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Abstract 

Ethnic diversity characterizes many postcolonial states, yet its politicization continues to challenge 

national cohesion and governance in the Global South. This study investigates the relationship 

between ethnic profiling, tribal politics, and state fragility in Nigeria, arguing that tribal politics 

constitutes the critical mechanism through which identity-based exclusion undermines national 

cohesion and institutional stability. Drawing on Identity Politics Theory, Social Exclusion Theory, 

and Fragile State Theory, the study employs a qualitative-dominant analytical design based on 

systematic secondary data analysis. Peer-reviewed literature, survey reports, governance 

assessments, and conflict datasets are synthesized using thematic and trend analysis to identify 

empirical patterns linking ethnic profiling to governance outcomes. The findings reveal that ethnic 

profiling in Nigeria is institutionalized through differentiated citizenship regimes, ethnicised 

political mobilization, and exclusionary governance practices. These dynamics reinforce tribal 
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politics, weaken national cohesion, erode trust in state institutions, and coincide with key 

indicators of state fragility, including recurrent communal conflict, uneven service delivery, and 

declining institutional legitimacy. Comparative analysis situates Nigeria within broader Global 

South patterns, demonstrating that state fragility is not an inevitable outcome of ethnic diversity 

but a consequence of how identity is managed through political and institutional arrangements. 

The study contributes to scholarship by explicitly linking everyday practices of ethnic profiling to 

macro-level fragility through a clear conceptual model. Policy implications emphasize the need 

for inclusive citizenship regimes, governance reforms that reduce identity-based political 

incentives, and nation-building strategies that strengthen civic identity. These findings have 

relevance for Nigeria and other multi-ethnic states seeking to build resilient, cohesive, and 

development-oriented governance systems. 

 

Keywords: Ethnic profiling; National cohesion; Tribal politics; State fragility; Citizenship; 

Identity politics; Governance; Nigeria; Human development; Global South 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and Context 

Ethnic diversity is a defining feature of many contemporary states, particularly in postcolonial 

societies. While diversity has the potential to enrich social life and economic development, it has 

also been associated with political instability, social exclusion, and weakened state capacity when 

poorly managed. Across different regions of the world, ethnic profiling and identity-based political 

mobilization have increasingly shaped access to power, public resources, and citizenship rights, 

often with adverse consequences for national cohesion and governance (Horowitz, 1985; Fearon 

& Laitin, 2003). 

Ethnic profiling—understood as the differential treatment of individuals or groups based on 

perceived ethnic identity rather than individual conduct—has moved beyond isolated acts of 

prejudice to become embedded in institutional practices in many multi-ethnic states. When such 

profiling intersects with tribal or ethnicised politics, it can reinforce exclusionary governance, 

deepen social cleavages, and undermine the legitimacy of the state (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; 

Stewart, 2008). Scholars of fragile and conflict-affected states have consistently demonstrated that 

identity-based exclusion and unequal access to political and economic opportunities are central 

drivers of state fragility, violent conflict, and underdevelopment (World Bank, 2011; OECD, 

2018). 
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In Africa, the salience of ethnicity in politics is closely linked to colonial legacies that 

institutionalized ethnic categories and uneven patterns of development. Post-independence states 

inherited weak institutions and contested national identities, creating fertile ground for identity-

based mobilization and competition over state power (Mamdani, 1996; Osaghae, 2006). As a 

result, ethnicity continues to shape political behaviour, governance outcomes, and citizens’ 

relationship with the state across the continent. 

Nigeria represents one of the most consequential cases for examining these dynamics. As Africa’s 

most populous country and one of the world’s most ethnically diverse states—with over 250 ethnic 

groups—Nigeria has struggled since independence to forge a cohesive national identity that 

transcends ethnic and regional loyalties. Despite constitutional commitments to unity, federalism, 

and equal citizenship, ethnic considerations remain deeply embedded in political competition, 

public administration, and social relations (Suberu, 2001; Osaghae & Suberu, 2005). Persistent 

communal conflicts, electoral violence, separatist agitations, and widespread distrust in state 

institutions underscore the fragility of national cohesion in the country. 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

A critical but under-examined dimension of Nigeria’s governance crisis is the role of ethnic 

profiling as a structural mechanism that reinforces tribal politics and weakens national cohesion. 

In everyday governance and social interaction, Nigerians are frequently categorized and judged on 

the basis of ethnic origin through practices such as the “indigene–settler” dichotomy, ethnic 

stereotyping in political discourse, and informal exclusion from employment, housing, or political 

participation. These practices institutionalize unequal citizenship and create hierarchies of 

belonging that privilege some groups while marginalizing others (Human Rights Watch, 2006; 

Osaghae, 2006). 

At the political level, tribal politics thrives in this environment of differentiated citizenship. 

Political actors routinely mobilize ethnic identity to secure electoral support, distribute patronage, 

and justify unequal access to state resources. Rather than serving as neutral arbiters, state 

institutions are often perceived as captured by dominant ethnic interests, thereby eroding public 

trust and weakening institutional legitimacy (Suberu, 2001; Lewis & Kew, 2015). This dynamic 

has contributed to recurrent ethnic and regional tensions, the persistence of violent conflicts, and 

the emergence of separatist movements, all of which pose serious challenges to Nigeria’s stability. 

Although a substantial body of literature has examined ethnicity, identity politics, and conflict in 

Nigeria, much of this scholarship treats ethnic profiling, tribal politics, and state fragility as 

analytically separate phenomena. Studies often focus on electoral violence, federalism, or ethnic 

conflict without sufficiently interrogating how everyday practices of ethnic profiling interact with 

tribalized political strategies to undermine national cohesion and weaken state capacity. This 
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fragmentation limits our understanding of the structural pathways through which identity-based 

exclusion translates into broader patterns of state fragility. 

1.3 Research Objectives and Questions 

The primary objective of this study is to investigate how ethnic profiling and tribal politics interact 

to undermine national cohesion and contribute to state fragility in Nigeria. 

The specific objectives are to: 

1. Examine the forms and manifestations of ethnic profiling within Nigeria’s political and 

social systems. 

2. Analyze the role of tribal politics in shaping political mobilization, governance, and 

resource allocation. 

3. Assess the implications of ethnic profiling and tribal politics for national cohesion and state 

stability in Nigeria. 

Guided by these objectives, the study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How does ethnic profiling manifest in Nigeria’s governance and social relations? 

2. In what ways does tribal politics mediate the relationship between ethnic identity and state 

institutions? 

3. How do ethnic profiling and tribal politics collectively contribute to weakened national 

cohesion and state fragility in Nigeria? 

1.4 Contribution to Knowledge 

This study makes several important contributions to scholarship and policy debates. First, it 

advances a conceptual integration of ethnic profiling and tribal politics as mutually reinforcing 

mechanisms that drive state fragility, moving beyond fragmented analyses that treat these 

phenomena in isolation. Second, by focusing on Nigeria as a critical case, the study provides an 

empirically grounded analysis of how identity-based exclusion operates within a large, diverse, 

and strategically significant African state. Third, the findings offer policy-relevant insights for 

strengthening national cohesion, inclusive citizenship, and institutional legitimacy in Nigeria and 

other multi-ethnic states facing similar challenges. 

By linking everyday practices of ethnic profiling to broader patterns of tribal political mobilization 

and state weakness, this article contributes to deeper understanding of the structural roots of 

fragility in divided societies and highlights pathways for more inclusive and cohesive governance. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Ethnicity, Identity Politics, and the State 

The relationship between ethnicity and the modern state has long occupied a central position in 

political science, particularly in the study of postcolonial and multi-ethnic societies. Classical 

scholarship conceptualizes ethnicity not as a primordial given, but as a socially constructed and 

politically mobilized identity that becomes salient under specific institutional and historical 

conditions (Horowitz, 1985; Chandra, 2004). Identity politics emerges when ethnic affiliation is 

transformed into a basis for political mobilization, access to power, and claims over state resources. 

In many states of the Global South, ethnicity has become deeply intertwined with state formation 

and governance due to colonial administrative practices that codified ethnic categories and 

institutionalized differential access to power (Mamdani, 1996). Colonial regimes often governed 

through indirect rule, reinforcing ethnic hierarchies and creating fragmented citizenship structures 

that persisted into the postcolonial era. As a result, post-independence states inherited weak 

national identities and institutions vulnerable to ethnic capture (Young, 1994). 

Empirical studies demonstrate that ethnic identity becomes politically consequential when state 

institutions are perceived as partial or exclusionary. Fearon and Laitin (2003) argue that ethnicity 

alone does not cause conflict; rather, it is the interaction between identity and weak state capacity 

that produces instability. Similarly, Alesina and La Ferrara (2005) show that ethnic fragmentation 

affects governance outcomes by reducing social trust and collective action, particularly where 

institutions fail to manage diversity inclusively. 

In Africa, the salience of ethnicity in politics has been linked to struggles over citizenship, 

representation, and resource distribution. Osaghae (2006) notes that ethnic identity often 

substitutes for national identity where the state lacks legitimacy or fails to deliver public goods 

equitably. Comparative studies across Kenya, Uganda, Côte d’Ivoire, and Nigeria show that ethnic 

mobilization intensifies during periods of political competition, economic scarcity, or institutional 

crisis (Boone, 2014; Cheeseman, 2018). These findings underscore that ethnicity becomes 

politically destabilizing not by its existence, but by the way the state structures inclusion and 

exclusion. 

 

 

2.2 Ethnic Profiling and Citizenship in Multi-Ethnic States 

Ethnic profiling represents a critical mechanism through which identity politics is translated into 

everyday governance and lived experience. While often discussed in relation to race and policing 
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in Western contexts, ethnic profiling in the Global South frequently manifests through 

differentiated citizenship regimes, access to employment, education, land, and political 

participation (Mamdani, 1996; Geschiere, 2009). Profiling occurs when individuals are treated not 

as equal citizens but as representatives of ethnic categories associated with presumed loyalty, 

threat, or entitlement. 

In multi-ethnic African states, the distinction between “indigenes” and “settlers” has emerged as a 

powerful form of ethnic profiling. This distinction determines access to political office, public 

sector employment, scholarships, and land rights, effectively creating tiers of citizenship within 

the same national space (Human Rights Watch, 2006; Boone, 2014). Scholars argue that such 

practices institutionalize exclusion and undermine the universality of citizenship, thereby 

weakening national cohesion. 

Comparative evidence from countries such as Nigeria, Cameroon, and Côte d’Ivoire shows that 

ethnic profiling is closely linked to political competition and decentralization. Geschiere (2009) 

demonstrates how discourses of autochthony are mobilized to exclude perceived “outsiders” 

during moments of political contestation. In Côte d’Ivoire, for example, the politicization of 

citizenship and identity contributed directly to civil conflict in the early 2000s (Marshall-Fratani, 

2006). 

In Nigeria, ethnic profiling is embedded in both formal and informal institutions. The indigene–

settler dichotomy has been widely documented as a source of discrimination and conflict, 

particularly in urban centres and ethnically mixed states (Human Rights Watch, 2006; Osaghae, 

2006). Profiling is also evident in political rhetoric, media representations, and everyday 

interactions, reinforcing perceptions of exclusion and unequal belonging. These practices erode 

trust in the state and create fertile ground for identity-based mobilization. 

2.3 Tribal Politics and Political Mobilization in Nigeria 

Tribal politics—defined as the mobilization of political support, power, and resources along ethnic 

lines—has been a persistent feature of Nigeria’s political landscape. From the colonial period 

through the First Republic and into the contemporary Fourth Republic, political competition has 

often been organized around ethnic and regional identities rather than programmatic or ideological 

platforms (Suberu, 2001). 

Scholars have shown that Nigeria’s federal structure, while intended to manage diversity, has also 

incentivized ethnic mobilization by linking access to state resources with control of political office 

(Osaghae & Suberu, 2005). Political elites frequently appeal to ethnic solidarity to secure electoral 

support, distribute patronage, and legitimize claims to power. This dynamic is particularly evident 
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during election periods, where ethnic rhetoric intensifies and political competition becomes zero-

sum (Lewis & Kew, 2015). 

Comparative studies indicate that such patterns are not unique to Nigeria but are especially 

pronounced due to the country’s size, diversity, and centralized resource distribution, particularly 

oil revenues (Suberu, 2001; Cheeseman, 2018). Whereas some African states have gradually 

institutionalized cross-ethnic coalitions, Nigerian politics remains heavily shaped by ethnic 

calculations, zoning arrangements, and informal power-sharing agreements. 

The consequences of tribal politics for governance and cohesion are significant. Empirical research 

links ethicized politics in Nigeria to corruption, uneven development, electoral violence, and weak 

accountability (Collier & Vicente, 2014; Lewis & Kew, 2015). When political loyalty is defined 

by ethnicity rather than citizenship, state institutions lose legitimacy, and public office becomes a 

means of ethnic redistribution rather than national service. This reinforces cycles of exclusion, 

grievance, and instability. 

2.4 Gaps in Existing Literature 

Despite the extensive scholarship on ethnicity, identity politics, and governance in Nigeria and 

Africa more broadly, several critical gaps remain. First, much of the existing literature treats ethnic 

profiling as a social or human rights issue, while analyzing tribal politics primarily within electoral 

or federalism frameworks. There is limited integration of these strands to examine how everyday 

practices of profiling feed directly into political mobilization and governance outcomes. 

Second, while studies of state fragility emphasize weak institutions and conflict, they often under-

theorize the micro-level mechanisms—such as profiling and differentiated citizenship—through 

which fragility is reproduced. As a result, the connection between identity-based exclusion and 

broader patterns of state weakness remains insufficiently specified. 

Third, in the Nigerian context, existing research tends to focus on conflict episodes, elections, or 

constitutional arrangements without systematically analyzing how ethnic profiling and tribal 

politics interact to undermine national cohesion over time. This leaves a gap in understanding the 

structural and relational pathways linking identity politics to state fragility. 

This study addresses these gaps by offering an integrated analytical framework that links ethnic 

profiling, tribal politics, and state fragility in Nigeria. By situating Nigeria within broader 

comparative debates on identity politics and governance in the Global South, the study advances 

a more comprehensive understanding of how identity-based exclusion shapes state cohesion and 

stability. 

3. THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

https://www.ijresd.net/


(ISSN) Print: 2992-5665 and Online: 2992-5673 

Impact Factor: 5.5   ||  https://www.ijresd.net  
Vol 9 Issue 1. JAN-MAR, 2026 

 

 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND SCIENTIFIC DEVELOPMENT 

https://www.ijresd.net (ISSN) Print: 2992-5665 and Online: 2992-5673 

189 

3.1 Purpose of the Framework 

This study is anchored in a multi-theoretical framework designed to explain how ethnic profiling 

contributes to state fragility and why tribal politics serves as the critical intervening mechanism 

linking identity-based exclusion to weakened national cohesion and institutional breakdown. The 

framework integrates insights from Identity Politics Theory, Social Exclusion Theory, and Fragile 

State Theory to provide a coherent explanation of how micro-level practices of ethnic 

categorization translate into macro-level governance failures. 

Rather than treating ethnic conflict, political instability, and state fragility as isolated outcomes, 

the framework conceptualizes them as interconnected processes driven by structural patterns of 

inclusion and exclusion embedded in political institutions and social relations. 

3.2 Theoretical Foundations 

3.2.1 Identity Politics Theory 

Identity Politics Theory explains how social identities—such as ethnicity, religion, or race—

become politicized and mobilized in struggles for power, recognition, and resources. Scholars 

argue that identities acquire political significance not inherently, but through their interaction with 

institutional incentives and elite strategies (Horowitz, 1985; Chandra, 2004). 

In multi-ethnic states, identity politics often emerges when political competition is structured 

around group-based claims rather than programmatic or ideological platforms. Horowitz (1985) 

demonstrates that ethnic identities become politically salient in contexts where access to power 

and resources is perceived as zero-sum, encouraging elites to mobilize co-ethnics as a reliable 

political base. Chandra (2004) further shows that ethnic identities are strategically activated by 

political entrepreneurs when they offer electoral or material advantages. 

In the Nigerian context, identity politics is deeply embedded in political mobilization, electoral 

competition, and elite bargaining. Ethnic affiliation frequently shapes voting behaviour, party 

alignment, and perceptions of political legitimacy (Suberu, 2001). Ethnic profiling reinforces this 

process by continuously signaling who belongs, who is excluded, and who can legitimately claim 

state resources. As a result, identity politics becomes self-reinforcing: profiling strengthens ethnic 

consciousness, which in turn fuels tribal political mobilization. 

3.2.2 Social Exclusion Theory 

Social Exclusion Theory provides a critical lens for understanding how ethnic profiling translates 

into systemic inequality and weakened social cohesion. The theory conceptualizes exclusion as a 

multidimensional process through which individuals or groups are prevented from participating 

fully in economic, political, and social life (Silver, 1994; Sen, 2000). 
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Unlike poverty-focused approaches, social exclusion theory emphasizes relational dynamics—

how institutional practices and social norms actively marginalize certain groups. In multi-ethnic 

societies, exclusion often operates through differentiated citizenship regimes, where access to 

rights and opportunities is mediated by identity markers such as ethnicity or place of origin 

(Mamdani, 1996). 

Ethnic profiling constitutes a core mechanism of social exclusion. By categorizing individuals as 

“indigenes,” “settlers,” or “outsiders,” the state and society assign differential value to citizenship, 

thereby restricting access to employment, education, political representation, and security (Human 

Rights Watch, 2006). These practices undermine trust, reduce social capital, and weaken horizontal 

bonds across groups, all of which are essential for national cohesion (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005). 

In Nigeria, social exclusion driven by ethnic profiling has contributed to perceptions of 

marginalization and injustice among various groups, reinforcing grievances that are readily 

mobilized by ethnic elites. Social exclusion theory thus helps explain how profiling erodes 

cohesion and creates fertile ground for tribal politics. 

3.2.3 Fragile State Theory 

Fragile State Theory focuses on the inability or unwillingness of the state to perform core 

functions, including maintaining security, delivering public services, ensuring justice, and 

sustaining legitimacy (OECD, 2018; World Bank, 2011). Fragility is not defined solely by violence 

but by the erosion of state-society relations and the weakening of institutional capacity. 

Contemporary scholarship emphasizes that fragility is often rooted in exclusionary political 

settlements that privilege certain groups while marginalizing others (Di John & Putzel, 2009). 

When large segments of the population perceive the state as biased or captured by particular 

identity groups, legitimacy declines and compliance with state authority weakens. 

In this framework, ethnic profiling is understood as a practice that directly undermines state 

legitimacy by violating principles of equal citizenship. Tribal politics exacerbates this process by 

embedding identity-based exclusion into formal governance structures, thereby transforming 

social divisions into institutional weaknesses. Over time, this dynamic manifest as recurrent 

conflict, poor governance outcomes, and declining national cohesion—key indicators of state 

fragility. 

 

 

3.3 Integrating the Theories: From Profiling to Fragility 
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Taken together, the three theoretical perspectives explain distinct but interconnected stages of the 

causal process: 

• Identity Politics Theory explains how ethnic identities are mobilized for political gain. 

• Social Exclusion Theory explains how ethnic profiling institutionalizes inequality and 

weakens social cohesion. 

• Fragile State Theory explains how these dynamics undermine legitimacy, governance 

capacity, and state stability. 

The integration of these theories allows for a comprehensive explanation of how micro-level 

practices of ethnic categorisation scale up into macro-level outcomes of state fragility. 

3.4 Conceptual Model 

Based on the theoretical foundations, this study advances the following conceptual model: 

Ethnic Profiling → Tribal Politics → Weak National Cohesion → State Fragility 

Explanation of the Model 

1. Ethnic Profiling 

Ethnic profiling categorizes individuals and groups based on perceived ethnic identity, leading to 

differential treatment and unequal citizenship. This process heightens ethnic consciousness and 

reinforces perceptions of exclusion. 

2. Tribal Politics (Linking Mechanism) 

Profiling creates fertile ground for tribal politics by supplying clear identity boundaries that 

political actors exploit. Tribal politics mediates the relationship between profiling and governance 

outcomes by translating identity-based grievances into political mobilization, patronage, and 

competition over state resources. 

3. Weak National Cohesion 

As tribal politics intensifies, trust between groups declines, shared national identity erodes, and 

cooperation across ethnic lines becomes increasingly difficult. Social and political cohesion 

weakens as loyalty shifts from the state to ethnic groups. 

 

 

4. State Fragility 

https://www.ijresd.net/


(ISSN) Print: 2992-5665 and Online: 2992-5673 

Impact Factor: 5.5   ||  https://www.ijresd.net  
Vol 9 Issue 1. JAN-MAR, 2026 

 

 
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND SCIENTIFIC DEVELOPMENT 

https://www.ijresd.net (ISSN) Print: 2992-5665 and Online: 2992-5673 

192 

Weak cohesion undermines institutional legitimacy, governance effectiveness, and state capacity. 

The state becomes less able to manage conflict, deliver public goods equitably, or command 

loyalty, resulting in heightened fragility. 

This conceptual model provides a clear analytical pathway linking ethnic profiling to state fragility 

and serves as the guiding framework for the empirical analysis that follows. 

3.5 Analytical Value of the Framework 

The strength of this framework lies in its ability to move beyond descriptive accounts of ethnic 

conflict and instead explain how and why identity-based practices undermine state stability. By 

explicitly identifying tribal politics as the mediating mechanism, the framework clarifies the causal 

logic often left implicit in existing studies. This explicit conceptual clarity enhances the study’s 

analytical rigor and aligns with the expectations of Scopus-indexed journals. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative-dominant, analytical research design grounded in systematic 

secondary data analysis. The design is theory-driven and interpretive, combining thematic analysis 

with trend-based synthesis to examine the relationship between ethnic profiling, tribal politics, 

national cohesion, and state fragility in Nigeria. 

Qualitative analytical designs are particularly appropriate for investigating complex social and 

political phenomena - such as identity politics and state fragility—that are deeply embedded in 

historical, institutional, and discursive contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

Rather than seeking causal inference through experimental or econometric methods, this study 

aims to explain mechanisms and processes, consistent with its theoretical framework. 

Nigeria is treated as a critical case study. According to case study methodology, a critical case 

allows for theory testing and refinement where the phenomenon of interest is highly pronounced 

(George & Bennett, 2005; Flyvbjerg, 2006). Given Nigeria’s ethnic diversity, history of identity-

based political mobilization, and persistent governance challenges, it provides a particularly 

suitable context for examining how ethnic profiling and tribal politics contribute to state fragility. 

4.2 Data Sources 

The study relies exclusively on secondary data, drawn from multiple, triangulated sources to 

enhance validity and analytical depth. Secondary data are widely accepted in political science and 

development research, especially where the aim is theory building and synthesis rather than 

primary measurement (Johnston, 2017). 
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The data sources include: 

1. Peer-reviewed journal articles 

Articles published in reputable, Scopus- and Web of Science–indexed journals in political science, 

development studies, African studies, and governance were systematically reviewed. These 

include studies on ethnicity, identity politics, social exclusion, national cohesion, and state fragility 

in Nigeria and comparable Global South contexts. 

2. Academic books and edited volumes 

Foundational theoretical works and empirically rich monographs (e.g., Horowitz, 1985; Mamdani, 

1996; Suberu, 2001) were used to ground the analysis in established scholarship. 

3. Survey reports and datasets 

National and international survey reports on social cohesion, governance, conflict, and identity 

(e.g., Afrobarometer, World Bank, OECD fragility reports) were consulted to identify empirical 

trends and patterns relevant to national cohesion and state legitimacy. 

4. Policy and institutional reports 

Reports from reputable organizations such as Human Rights Watch, the World Bank, and the 

OECD were used to document practices of ethnic profiling, differentiated citizenship, and 

governance challenges. 

5. Comparative African and Global South studies 

To ensure analytical generalizability, comparative studies from other African and Global South 

countries (e.g., Kenya, Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon) were incorporated, particularly where they 

illuminate similar identity-based exclusion dynamics. 

The use of multiple data sources enables triangulation, reducing source bias and strengthening the 

robustness of the findings (Denzin, 2012). 

4.3 Analytical Approach 

The study employs a two-stage analytical strategy combining thematic analysis and trend analysis, 

consistent with qualitative synthesis methodologies used in governance and development research. 

 

4.3.1 Thematic Analysis 
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Thematic analysis was used to identify, analyse, and interpret recurring patterns related to ethnic 

profiling, tribal politics, and state fragility across the reviewed literature and reports. Following 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2021) framework, the analysis proceeded through six stages: 

1. Familiarisation with the data 

2. Initial coding of relevant text segments 

3. Identification of recurrent themes 

4. Review and refinement of themes 

5. Definition and naming of themes 

6. Integration of themes into analytical narratives 

Key themes included: 

• Indigene–settler distinctions 

• Ethnic stereotyping and exclusion 

• Ethnicised political mobilization 

• Resource allocation and patronage 

• Erosion of citizenship and trust 

• Indicators of national cohesion and fragility 

Thematic analysis allows for systematic interpretation while remaining sensitive to context and 

meaning, making it particularly suitable for identity-based research (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

4.3.2 Trend Analysis 

To complement the thematic analysis, the study incorporates trend-based synthesis of empirical 

indicators drawn from surveys, conflict data, and governance reports. Trend analysis does not seek 

statistical causality but identifies directional patterns over time—such as increasing ethnicised 

political discourse, recurrent communal conflicts, or declining trust in institutions. 

Trend analysis is widely used in qualitative political economy and fragility research to 

contextualise findings and strengthen empirical grounding (OECD, 2018; World Bank, 2011). In 

this study, trends related to ethnic conflict, social cohesion, and perceptions of state legitimacy are 

used to situate the thematic findings within broader structural dynamics. 
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The integration of thematic and trend analysis enhances analytical depth by linking discursive and 

institutional patterns with observable empirical trajectories. 

4.4 Ethical Considerations 

Although the study relies solely on secondary data, ethical considerations remain central. All 

sources used are publicly available and properly cited in accordance with academic standards. No 

confidential, classified, or personally identifiable data were used. 

The study adheres to principles of academic integrity, including accurate representation of sources, 

avoidance of misinterpretation, and transparency in analytical procedures. Where sensitive issues 

such as ethnic identity and conflict are discussed, care is taken to present findings analytically 

rather than normatively, avoiding language that could reinforce stereotypes or exacerbate tensions. 

4.5 Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, reliance on secondary data means that the study 

is constrained by the scope, quality, and availability of existing research and reports. While 

triangulation mitigates this limitation, the analysis cannot substitute for primary fieldwork 

capturing lived experiences of ethnic profiling. 

Second, trend analysis based on secondary sources does not allow for precise measurement of 

causal effects. The study therefore emphasises explanatory mechanisms rather than statistical 

causality. 

Third, while Nigeria serves as a critical case, findings may not be fully generalisable to all multi-

ethnic states. However, the comparative engagement with African and Global South literature 

enhances the broader relevance of the conclusions. 

Despite these limitations, the methodological approach is well suited to the study’s objectives and 

provides a rigorous basis for analysing the structural links between ethnic profiling, tribal politics, 

and state fragility. 

5. RESULTS  

5.1 Patterns of Ethnic Profiling in Nigeria 

The analysis reveals that ethnic profiling in Nigeria operates through institutional, political, and 

socio-economic channels, shaping differential access to citizenship rights and public resources. 

Across reviewed studies, profiling is most consistently documented through the indigene–settler 

dichotomy, ethnicised recruitment practices, and informal stereotyping in security and governance 

institutions (Human Rights Watch, 2006; Osaghae, 2006). 
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Evidence from policy reports and empirical studies shows that individuals classified as “non-

indigenes” face systematic disadvantages in public employment, political representation, 

educational opportunities, and access to land, regardless of length of residence or contribution to 

local economies. These practices are reported across multiple states, including Plateau, Kaduna, 

Benue, and Lagos, indicating that profiling is not regionally isolated but structurally embedded 

(Human Rights Watch, 2006). 

Survey-based findings further indicate that ethnic identity frequently conditions perceptions of 

trust, fairness, and belonging. Afrobarometer data consistently show variations in trust in state 

institutions along ethnic and regional lines, suggesting that profiling contributes to differentiated 

experiences of citizenship. 

Table 1: Forms of Ethnic Profiling in Nigeria 

Form of Profiling Institutional Domain Empirical Evidence 

Indigene–settler classification Local government, education, 

employment 

Human Rights Watch (2006); 

Osaghae (2006) 

Ethnic-based recruitment and 

promotion 

Public service, security agencies Suberu (2001); Lewis & Kew 

(2015) 

Political representation bias Electoral politics, zoning 

arrangements 

Osaghae & Suberu (2005) 

Security profiling Policing, counterinsurgency 

operations 

Amnesty International (2018); 

HRW (2020) 

Informal social stereotyping Media, everyday interactions Geschiere (2009) 

 

5.2 Manifestations of Tribal Politics 

The findings indicate that tribal politics in Nigeria manifests primarily through ethnicised political 

mobilization, elite patronage networks, and informal power-sharing arrangements. Political 

competition is frequently organised around ethnic blocs, with parties and candidates appealing to 

shared identity rather than policy platforms (Suberu, 2001; Cheeseman, 2018). 

Electoral periods emerge as critical moments when tribal politics intensifies. Studies document 

increased ethnic rhetoric, mobilization of communal sentiments, and framing of elections as 
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contests between ethnic groups rather than ideological alternatives (Lewis & Kew, 2015). These 

dynamics are reinforced by federal arrangements that link political office to access to state 

resources, incentivising zero-sum competition. 

Across reviewed literature, tribal politics is also evident in governance outcomes, including 

skewed budget allocations, uneven infrastructure development, and selective enforcement of laws. 

These patterns are not anecdotal but repeatedly documented across Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 

Table 2: Tribal Politics and Governance Outcomes in Nigeria 

Dimension of Tribal Politics 
Observed Governance 

Outcome 
Supporting Sources 

Ethnic voting blocs Weak issue-based politics 
Suberu (2001); Horowitz 

(1985) 

Patronage distribution Corruption and inefficiency Collier & Vicente (2014) 

Zoning and informal power-

sharing 
Limited political competition Osaghae & Suberu (2005) 

Elite ethnic mobilization Electoral violence Lewis & Kew (2015) 

Identity-based policy 

prioritisation 
Uneven development Boone (2014) 

 

5.3 Indicators of Weak National Cohesion 

Multiple indicators point to persistent weaknesses in national cohesion. Survey data and 

governance assessments consistently report low interpersonal trust, declining confidence in 

national institutions, and stronger identification with ethnic groups than with the nation-state 

(Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; Afrobarometer, 2022). 

Empirical patterns show that Nigerians are more likely to express trust in co-ethnics than in 

members of other ethnic groups, particularly in regions affected by recurrent communal conflict. 

National symbols and institutions—such as elections, security agencies, and the judiciary—are 

frequently perceived through ethnic lenses, undermining their unifying function. 
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Conflict data further indicate that communal and identity-based violence remains a significant 

component of Nigeria’s insecurity landscape, alongside insurgency and criminal violence. These 

conflicts are often framed in ethnic terms, reinforcing social fragmentation. 

5.4 Linkages to State Fragility 

The findings reveal clear empirical linkages between ethnic profiling, tribal politics, weakened 

cohesion, and indicators of state fragility. Governance and fragility assessments consistently 

associate Nigeria’s instability with low institutional legitimacy, uneven service delivery, and 

recurring identity-based conflicts (World Bank, 2011; OECD, 2018). 

Trend evidence shows that periods marked by intensified ethnic mobilization often coincide with 

heightened political violence, declining trust in institutions, and challenges to state authority at 

subnational levels. These patterns align with broader fragility indicators, including limited state 

presence, contested authority, and reduced compliance with formal institutions. 

Figure 1 

Conceptual Relationship Between Ethnic Profiling, Tribal Politics, and State Fragility 

Ethnic Profiling → Tribal Politics → Weak National Cohesion → State Fragility 

(This figure visually represents the conceptual framework guiding the empirical analysis.) 

 

6. DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study show a clear and consistent pattern: ethnic profiling in Nigeria is not 

just a social issue, but a structural feature that shapes political behaviour and weakens the state. 

What stands out is how everyday practices—such as the indigene–settler distinction or ethnic bias 

in employment—feed directly into larger political dynamics. 

At one level, ethnic profiling sharpens group identities and reinforces the idea that access to 

opportunities depends on where one comes from. This makes ethnicity a reliable tool for political 

mobilisation. In such a context, political actors do not need to persuade citizens based on policies; 

appealing to shared identity is often enough. This helps explain why elections and governance 

processes in Nigeria are frequently organised along ethnic lines. 

At another level, these practices undermine the idea of equal citizenship. When people are treated 

differently because of their ethnic background, trust in the state begins to erode. Citizens who feel 

Ethnic Profiling 

 

Tribal Politics Weak National Cohesion State Fragility 
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excluded are less likely to see the state as neutral or legitimate. Over time, this weakens social 

cohesion, as loyalty shifts from national identity to ethnic affiliation. 

The study also shows that tribal politics plays a central role in linking these patterns to broader 

governance problems. Political elites often rely on ethnic networks to gain and maintain power, 

and once in office, this logic continues through patronage and selective distribution of resources. 

This not only reinforces inequality but also reduces accountability, since political support is tied 

more to identity than performance. 

These dynamics have wider consequences for state stability. Weak trust, uneven development, and 

recurring identity-based conflicts all point to deeper institutional fragility. Importantly, the findings 

suggest that Nigeria’s challenges are not simply due to its ethnic diversity, but to how that diversity 

is managed. Similar patterns in other countries show that diversity itself is not the problem—

exclusionary practices are. 

Overall, the discussion highlights a reinforcing cycle: ethnic profiling strengthens tribal politics, 

tribal politics weakens national cohesion, and this, in turn, contributes to state fragility. Breaking 

this cycle requires addressing not just political institutions, but also the everyday practices that 

sustain exclusion. 

7. CONCLUSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

7.1 Conclusion 

This study set out to examine how ethnic profiling undermines national cohesion and contributes 

to state fragility in Nigeria, with tribal politics identified as the critical mediating mechanism. 

Drawing on an integrated theoretical framework and systematic analysis of secondary empirical 

evidence, the study demonstrates that ethnic profiling in Nigeria is neither incidental nor 

peripheral. Rather, it is structurally embedded in political institutions, governance practices, and 

everyday social relations. 

The findings show that ethnic profiling erodes equal citizenship, reinforces identity-based political 

mobilization, and weakens national cohesion. Tribal politics converts identity-based exclusion into 

a mode of political organisation, shaping electoral competition, governance outcomes, and access 

to state resources. Over time, these dynamics undermine institutional legitimacy, reduce social 

trust, and constrain the state’s capacity to manage conflict and deliver public goods—core 

dimensions of state fragility. 

By linking micro-level practices of ethnic categorisation to macro-level governance outcomes, the 

study contributes to broader debates on identity politics and fragility in the Global South. It 

demonstrates that state fragility is not only a product of weak institutions or economic shocks but 
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is also reproduced through everyday practices of exclusion that fragment citizenship and politicise 

identity. 

7.2. Policy Implications 

a. Legal and Institutional Reforms 

One of the central policy implications of this study concerns the legal foundations of citizenship 

and equality. The persistence of indigene–settler distinctions highlights the need for legal reforms 

that clearly affirm residency-based citizenship rights and prohibit identity-based discrimination in 

access to public goods, employment, and political participation. 

Reforming subnational laws and administrative practices that institutionalise ethnic profiling 

would help restore the universality of citizenship. Legal clarity is particularly important in federal 

systems, where ambiguity over jurisdiction and identity can enable discriminatory practices at state 

and local levels. Strengthening constitutional enforcement mechanisms and judicial oversight can 

further ensure that anti-discrimination provisions are not merely symbolic but operational. 

Such reforms align with comparative evidence from African states that have reduced identity-

based exclusion through clearer citizenship regimes and stronger rule-of-law institutions (Boone, 

2014; Cheeseman, 2018). 

b. Governance and Representation 

The results of this research underscore the need for governance reforms that reduce incentives for 

tribal politics and promote issue-based political competition. While power-sharing and zoning 

arrangements have helped manage elite conflict, they have also entrenched identity as the primary 

axis of political representation. 

Policy efforts should therefore focus on strengthening programmatic politics, transparency, and 

accountability mechanisms that reward performance rather than ethnic loyalty. Electoral reforms 

that enhance internal party democracy and reduce the salience of ethnic bloc voting can contribute 

to this shift. 

Inclusive governance also requires deliberate efforts to diversify public institutions, particularly 

security agencies and the civil service, in ways that reflect national rather than sectional identities. 

Comparative studies suggest that inclusive institutions enhance legitimacy and reduce perceptions 

of ethnic capture, thereby strengthening state–society relations (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005; World 

Bank, 2011). 
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c. National Integration and Civic Identity 

Beyond formal institutions, the study highlights the importance of national integration and civic 

identity in mitigating the destabilizing effects of ethnic profiling. National cohesion cannot be 

achieved solely through legal or administrative reforms; it requires sustained investment in shared 

civic values and narratives of belonging. 

Education, media, and civic engagement initiatives play a crucial role in shaping how citizens 

understand identity and citizenship. Policies that promote inclusive national history, cross-cultural 

interaction, and civic education can help counteract the social reproduction of ethnic stereotypes 

and profiling. 

Comparative experiences from the Global South show that deliberate nation-building strategies—

such as inclusive language policies, national service programmes, and civic education—can 

strengthen cohesion even in highly diverse societies (Young, 1994; Cheeseman, 2018). Nigeria’s 

challenge lies not in its diversity, but in transforming diversity into a basis for shared citizenship 

rather than political exclusion. 

d. Conflict Prevention and State Capacity 

Finally, the findings have important implications for conflict prevention and state capacity. Ethnic 

profiling and tribal politics create latent grievances that can escalate into violence during periods 

of political competition or economic stress. Early-warning and conflict-prevention strategies must 

therefore address identity-based exclusion as a structural risk factor. 

Strengthening local conflict-resolution mechanisms, improving state presence in marginalised 

areas, and ensuring equitable service delivery can reduce the appeal of identity-based mobilization. 

From a fragility perspective, enhancing state capacity is inseparable from enhancing legitimacy. 

Citizens are more likely to comply with state authority when institutions are perceived as impartial 

and inclusive (OECD, 2018). 

Addressing ethnic profiling is thus not only a matter of social justice but a strategic imperative for 

building resilient states capable of managing diversity and preventing conflict. 

Policy Recommendations 

Addressing ethnic profiling and its consequences in Nigeria requires targeted reforms across legal, 

political, and institutional domains. 

First, citizenship frameworks should be revised to eliminate the indigene–settler distinction and 

promote residency-based rights. Clarifying and enforcing equal citizenship is essential for 

reducing systemic exclusion and strengthening national cohesion. 
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Second, political reforms should focus on reducing incentives for ethnic mobilisation. 

Strengthening internal party democracy, promoting issue-based competition, and enforcing 

electoral regulations can help shift political behaviour away from identity-driven politics toward 

performance-based legitimacy. 

Third, public institutions must be made more inclusive and impartial. Transparent, merit-based 

recruitment and promotion—combined with balanced representation—can improve trust in state 

institutions and reduce perceptions of ethnic bias. 

Finally, nation-building efforts should prioritise civic identity through education, media, and 

integration programmes. At the same time, equitable service delivery across regions is necessary 

to address grievances that often take ethnic form. 

Taken together, these measures highlight that reducing ethnic profiling is central not only to social 

justice but to building a more stable and effective state. 
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