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Abstract

Nigeria’s persistent insecurity is rooted in historical processes that continue to shape
contemporary security challenges. Despite its demographic significance, cultural diversity, and
abundant natural resources, the country has experienced recurring cycles of violence,
manifested in terrorism, banditry, inter-communal clashes, and militancy. This paper examines
the historical drivers of insecurity in Nigeria and analyzes their relevance to present-day
security dynamics.Drawing on historical and political analysis, the study traces the origins of
insecurity to colonial governance structures, post-independence nation-building failures,
entrenched ethnic and religious divisions, socio-economic inequalities, and weak governance
characterized by corruption and institutional fragility. It argues that British colonial policies of
indirect rule and ethnic differentiation laid the foundation for enduring political and social
tensions, which were further exacerbated by military rule, economic marginalization, and
governance deficits after independence. The paper also engages counterarguments that
emphasize external influences or contemporary religious extremism, demonstrating that these
factors are deeply intertwined with Nigeria’s historical political economy. By situating current
security threats within their historical context, the study highlights the importance of
historically informed, inclusive, and development-oriented approaches to addressing insecurity
in Nigeria. The paper concludes that sustainable peace requires not only reactive security
measures but also structural reforms that address the root causes of conflict embedded in
Nigeria’s historical trajectory.
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Introduction

Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa and the seventh most populous in
the world, has a rich tapestry of cultures, languages, and religions. Despite its vast
natural resources and economic potential, the nation is concurrently plagued by
insecurity and violent conflicts. This essay aims to identify and analyze the



INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF AFRICAN & ASIAN STUDIES (IJAAS) VOL.7 NO. 1, 2021 (ISSN: 2504-8694),
Indexed in Google Scholar (Email: ijaasng@gmail.com) Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, Nigeria

historical drivers of insecurity in Nigeria, exploring how these factors continue to
Impact contemporary security challenges. By delving into Nigeria's colonial
legacy, ethnic tensions, religious divides, socio-economic disparities, and
governance failures, we can better comprehend the complex fabric of insecurity
that characterizes modern Nigeria.

The historical context is critical in understanding how Nigeria's past has
influenced its present. The intersections of colonial policies, post-independence
governance, and socio-economic challenges weave a complicated narrative that
shapes the country's security landscape today. Contemporary issues such as
terrorism, banditry, and inter-communal violence cannot be fully understood
without a thorough grounding in these historical antecedents.

Historical Context of Insecurity in Nigeria

Colonial Legacy

The roots of Nigeria's current security challenges can be traced back to the
colonial period. British colonialism, which officially began in the late 19th
century, established a system of governance that favored certain ethnic groups
over others. The British employed a "divide and rule" strategy to maintain control,
exacerbating existing ethnic rivalries and fostering distrust among various
groups. The Northern region, through indirect rule, was given preferential
treatment, which sowed the seeds for later grievances by the Southern regions.

This colonial dichotomy created deep-seated rivalries that would resonate long
after Nigeria gained independence in 1960. The amalgamation of the Northern
and Southern protectorates further complicated matters, leading to feelings of
alienation, particularly among the Ibo, Yoruba, and Hausa-Fulani ethnic groups.
The resulting power imbalances laid the foundation for the political and social
tensions that would follow.

Post-Independence Challenges

After gaining independence, Nigeria faced immense challenges in nation-
building. The fledgling nation struggled with ethnic nationalism, which often
translated into violent confrontation as groups vied for political power and
representation. This led to the Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970), also known as
the Biafran War, a devastating conflict that stemmed from Ibo agitation for
independence. Estimates suggest that between one and three million people died
in the war, leaving profound psychological scars on the collective psyche of the
nation.
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The military coups that characterized Nigeria's political landscape in the years
that followed reinforced a culture of impunity and corruption. A series of military
regimes failed to provide effective governance or security, paving the way for
emerging challenges like violence from insurgent groups and extremist
organizations. Among these, Boko Haram, a radical Islamist group founded in
2002, emerged as a formidable security threat, challenging state authority and
inciting terror, particularly in Nigeria's Northeast region.

Contemporary Security Challenges

Ethnic and Religious Conflicts

Ethnic and religious divisions continue to serve as significant catalysts for
insecurity in Nigeria. The country is home to over 250 ethnic groups and several
competing religions, primarily Islam and Christianity. This diversity is often
celebrated, but it also makes Nigeria vulnerable to conflict. The rise of ethnic
militias, such as the Oodua People's Congress in the Southwest and the Arewa
Consultative Forum in the North, reflects the growing apprehension surrounding
ethnic identity and representation in governance.

Moreover, the ongoing clashes between herders and farmers over land disputes
have escalated into violence, exemplifying the intersection of economic resource
competition and ethnic tensions. The Fulani herdsmen, primarily Muslim, have
been in conflict with predominantly Christian agricultural communities over
grazing rights, leading to devastating consequences. Tens of thousands have died
in these conflicts in recent years, alongside widespread displacement and loss of
livelihoods.

Economic Disparities

Nigeria's vast wealth in the form of oil and natural resources has not translated
into equitable development for its citizens. While oil wealth has enriched certain
elite groups, the majority of Nigerians live in poverty, contributing to a sense of
disenfranchisement and instability. The Niger Delta region, rich in oil, has been
a hotspot for violence and sabotage against oil infrastructures due to perceived
neglect and exploitation by the federal government and multinational
corporations.

Unemployment and poverty create fertile grounds for recruitment by extremist
groups like Boko Haram. The lack of economic opportunities and education can
drive youth towards violence as a means of survival or empowerment. Thus,
economic inequality is intricately linked to insecurity, as marginalized groups
may resort to violence to voice their grievances or improve their circumstances.
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Governance and Corruption

Governance failures in Nigeria have compounded existing security challenges.
Corruption remains endemic in almost every layer of government, undermining
state capacity and eroding public trust. The inability of the state to provide
security and essential services has resulted in a vacuum that non-state actors fill,
often leading to violence.

The government's response to insecurity has often been reactive and militarized,
neglecting long-term solutions focused on education, poverty alleviation, and
grassroots community engagement. Instead of addressing the underlying issues,
security operations tend to exacerbate grievances among local populations,
leading to further cycles of violence. Such governance failures create a self-
sustaining cycle of insecurity.

Counterarguments and Perspectives

It is necessary to acknowledge alternative perspectives on the nature of Nigeria's
Insecurity. Some may argue that external influences, such as foreign interventions
or global economic pressures, significantly contribute to Nigeria's instability.
While these factors cannot be ignored, they often interlink with domestic issues
rooted in Nigeria's historical context.

Others might contend that the introduction of religious extremism is a relatively
new driving force, disconnected from historical grievances. However, this
perspective often overlooks how economic and social marginalization has created
an environment where extremist ideologies flourish. Data from various conflict
studies indicates that the worldview of groups such as Boko Haram is rooted as
much in socio-economic despair as in religious fanaticism.

Addressing Counterarguments

Rebutting these counterarguments requires a nuanced understanding of how
historical legacies inform contemporary realities. While external factors may play
a role, they cannot be viewed in isolation from Nigeria's internal dynamics. The
historical context sheds light on why certain areas experience higher levels of
insecurity and how deeply entrenched tensions can be.

Moreover, even the emergence of radical groups is significantly linked to the
local political economy and the failure of traditional governance structures. By
solely attributing insecurity to external or contemporary factors, we risk ignoring
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the importance of comprehensive policies that address Nigeria's complex socio-
economic and historical concerns.

Implications and Significance

Insecurity in Nigeria has profound implications for society, culture, and
governance. The political landscape is shaped by a pervasive sense of insecurity,
which can impede democratic processes and participation. Citizens may become
disillusioned with governance, leading to voter apathy and diminished trust in
public institutions.

Culturally, widespread insecurity can erode the fabric of community
relationships. These divisions weaken social cohesion and foster mistrust, further
entrenching ethnic and religious identities while making collaborative efforts
toward national unity challenging. Moreover, the blending of traditional practices
with new forms of violence alters local dynamics, creating an environment where
peaceful coexistence is increasingly fragile.

From a governance standpoint, the recurring cycle of insecurity can divert
essential resources away from developmental goals to military and security
expenditures. The growing reliance on military solutions to tackle insecurity
undermines the efforts to foster a responsive government, emphasizing reactive
security over proactive governance.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the historical drivers of insecurity in Nigeria—stemming from its

colonial past, ethnic divisions, economic disparities, and governance failures—
have established a complex framework for understanding contemporary security
challenges. Addressing insecurity in Nigeria requires a multifaceted approach
grounded in historical awareness and a commitment to fostering inclusive
governance and socio-economic opportunities for all citizens.

The implications of neglecting these historical intricacies are far-reaching,
influencing not only national stability but also regional security dynamics. As
Nigeria grapples with these challenges, it is crucial for policymakers, researchers,
and civil society actors to engage with this historical context in order to guide
meaningful interventions. The way forward involves a collective effort to
reconcile past injustices and build a comprehensive framework that addresses
both immediate threats and underlying causes.
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