.

Institutional design may contribute to the salieatethnic identification. Nigeria’'s early federal
system in fact reinforced ethnic solidarities, asheof the three regions was controlled by
separate ethnically-aligned partfghe regional governments had sufficient revenuersamy

to sustain independent functions and to offer peige to sectional elites. Igbo mobilization in
the 1960’s was shaped by the Eastern Region, widshcontrolled by the NCNC political party
and encompassed the emerging oil-producing ardtes. the defeat of the Biafran secession, the
Igbo-speaking communities harbored lingering resents about their wartime treatment and
perceived marginality in the political system.

The ljaw communities in the delta region have lstaading grievances about their political
weakness and economic deprivation. The current waasbilization had its immediate origins

in the formation of additional states and local@wownents by the Abacha regime in 1996. The
new boundaries sparked communal clashes amongdomaps, and crystallized ljaw resentments
toward the central government and foreign oil conip® A substantial increase since 1999 in
the proportion of oil revenues allocated to theecgiates of the delta reflects another major
change in federal structure.

In sum, it is possible to construct a narrativeudibmundaries and resource control — the key
elements of institutional structure — that helpadoount for ethnic identity, especially in the
southeastern portions of the country. Nonethetbssis only a partially satisfying explanation.
While structure has been consistent since 199%peance has varied. The uneven distribution
of identities, and their fluctuations over timeggasts that elements of institutional performance
might be equally important.

Institutional Performance and Identity: The Importa nce of Elections

Since Nigeria’s transition to democratic rule ir0@9the conduct of elections has offered one of
the most central barometers of institutional perfance. Elections serve as an affirmation of
democratic rights, inclusion, and transparelcyhe conduct of elections can enhance confidence
in the political process or inspire alienation frtm system. The periodic nature of elections
offers a regular “test” of democratic instituticthsit is distinct from the more continuous

functions of the legislature or the judiciary.

Nigeria’s recent elections have been highly corgrsial. Domestic and international observers
identified significant flaws and misconduct in th@99 polls. Nonetheless, much of the Nigerian
public, eager to see the end of military rule, terelatively favorable assessments of the
elections™® In 2003, observers also noted widespread disazgtion and electoral fraud; some
assessments even viewed the second elections ss than the transitional elections. In both
elections, observers agreed that the most serreas af misconduct and fraud were the states of
the southeast and the Niger delta. Some commestasserted that there effectively were “no
elections” in the core delta staf@s\ palpable sense of resentment could be felt anfiging and
ljaw communities, and incidents of violence spikethe months after the poff8.
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Figure 3 displays overall trust in elections. Icleaurvey respondents were asked whether the
preceding elections were conducted relatively “Istiggor “dishonestly.” The figure clearly
illustrates ethnic disparities in assessmentsatitieins, as well as a sharp deterioration in public
evaluations between the transitional (1999) andrs#¢2003) elections. Hausa and Yoruba
voters assessed the 1999 elections in similardaskihile ljaw voters were somewhat less
effusive, followed by Igbos. A significant findingf the 2000 survey was the discrepancy
between critical assessments of the elections bgrebrs, and average citizens’ affirmative
views of the polls. At the time, we attributed ttosa post-transition “euphoria.”

And indeed, with time, realism clearly seffrBy 2003, assessments of elections plummeted.
Once again, it is important to note that Nigeriad &oreign observers evaluated the 2003
elections as significantly flawed, though generatiynparable to the transition elections. Average
Nigerians, however, were dramatically more criticblhe second elections. Hausa and Yoruba
assessments declined by about thirty percentagespaigauging the honesty of elections. Still,
about half of each of these groups felt the 2088t&ins were conducted relatively honestly.

Among Igbos and ljaws, the shift is striking. Battoups moved from comparatively strong
estimations of the 1999 elections to virtually mmitdence in the second elections. With only
single digits allowing that the 2003 elections wieomestly conducted, ljaw trust in elections
virtually collapsed, while Igbos were scarcely mpositive.

Figure 3
Trust in Elections
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Not surprisingly, the diminishing confidence ina@lens is echoed by declining trust for the peak
electoral authority, the Independent National EledtCommission (INEC). In the year 2000, as
seen in Figure 4, generally high levels of trustiMEC were evident across the population,
ranging from about two-thirds (among Igbos) top@dcent (among Hausas). By 2003, trust in
INEC slumped to around two-thirds among Hausag,ambng Yorubas, and a quarter or less
among Igbos and ljaws
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Figure 4
Institutional Trust: Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC)
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There is a coincidence of declining trust in elegtinstitutions and assertive ethnicity. Social
endowments, history, and aspects of institutiotratture help to explain the relative intensity of
ethnic feeling. However, the performance of eleias an outlet for communal expression and
representation, appears to have a marked effetteosalience of ethnic social identities.
Seriously flawed elections in the Southeast andthgh-South have been shadowed by
resurgent ethnic feeling among Igbo and ljaw -speskwhich in turn reinforces strong identities
among these communities.

In short, institutional performance — notably thedibility of elections — helps to shape ethnic
identity. This inference is supported by data i&titey how different groups perceive their
treatment by government. Figure 5 displays respottsthe question “How often [is your group]
treated unfairly by government?” Immediately aftex political transition, the major ethnic
groups expressed modest concerns about discrimmaind their views clustered. General
perceptions of discrimination rose gradually, a&sréstive ljaw community expressed heightened
objections to poor treatment by government. By 206Bwing the second election, there is a
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clear divergence among Hausas and Yorubas, whamenaestly concerned about government
discrimination, compared with Igbos and ljaws, Wiawe acute perceptions of mistreatment.

Figure 5

Perceived Treatment among Groups
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What are the principal changes in this period? @lketoral cycle is evident. ljaws experienced
multiple sources of grievance, including risingdesvof violence and insecurity, contention over
resource control, and frustration over the laclefelopment in their region. However the
soaring ljaw perception of government discriminatio 2003, paralleled by an abrupt increase in
resentment among Igbos, concurs with the provoeatifects of flawed elections in their regions.
The perception of being excluded from the electpratess substantially incited ethnic feeling
among the aggrieved groufss.

The Effects of Identity
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Having considered the sources of ethnicity in Negewe must still explain the social and
political implications of these identities. Are hatic” Nigerians more likely to be polarized from
other citizens outside their communal group? Dg teve more acute feelings of inequality or
deprivation than others? These would be naturalnagBons arising from conventional accounts
of ethnic politics in Nigeria.

Social Distance

In this section we consider the effects of identitysocial trust and relative equity. In each
instance, we compare attitudes associated witketrefecting a socially-constituted ethnicity,
and those adhering to ethnic political identities.

Table 8
Social Trust
(% with some degree of trust)
Social identity Political identity
Ethnic | Economic] Ethnic National
identity * | identity * identity identity
preferred** | preferred**

Trust own ethnic group 64 69 69 79
Trust other ethnic groups 48 57 52 75

* Survey 2000; n=3603
** Survey 2005; n=2202

Table 8 displays measures of social trust fromeygwn 2000 and 2005. Each survey provides a
different measure of identity, which we describésaxial” and “political” identities. As might

be expected, Nigerians generally tend to expresaster trust for their own ethnic group than for
other groups, and those with stronger ethnic ifieation have relatively less trust for out-
groups.

Some of these findings, however, do not match tmyentional wisdom. When measuring
socially-constituted identities (whether ethniceopnomic), we find that about two-thirds express
trust for their own group while about half exprésst for out-groups. There is only a modest
difference between those professing ethnic or emom@entities: indeed in-group trust is nearly
identical, while out-group trust is modestly loveenong ethnically-defined Nigerians. In short,
social identities appear to have a minimal inflleenn ethnic trust.

We get a different picture when we measure pollfigonstituted identities. “Civic” Nigerians
are the most consistently generous in their esiimaf fellow citizens. Those who prefer a
national identity over an ethnic identity displagrsficantly higher levels of social trust overall,
as nearly eight in ten express trust for their @mic group, and three-quarters trust other
groups. Politically defined “ethnics” are compavaly less trustful, and far less inclined to trust
outsiders. For those preferring an ethnic idenliitye more than two-thirds express trust for thei
own group, and just half trust other groups. Thestwiction of identity influences attitudes
toward social distance, as Nigerians professingia identity differ markedly from ethnics.
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Equity and Marginality

A similar pattern can be seen with regard to messsaf equity and political standing. In Table 9,
we see two measures of perceived inequality amdfegeht identity groups in Nigeria.
Respondents were asked to rank their group’s ecisnmonditions in comparison to other

groups, and to say how often they believe theiugrs treated unfairly by the government. These
guestions yield findings that do not match the cammarratives of ethnic deprivation in

Nigeria.

Despite frequent public protests of “marginalizatiby various ethnic groups in Nigeria, we see
that overall levels of perceived deprivation orainfess are not especially high among social
identity groups. Among those with either an etlori@an economic identity, little more than a
guarter feel their group’s economic conditions éatiferior to others. Those with an economic
identity in fact perceive greater unfairness framme&ynment than those who identify with their
ethnic group, perhaps reflecting the grievancexgénized labor, farmers, or students toward
authorities. Again, the distinctions along the $iroé social identity are modest.

Table 9
Perceived Equity and Fairness
Social identity Ethnic Economic
identity * identity *
Group economic conditions 26 29
(% saying worse/much worse than others
Group treated unfairly by government 29 38
(% saying often/always)
Political identity Ethnic National
identity identity
preferred** | preferred**
Ethnic group’s economic conditions 51 31
(% saying worse/much worse than others
Ethnic group treated unfairly by government 49 38
(% saying often/always)

* January 2000, n=3603
** August-December 2005, n=2202

A different picture emerges when we measure palltieconstituted identities. Among Nigerians
who emphasize their ethnic identity, half percadeenomic inequalities, and an equal proportion
believe their group is treated unfairly by auttiest Their perceptions of unequal standing are far
more pronounced than among “civic” Nigerians wh@basize their national identity. This latter
group is indistinguishable from economically-detireocial identity groups in their perceptions

of inequality.

To emphasize the central finding, political idaastshow more pronounced effects of ethnicity
than social identities. Politically-defined “ethsievince less social trust and stronger feelirfgs o
deprivation than citizens who see themselves piiynas Nigerians. (As we have seen, ljaw and
Igho-speakers, in particular, reflect strongerifeg of discrimination and more politicized
conceptions of identity). Furthermore, distrusbaof-groups and perceptions of inequality are
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stronger among political “ethnics” than among tha#® a socially-constituted ethnic identity.
Identity matters most when it is politically consatted.

Institutions and Representation

To consider another important set of attitudesdeatity groups differ in their stance toward
political institutions and strategies of repres@ate? The history of ethnic contention in Nigeria
might lead us to expect that ethnic solidarityssaxiated with disaffection from formal
institutions, and with clientelist strategies gbmesentation. For those who identify strongly with
their ethnic group, feelings of deprivation or inality might lead to distrust of the political
system, and a corresponding preference for infotofdilying through local and ethnic notables.

We seek to measure these attitudes and behavitwe ways. First, we present key measures of
trust in major political institutions: the Nation&ssembly (parliament), the Independent National
Electoral Commission (INEC), and the militdfyThese represent important elements of the
political system and the Nigerian state. They alflaence representation, competition, and the
essential stability of the regime. In assessingntéilism, we measure both attitudes and behavior.
The frequency of (self-reported) contact with vas®fficials and notables is presented, along
with expectations for obtaining government serviessl attitudes toward clientelist political
behavior.

Table 10 displays patterns of trust in institutioihss clear that that Nigerians have minimal
confidence in their institutions, as they do natgmally trust their elected representatives in the
Assembly or their electoral administration, INEQeTe is slightly greater trust in the armed
forces (perhaps because of their distance fromageetitizens and their absence from politics for
several years), though less than a third of Nigerexpress strong confidence in the military.
Further, no more than four in ten believe in thegmnity of the previous (2003) elections.

Among social identity groups, there is little vaioa in trust for institutions. Those expressing an
ethnic identity reflect less trust in the militagnd a lower estimation of the 2003 elections,
though they differ from economic identity groupsdnly six to eight percentage points. It is
likely that particular ethnic groups shape theseudes. Minorities in the Niger delta (South-
South) show strong antipathy toward the militaryd &ve know that they have a very low
assessment of the 2003 elections. Since theredsstibng ethnic identification in the South-
South, this likely anchors the overall pattern agisacially-ethnic Nigerians.

Table 10
Institutional Trust
Social identity* Political identity**
Ethnic Economic Ethnic National
identity identity identity identity
preferred | preferred
Trust the parliament (National Assembly
% with relatively strong trust 9 10 16 26
Trust the Independent National
Electoral Commission (INEC) 10 11 15 26
Trust the military 18 24 20 30
How honest [free and fair] were the (2003)
elections 26 positivef 35 43 25 38
*Survey 2003; n=2431
*Survey 2005; n=2202
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t For ‘trust’ questions, 2003: % answering “A fot/ery great deal” (two strongest categories oftiru
For 2005: % answering “Somewhat/A lot” (twoostgest categories of trust)

t For 2003: % answering “Fairly honest/Very hohest
For 2005: % answering “Free and fair with minorkdeans/Completely free and fair”

There is greater variation in trust among politicabnstituted identity groups, though here too
the differences are modest. Overall, civic Nigesigmational identity preferred) are more inclined
than their ethnic counterparts to trust electettialf, electoral authorities, and the military.
“Civics” also express more confidence in the 20@8teons than “ethnics,” though again the
assessment is overall quite low. Recalling theibistion of ethnic preferences in Table 3, ljaw
and Igbo speakers are the most strongly skeweddogthnic identity to the exclusion of

national identity. Their regions also reported highest levels of fraud and misconduct in the
2003 elections, with correspondingly low populssessments of the quality of the elections.

In brief, institutional trust differs noticeably amg politically-construed identity groups, but

almost trivially among social identity groups. Gapnstitutional trust between ethnics and

civics are modest, and particular groups appeshape the pattern of attitudes. Overall, it is
difficult to conclude that ethnicity is stronglysaxiated with confidence in institutions.

Informality and Clientelism

Given the manifest lack of trust in formal instituts, we consider political clientelism as an
alternative strategy of representation. Patromtietworks, commonly structured along ethnic
lines, form a mode of lobbying and representatitai ts ubiquitous in Nigeria, as well as
throughout sub-Saharan Africa. Table 11 display®wua indicators of citizens’ stance toward,
and use of, clientelist relationships.

In general, the survey data illustrates the prencdef clientelism. Nigerians are more likely to
contact traditional rulers or notables (an “infltiahperson”) than their elected officials, anddiea
likely to contact their legislators, who have rlaly less discretion over individual patronage
(e.g. jobs, licenses, contracts, or land). Furtinethe 2003 survey more than a third of Nigerians
report they would be willing to use bribes or irfhice to speed a permit or license. In the 2005
survey, substantial proportions (42 percent ofrietsi’ and 54 percent of “civics”) express some
acceptance of patronage behavior from politicians.

Table 11
Political Clientelism

Social identity* Political identity**
Ethnic | Economic| Ethnic | National
identity | identity | identity | identity
Contacted: preferred| preferred
National Assembly rep. 5 8 7 8
Local government representative 17 17 17 26
Traditional ruler 33 32 25 35
Other influential person 17 25 25 34
“What would you do [if] you were waiting for a
government permit or license, but kept
encountering delays?”
Offer a tip or bribe 24 18 6 6
Use connections with influential people 13 13 9 7
[What is your opinion of the following]:
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“A public official decides to locate a development
project in an area where his friends and supporters

live”

Not wrong -- - 16 14
Wrong but understandable -- -- 26 40
Wrong and punishable -- - 56 44

*Survey 2003; n=2431
*Survey 2005; n=2202

Among social identities, there are few discerndifierences in the stance toward clientelism.
Both ethnic and economic identity groups reportlsinpatterns of representation, and
comparable attitudes toward using bribery and cctioes.

Greater variation is seen among political idergityups, though the gaps are not wide and the
patterns are counter-intuitive in some areas. Nigerprofessing a national identity are more
assertive about contacting nearly all types of pedmpm local government representatives to
notables. They are also somewhat more likely t& be&p from traditional patrons (local rulers
and influential persons) than their ethnic courdeip

The 2005 survey shows markedly less acceptancsimg influence or inducement for
government services. This may reflect the highifg@nticorruption efforts of the administration
since 2003, which has increased public attenti@hagprobrium toward corrupt behavior.
However, there is still considerable acceptangaotifical patronage, as seen in responses to a
new question in 2005.

It is especially interesting that those with a sgrethnic identity are more critical of patronage
behavior than those with a civic orientation. Mtran half of those expressing a national identity
are tolerant of patronage behavior, contrasted Sétpercent of outright rejection among
“ethnics.” This may be explained by the prevaleocethnic competition for resources, leading

to common expectations that other groups will uhfdienefit from clientelist relationships.

Since each group is concerned about their ownilligional advantage, they may be more likely
to condemn clientelism among other groups.

Contrary to widespread expectations about ethnigilimation and political behavior, we do not
find that identity is closely associated with véidas in institutional trust, willingness to utiéiz
formal institutions, or dispositions toward poléiclientelism. Nigerians generally hold their
officials and key institutions in low esteem, ahdyt are more inclined to turn to local notables
than to government officials in resolving their pplems. Further, a substantial segment of
Nigerians take a lenient view toward patronage biehdy politicians. However, these attitudes
or behaviors are not strongly influenced by ethpiper se.

Identity and Democracy

In this section we consider attitudes toward dermoecrWe recall the common expectation found
in comparative analyses as well as treatments gédin politics, that civic orientations are more
compatible with democratic politics. Ethnicity isramonly regarded as a parochial view that
distances citizens from one another, undermindeatile action for national goals, and alienates
group members from a broader political commungythiere evidence of these effects from
survey data?
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In order to probe these issues, we measure stiowasd democracy in various ways. Drawing
from previous Afrobarometer analyses, we can bgodidtinguish the “demand” for democracy
from the “supply” of democracy. In other words, howch do people want democracy and “how
much democracy” do they think they are getting2l@ndemand side, here we use separate
measures rather than the composite index usedhén studie$? We assess overall support for a
democratic system; the rejection of non-demociatiitical options; and relative patience with
the shortcomings of democracy. On the supply sigenote overall satisfaction with the way
democracy works; and the perceived extent or degfrdemocracy.

Generally speaking, Nigerians have shown a resilemand for democracy since the political
transition of 1999, though they have become dsibined with the perceived supply of
democracy. Elsewhere we have discussed the eughatiaharacterized the popular mood in the
aftermath of military rule, which soon gave wayniore sober assessments of political 4ffe.
These views are evident in Table 12, which showgelanajorities that support democracy and
reject non-democratic alternatives, alongside \@nysatisfaction with democracy and a very
modest assessment of the degree of democracy. Waeeahat these overall patterns hold for all
identity groups.

Moreover, we find no distinction in attitudes tawEcracy among socially-constituted identity
groups. Levels of support for democracy, and tiecten of both military rule and single party
rule, are identical whether citizens choose toftiflethemselves ethnically or by economic
category. Differences in expressed patience Wwithdemocratic regime vary marginally. The
same is true on the “supply side”: there are orilyomvariations among identity groups in
satisfaction with democracy and the perceived degfelemocracy.

Table 12
Attitudes Toward Democracy

Social identity* Political identity**

Ethnic | Economic| Ethnic National
identity | identity | identity | identity
preferred| preferred

Support for democracy
“Democracy is preferable to any other kind of 67 68 65 64
government'% agree

Reject military rule
% who Disagree/Very strongly disagree with this 68 69 73 66
political option

Reject one-party rule
% who Disagree/Very strongly disagree with this 80 80 79 80
political option

Patience with democracy
“Our present system of elected government should
be given more time to deal with inherited 55 60 53 55
problems”

% Very strongly agree/Agree

“If our present system cannot produce results soon,
we should try another form of government” 40 35 39 40
% Very strongly agree/Agree

Satisfaction with democracy
“Overall, how satisfied are you with the w

@ Copyright Afrobarometer 22



democracy works in Nigeria?” 34 31 17 35
% veryl/fairly satisfied

Degree of democracy
“In your opinion, how much of a democracy is

Nigeria today? 15 10 27 16
% answering “Not a democracy”
% answering “A democracy with few problems/A 33 27 19 36

full democracy”

*Survey 2003; n=2431
*Survey 2005; n=2202

However, there are distinctions among politicalfided identity groups. On the demand side,
we see little difference. Those who prefer an etioéntity are hardly distinguished in their
views from so-called “civic” Nigerians who emphastheir national identity. Both groups show
equal preferences for democracy, rejection of mdtitves to democracy, and relative patience for
the democratic regime. Further, these views ane qlise to the views of social identity groups
polled two years earlier.

On the supply side, however, we observe pronouditttences. Ethnically-identified Nigerians
show markedly lower satisfaction with political flmance, and a correspondingly harsher
assessment of the degree of democracy in the golthnicity does appear to be associated with
the most critical views of the political system ahd process of democratic development.

To conclude, ethnicity does not appear to weakemaitments to democracy at the individual
level, though ethnic conflict is clearly damagiongdemocracy in the national political arena.
Ethnic attachments, however, are associated witle @ritical assessments of democratic
performance, as ethnics show greater dissatisfautith the performance of democracy and the
achievements of the new regime. “Ethnic” Nigeriaray be viewed as especially discontented
democrats.

Collective Action

Finally, we consider important aspects of politicahavior. If “ethnic” Nigerians are more
aggrieved about their economic and political caad#, and less trustful of fellow citizens, does
this lead them to pursue collective strategieatbrancement? Is there an association between
forms of identity and types of political participat? The following tables measure three
dimensions of collective action: membership in @asi civic and cultural associations; forms of
political participation, from meetings to votingycdameasures of political efficacy and
engagement.

We find little variation in orientations to colléat action along the lines of social or political
identity. On all dimensions of collective actiohete are minor differences among Nigerians
professing different identities, and in many insesthe differences are statistically insignificant
Table 13 displays patterns of association memberstié might expect that strong feelings of
ethnicity would be more closely associated with raership in religious groups, as individuals
gravitate toward cultural solidarity. The corresgioig assumption would be that “civic”
Nigerians are more likely to join associationsdobnomic interests or community development.

Table 13

Association Membership
% claiming active membership/leadership roles
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Social identity* Political identity**
Ethnic | Economic| Ethnic | National
identity | identity | identity | identity
preferred| preferred
Religious group 60 54 56 64
Trade union or business assn. 13 16 17 20
Community development assn. 12 16 22 21

*Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=7472
*Survey 2005; n=2202

In fact, neither of these assumptions is borneReligious membership differs only modestly
among identity groups. Among social identities nathlly identified Nigerians appear somewhat
more likely to be active members of religious graumong political identity groups, however,
it is “civic” Nigerians who are more active in thegligious communities. For other categories of
membership, the differences are within the margiermmr. Those expressing economic or
national identities are no more inclined to paptte in civic associations than their “ethnic”
counterparts.

A similar pattern is seen with political particifwat in Table 14. Identity groups are
indistinguishable in their propensity for attendo@mmunity meetings, raising civic issues, or
engaging in protest.In the 2005 survey, a question about voter pasian showed virtually
identical rates among those preferring ethnic tional identities. Participation does not differ
among identity groups.

Table 14
Political Participation
% who have done each of these actions within tseywar

Social identity* Political identity**
Ethnic Economic Ethnic National
identity Identity identity identity
preferred | preferred
Attended a community meeting 38 41 34 32
Got together with others to raise an 42 42 44 46
issue
Attended a demonstration or protest 6 7 6 7
march
Voted in last election n/a n/a 67 68

*Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=7472
*Survey 2005; n=2202

Finally, we consider measures of political efficagycitizens’ sense of personal political voice
and engagement. Based upon narratives of ethnterttoon in Nigeria, we can hypothesize that
ethnically-oriented citizens would be more inclinede disaffected from the political system,
and more inclined to gravitate toward communal ginegs and ethnic parties. Once again, these
assumptions are not supported by the data.

“Ethnics” do not appear markedly alienated fromitpal discussion. As seen in Table 15,
surveys from 2000, 2001 and 2003 indicate thatas@béntity groups show little distinction in
their readiness to raise concerns with politici&ws. each group, about half believed they could
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‘get together with others’ to press their intereSisnilarly, in the 2005 survey, “civic” Nigerians

were just as likely as ethnics to express a sehwauinality or lack of voice.

Table 15

Efficacy and Engagement

Social identity* Political identity**
Ethnic Economic Ethnic National
identity identity identity identity
preferred | preferred
“If you had to, you would be able to get
together with others to make elected 52 53 n/a n/a
representatives listen to your concerns|’
% agree/strongly agree
“As far as politics is concerned, friends
and neighbors don't listen to yo&3 n/a n/a 49 45
agree/strongly agree
Close to a political party% yes 42 43 45 51
PDP 25 29 26 31
Other parties 17 14 19 20

*Surveys 2000, 2001, 2003; n=7472

*Survey 2005; n=2202

Further, we see little variation in party affiliati. Those professing ethnic or economic identities
are just as likely to feel close to a politicaltgaMeasured by political identity, those with a
national outlook are only slightly more inclineddxpress a party preference. Moreover, we see
no evidence that “ethnic” Nigerians gravitate todvarinor ethnic parties: levels of support for
the ruling party, and for smaller parties, are @similar among identity groups. This suggests
that Nigeria’s institutional engineering in recelecades has been effective in discouraging the
emergence of sectional parties.

In sum, we find little discernable difference inemtations to collective action among identity
groups. Nigerians who identify themselves ethnycdtl not show greater disaffection from the
political process, and their patterns of partidmmatare not distinguished from Nigerians
professing other identities. Perhaps most importhnse with ethnic political identities do not
appear to be especially alienated from politidel, Ido not gravitate toward sectional parties, and
are not more inclined to protest than other Nigezia

Conclusion

This paper offers a preliminary look at publictaidies toward identity and politics in Nigeria.
Ethnic allegiances and communal contention clefariyn a dominant theme in Nigeria’'s post-
colonial history. Prevailing analyses of ethnidgityNigeria treat sectional groups as relatively
fixed, enduring, and consistent in their perceiand goals. The data from four Afrobarometer
surveys, however, casts doubt on this image oftityesnd politics.

Ethnicity is a salient identity among Nigeriangugh ethnic feelings vary among language
groups and fluctuate over time. Politically-congtd identities matter far more than socially-
defined identities in accounting for differencesttitudes among identity groups. Those
Nigerians who adhere to ethnic group identity ®ebkclusion of national identity (about three in
ten overall, whom we label as “ethnics” ) are leastful of other ethnic groups, more likely to
feel economically deprived and politically margizat, and show less confidence in major
political and state institutions. In particular gdrian ethnics are highly critical of the qualify o
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elections, and extremely discouraged by the ovpeafiormance and quality of democracy since
the transition to civilian rule.

Contrary to expectations, ethnicity is not clea$gociated with different perceptions of social
distance or deprivation, nor do ethnic solidariiese rise to different forms of participation or
collective action. Though most Nigerians are alieddrom formal political institutions,

“ethnics” as a category are not particularly diseféd nor do they show a greater preference for
clientelist modes of informal representation. Fertfethnically-identified Nigerians are no less
committed to democratic ideals than are citizerth gtronger national identity.

What are the implications of these findings? Finst,find a pattern of attitudes that appears
consistent with constructivist accounts of ethdieritity. Ethnicity is not integral, uniform, or
consistent, but rather mutable and contingentheéuyrtariations in ethnic attitudes among
groups, and changes in ethnicity over time, sugh@stinstitutional effects and democratic
performance are important in shaping public atésfd The quality of elections, and the
availability of representation through formal pigiitt channels appear to have important
influences on ethnic feeling and confidence indamocratic regime. In short, inclusion and
transparency appear to be catalysts of civic dgwedémt. Exclusionary and opaque politics chart
a path to ethnic solidarity and disaffection. Thiegerences can be further tested and elaborated.
However, even at a preliminary level, the findisgggest the possibilities for democratic politics
to handle communal tensions. Politics matter ferrttanagement of ethnicity.
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