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Abstract 

Religion-related conflicts have developed into an established and complex feature of 

Nigeria's complicated social structure, impacting the country's socio-cultural, 

political, and economic spheres. As a reflection of the nation's diversified religious 

surroundings, these tensions occur due to a complex interaction of historical, social, 

and ideological factors. The impact of colonialism on religious dynamics in Nigeria 

examines the tremendous impact of colonial history on the complicated religious 

environment of Nigeria. Nigeria had a radical imposition of Western religions 

throughout the colonial era, mainly Christianity and Islam, which affected native belief 

systems and social structures. The purpose of the study is to examine the lasting 

impacts of colonial interventions on the religious dynamics of Nigeria. To offer light 

on how colonial impositions have sustained inequities, fueled identity-based disputes, 

and impacted modern religious expressions, it aims to investigate the historical roots 

of religious tensions and conflicts. Colonial administrations drew boundaries of 

religion along geographic lines, thereby widening religious divides and promoting 

rivalry amongst religious communities. These divisions' legacy still permeates 

Nigerian society, impacting relationships, socioeconomic gaps, and political 

environments. The study carefully analyzed the context of history when attempting to 

resolve these challenges, and the colonial legacies that continue to sow discord within 

religious communities are actively confronted. In conjunction with acknowledging the 

past, the paper recommends inclusive policies, educational reforms, interfaith dialogue, 

and community engagement initiatives that aim towards healing historical wounds 

and fostering a shared national identity that transcends religious divides as essential 

in order to find solutions to Nigeria's religious tensions arising from colonialism. 
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Introduction  

Historical narratives continue to have an impact on present societal structures, as 

demonstrated by the way colonialism influenced Nigerian religious dynamics. In order to 

better understand the long-lasting effects of colonialism on religious dynamics in Nigeria, this 

investigation will look at how historical legacies have created the intricate connections 

between different religions in Nigeria and how these interactions and conflicts are influenced 

by these dynamics. Religions and indigenous belief systems were changed when Christianity 

and Islam were brought by colonial powers. Both favorable and unfavorable results came 

from this. Social improvements, institutional structures, and education were among the 
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benefits it delivered. However, it also sparked disputes, rifts, and tensions within religious 

communities, which had an impact on society norms and politics. 

 

The religious landscape of Nigeria was substantially altered by colonial rule, especially was 

characterized by the dominance of British authority. This legacy continues to define religious 

conflicts and tensions in Nigeria. Nigeria had an array of indigenous customs and beliefs prior 

to the coming of the colonial powers, with Islam and Christianity progressively gaining 

popularity through trade and missionary endeavors. These religions have profoundly 

influenced the spiritual landscape of Nigeria, shaping and often intertwining with traditional 

African beliefs, altering existing practices and beliefs. The impact of Christianity and Islam on 

the traditional African belief system in Nigeria is a complex interplay of conversion, 

syncretism, and cultural transformation. 

 

Christianity, introduced by European missionaries, brought about a shift in religious 

paradigms. Churches and missions became central in the dissemination of Christian 

teachings. The introduction of Western education through Christian missionaries played a 

pivotal role in challenging and altering indigenous belief systems. As Achebe, (1958) notes, 

Christianity's arrival disrupted established traditions, leading to conflicts and conversions 

among the Igbo people. Islam, arriving through trans-Saharan trade routes and later through 

Islamic scholars and traders, also left an indelible mark on Nigeria's religious landscape. 

Islamic teachings spread through the Hausa-Fulani regions, influencing governance, social 

norms, and religious practices. The Sokoto Caliphate, established in the 19th century by 

Usman dan Fodio, significantly shaped northern Nigeria's Islamic identity. Indigenous belief 

systems were also marginalized and occasionally suppressed as a result of the advent of 

Western education and the expansion of Christianity and Islam throughout colonialism. This 

customs disruption exacerbated religious strife by making some ethnic group feel more 

alienated, culturally and politically eroded. 

 

The deliberate merging of political and religious power structures resulted from the 

imposition of colonial control. By using an indirect control strategy that depended on local 

chiefs and religious leaders to manage their territories, British colonialists frequently took 

advantage of pre-existing religious differences. In Nigeria today, where religious differences 

are frequently used for political purposes and fuel recurring episodes of violence and strife, 

the effects of colonialism are still felt. Religious tensions in modern Nigeria are multifaceted, 

as seen by the interaction of religious identities, colonial legacies, and sociopolitical realities. 

This had a profound impact on the social fabric of Nigeria, influencing various aspects of 

society, including cultural norms, family structures, education, and inter-community 

relations. These religions, introduced through colonization, trade, and missionary activities, 

brought about transformations in Nigerian social lives, sometimes leading to convergence 

and, at other times, tensions between traditional practices and the values brought by these 

new religions. 

 

The coexistence and interaction of Christianity and Islam with traditional African beliefs led 

to a syncretic approach, where elements from various faiths merged, resulting in unique 

religious practices. This syncretism is evident in ceremonies, rituals, and beliefs across 

Nigeria, showcasing a fusion of indigenous customs with Christian or Islamic traditions. In 



International Journal of Management, Social Sciences, Peace and Conflict Studies (IJMSSPCS), Vol.6 No.4   December, 2023;  

p.g. 181 - 196; ISSN: 2682-6135  

 

THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM ON RELIGIOUS DYNAMICS: UNDERSTANDING HOW COLONIAL HISTORY  183 

 

exploring the impact of these religions on African beliefs, it becomes apparent that their 

influence is multifaceted, causing shifts in cultural practices, worldviews, and social 

structures. The interplay between Christianity, Islam, and traditional African beliefs in 

Nigeria represents a complex tapestry of spiritual evolution and cultural adaptation which 

leads to confusion, misunderstanding and essentially religious conflicts. 

 

The proliferation of religious fundamentalism and extremism has exacerbated these conflicts. 

Radical factions within both Christianity and Islam have propagated intolerant ideologies, 

fostering mistrust and animosity between adherents of different faiths. These extremist 

movements often operate on the fringes of religious practice, exploiting societal grievances 

and economic disparities to fuel religious animosities. 

 

The complex socio-political landscape of Nigeria, coupled with historical grievances, has 

further fueled religious conflicts. Moreover, the political manipulation of religious identities 

for electoral gains has exacerbated tensions. Politicians have exploited religious differences to 

mobilize support along religious lines, deepening divisions and intensifying rivalries between 

religious communities. As Paden (1973) notes, "Religious conflicts in Nigeria are not solely 

about theology but are also about issues of power, resource allocation, and identity." 

 

In Nigeria, religious conflicts have manifested in various forms, including interfaith clashes, 

disputes over religious rights, and struggles for socio-political dominance. The clashes 

between Christian and Muslim communities in the Middle Belt and northern regions, notably 

in Jos and Kaduna, illustrate these tensions. These conflicts have led to violence, loss of lives, 

and widespread displacement, as observed in the Jos crisis of 2008 and the Kaduna religious 

riots of 2000, the killing of Debora Samuel of Shehu Shagari College of Education, Sokoto 2022, 

and many others. 

 

The Effect of Colonialism on Nigeria's Religious Conflict 

Ultimately, the enduring nature of religious disputes in Nigeria can be attributed to the 

economic consequences of colonialism, which included the exploitation of natural resources, 

reliance on foreign aid, and inadequate development. Religious issues that continue to 

influence Nigeria's sociopolitical landscape were initially sparked by the imposition of 

Western religions and the divide-and-rule tactic. Addressing current issues and promoting 

sustainable growth in the nation requires an understanding of these historical dynamics. 

 

Nigeria's history has been greatly influenced by colonialism, which profoundly changed the 

country's politics, economics, culture, and religion. This had and has an ongoing impact on 

the country's sociopolitical environment. Nigeria was once split up into distinct protectorates 

and regions, each with its organizational system by the British. With the introduction of British 

law, education, and economic systems, the British maintained the status quo while imposing 

indirect authority through the use of local elites to rule on their behalf. This system created 

gaps in political representation and socioeconomic development by favoring some ethnic and 

religious groups over others. The installation of indirect rule, according to Heaton and Falola 

(2008)," entrenched "ethnic favoritism" and "regional disparities" that continue to this day in 

Nigerian politics. 
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Nigeria was under British colonial control from the late 19th century until its independence 

in 1960. The consequences of colonialism are intricate and varied, affecting several facets of 

Nigerian society. Although political freedom was guaranteed by independence, scholars 

contend that colonialism's legacies continue to be an influential factor in the tension and 

conflict in Nigeria which affect the country’s development path. According to Akande 

(2020),"The political, economic, and social growth of Nigeria has been permanently impacted 

by colonialism. Its influence may be seen in the nation's challenges with governance, resource 

management, and ethnic conflicts.’’ 

 

Political Fragmentation: Nigeria's numerous ethnic groups were arbitrarily organized inside 

fictitious borders as a result of the colonial heritage, which resulted in power conflicts and 

ethnic tensions before independence.This also led to the forced coexistence of numerous 

ethnic and religious groupings, creating the conditions for disputes that Nigeria experiences 

today.  Ayoade (1999), observed this when he wrote that. "The arbitrary boundaries of 

Nigerian states...created more problems than they solved" (Ayoade, 1999). Also, Collier (2007) 

agreed that "The legacy of colonialism left many African countries with artificially drawn 

borders that ignored ethnic and religious divisions, creating conditions for conflict." This 

simply explained that the creation of forced grouping in Nigeria by the British during the 

colonial era without consideration of ethnic and religious affiliations resulted in tensions and 

conflict in Nigeria.  

 

Following independence, pressures, and difficulties in governance continued to arise as a 

result of the scattered brims that colonialism erected, uniting several ethnic groups into one. 

Okonkwo (2019) noted this fact and wrote, "A legacy of colonialism is the challenge of 

managing diverse ethnic groups within the confines of a single nation-state, which has led to 

recurrent tensions and conflicts." Moreover, political elites in post-colonial Nigeria frequently 

manipulated disparities between ethnicity and religion for their purposes. Tensions and 

conflicts between different entities develop as a result of their taking advantage of these 

differences to gain control. 

 

Colonialism had a big impact on Nigerian politics since it sowed divides along racial and 

religious lines and increased the gap between rich and poor. Nigeria's current political unrest 

and religious disputes are fueled by these divisions which still exist today. Today, Nigeria's 

political landscape and religious disputes reflect the effects of colonization. In politics, power 

battles, and the distribution of resources, ethnic and religious affiliations continue to play an 

integral part. Conflicts become worse when political elites make use of these divisions for their 

benefit. 

 

Economic Exploitation: In the colonial era, to suit their economic demands, colonial powers—

mainly the British—exploited Nigeria's abundant natural resources, which included minerals, 

oil, and agricultural products. Resource exploitation frequently took place without taking into 

account the long-term growth of the Nigerian economy. Complete development that would 

have broadened the economy's base of Nigeria was overlooked by the colonial government, 

which concentrated on constructing infrastructure mainly for the procurement and movement 

of resources. Mamdani (1996) noted this fact and wrote, "In Africa, the colonial state could not 

create and maintain infrastructural institutions." As a result, insufficient infrastructure has 
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been left behind in a few areas. The economic imbalances and dependency we experience 

today in Nigeria were caused by the heavy exploitation of Nigeria's resources during the 

colonial days. Adewale (2021) made this observation that "Colonialism deeply entrenched 

economic disparities, with Nigeria experiencing challenges in equitable resource distribution 

and struggles against dependency on extractive industries."  

 

These exploitations of raw materials created the interest of many Nigerians in the extractive 

and exportation of raw materials instead of expanding and building industries for 

transforming such materials into finished products. This was what Rodney (1972) observed 

when he wrote, "The result of the colonial economy was that Africa became integrated into 

the capitalist system as a producer of primary products." 

 

Nigeria is now reliant on just a handful of important industries as a consequence of colonial 

policies that were created to serve the economic interests of the colonizers. Nigeria's economy 

is more susceptible to outside shocks and changes in the price of commodities globally as a 

result of its reliance, particularly on oil. 

 

Impact on Culture: The first effect of colonialism on cultural activities was cultural erosion, 

when Western values, educational systems, and governance structures were introduced, 

upsetting native cultural practices in Nigeria. Nigerian indigenous languages and cultural 

practices were marginalized and devalued as a result of the imposition of European 

languages, administrative structures, and educational curricula. When Western principles 

were imposed on Nigerians, it frequently resulted in a loss of cultural identity. For instance, 

converting to Christianity brought new religious convictions that occasionally ran counter to 

customary spiritual practices. Distancing from customary cultural behaviors resulted from 

missionaries' frequent condemnation of indigenous practices as paganism or heathenry. 

Achebe (1958) describes how colonial influence has eroded traditional Igbo culture by 

upending the preexisting cultural order. He draws attention to the conflict between Igbo 

customs and colonial ideals resulting from this influence. This marks the beginning of 

religious tension in Igboland. 

 

Identity Loss: Education and religion from the West were imposed on Nigerians, causing 

them to lose their cultural identity. A break from indigenous cultures was frequently caused 

by the loss of traditional spiritual activities as a result of conversion to Christianity and Islam. 

Falola (2009) explores how colonial education and religion caused a disconnection from 

indigenous cultures, eroding Nigerians' sense of cultural identity. According to Falola, the 

imposition of Western education and religion caused younger generations to lose touch with 

their cultural history, which in turn caused them to become less confident in who they were.  

Societal Fragmentation: The effects of colonialism led to societal division along religious lines, 

which exacerbated long-standing hostilities between Christians and Muslims. Religious 

disputes have been fueled by political and social divisions, which have been made worse in 

areas like the Middle Belt and northern Nigeria. Ikime (1997) explores how religious identities 

were shaped by colonial rule and how these identities later served as flashpoints for religious 

conflict in post-colonial Nigeria. Another scholar, Mamdani (2004) explain how the identity-

based disputes has resulted in serious problem especially those between Muslims and 

Christians in Nigeria, which was exacerbated by colonial legacies and served as a precursor 
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to modern religious conflicts. From Ikime and Mamdani, we can understand that the root 

cause of religious tension between Christians and Moslems in Nigeria was religious identities 

instituted by the colonialists. In the same view, Achebe’s remark also stated that religious 

tension between the Christian and traditional religious believers in Igboland were also a 

religious identity instituted by the same colonialists that came to southeast Nigeria.  

 

Impact on Religion: The colonial powers' arbitrary border-drawing ignored religious and 

ethnic distinctions, forcing several populations into one geopolitical unit. Due to the enforced 

cohabitation with various ethnic and religious groups inside the same national boundaries 

without giving equal opportunities to the different groups, tensions and disputes were 

frequently the result. After independence,  religious tensions increased as a result of the 

unequal economic growth that colonial policies promoted since some regions or ethnic groups 

felt excluded. Many scholars maintained that the root cause of the religious tensions in Nigeria 

was a result of this fact. Sanneh (2008), was among the scholars and he wrote; "Colonialism 

intensified religious identity as a political force by fostering the growth of exclusive religious 

communities. "Conflicts over resources and opportunities were exacerbated by the blending 

of such economic inequities and religious identities. For instance, the effect of colonialism on 

religious tensions has historically had a significant influence on the Boko Haram insurgency 

in northern Nigeria. The group's rise has its roots in dissatisfaction with the North’s political 

and economic marginalization of its Muslim majority, which has been made worse by past 

inequalities created by colonial actions. 

 

A clash of religious values and practices resulted from the colonial authorities' imposition of 

Western religions, especially Islam and Christianity which led to religious tension in Nigeria. 

This raised the possibility of conflict and helped separate religious identities to emerge. 

Recollecting how the colonialists brought religion which caused disunity among the people 

of Igboland, Achebe (1958) noted, "White people are really intelligent. Quietly and peacefully, 

he introduced his religion. We let him stay because we found his folly amusing. Our clan can 

no longer function as a unit since he has now won our brothers. We have disintegrated 

because he cut the things that kept us together." In agreement with this view, Falola (1998) 

writes "Colonial administrators and Christian missionaries reinforced divisions among 

communities in Nigeria." 

 

Reorganization of Religious Hierarchies: One of the effects of colonialism was the disruption 

of old religious hierarchies. This was caused by colonists questioning the legitimacy of 

traditional religious leaders. The impact of native religious leaders was frequently weakened 

by the establishment of colonial power. Ajayi(1965) emphasizes this phenomenon when he 

writes that "as colonial administrators sought to install leaders more sympathetic to their 

objectives, they systematically weakened the authority of indigenous religious figures, 

undermining their influence and relegating them to the periphery of power." 

 

The quest to impose colonial power, and propagate Christianity and missionaries the colonial 

authorities encouraged and favored religious leaders who were more obedient to their 

interests. They supported Christian missionaries and Islamic figures who favored colonial 

ambitions by giving them funding and status. This was noted by Kalu (2009) that Christian 

and Islamic leaders who complied with colonial agendas were given preference and promoted 
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by colonial powers; "The colonial administration actively supported and recognized Christian 

and Islamic hierarchies, promoting leaders who were more amenable to colonial interests, 

thereby creating new power structures aligned with colonial rule." Falola (2009) also observed 

that colonial powers methodically destroyed traditional leadership structures "Colonialism 

often targeted indigenous institutions, dismantling traditional hierarchies and displacing 

religious leaders who were seen as impediments to colonial rule." 

 

By elevating specific religious leaders, this backing helped to establish new hierarchies that 

were more obedient to colonial authorities. As a result of this, the power structures inside the 

traditional religious organizations saw a substantial change throughout the colonial era. The 

colonial administration promoted and backed leaders who shared its objectives, which led to 

the decline in authority of traditional religious leaders. Tensions and disputes among 

communities resulted from this change in the power structures.  

 

The promotion of Christianity and Islam by colonial rulers resulted in conversions among the 

indigenous population and alterations to the hierarchical structure. Local power dynamics 

shifted as a result of those who converted to these religions occasionally gaining favor with 

the colonial government. Traditional leaders were replaced by converted people as they move 

up the social hierarchy. 

 

During colonization, religion and socio-political issues became entwined. Religious leaders 

and missionaries frequently participated in politics by supporting particular policies or 

influencing the course of decisions. Leaders from Islam and Christianity frequently rose to 

prominence in the political and administrative sectors in addition to the religious spheres. The 

influence of religion and politics under colonialism is highlighted by Hastings (1990) when he 

states that "Christian and Islamic leaders exerted influence not only within their religious 

domains but also in shaping political and administrative decisions during the colonial era." 

Decision-making procedures were impacted and power structures were transformed by this 

blending of religion and governance. The Nigerian socio-political environment is still being 

shaped by this blending of religion and politics. 

 

Syncretism 

Nigerian colonialism had a profound effect on people's religious beliefs, which gave rise to 

syncretic religions, which are indigenous beliefs combined with aspects of new religions like 

Christianity and Islam. The colonial era's imposition of Western practices and beliefs led to 

this confluence of cultures and religions. Christian missionaries and Islamic clerics came to 

Nigeria during colonial authority intending to convert the native populace to their respective 

faiths. The rising popularity of these religions led to a mingling of customs and beliefs as they 

interacted with indigenous belief systems in Nigeria. Olupona (2011) described how this 

fusion was a reaction to the social instability brought by colonialism ‘’Syncretic religions 

emerged as a result of cultural integration brought about by the disruption of indigenous 

religious practices caused by the imposition of colonial power.’’  

 

Christian missionaries arrived in Nigeria at the start of colonialism intending to convert the 

native populace to Christianity. They came upon established traditional belief systems, but 

during this colonialism Christianity and indigenous beliefs were blended, allowing for the 
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acceptance of elements of the new religion while preserving cultural identity. It made it easier 

to communicate faith in a way that was both contemporary and timeless, which helped people 

adjust to the social and theological shifts brought about by colonialism. 

 

Syncretism is observable in religious activities in several places in Nigeria, including among 

the Yoruba people. Within the Yoruba religious system, Christian elements have been 

included in the worship of Orishas (deities). To reflect this syncretic fusion, orisha worshippers 

may combine Christian prayers, hymns, or symbols with their customs. To express the impact 

of syncretism on the Yoruba people’s religious practices, Peel (2000) also said "Yoruba 

religion, or Yoruba spirituality, is one such syncretic religion that has arisen. It blends 

elements of Islamic or Christian customs with indigenous Yoruba beliefs’’. The fusion is 

simply, people's efforts to adjust to the changes brought about by colonization while still 

maintaining links to their cultural history. 

 

Although Islam and indigenous traditions first came into contact during the colonial era, 

Islam already had a significant influence in Nigeria before then. Before colonization, Islamic 

scholars and traders had brought Islam to several parts of Nigeria, and the faith grew during 

the colonial era which resulted in the fusion of Islamic customs and native beliefs. The 

cohabitation of the Islamic faith with native rituals was made possible by this syncretism, 

which demonstrated the adaptability and durability of Nigerian cultures in the face of outside 

influences. Syncretism between Islam and indigenous beliefs is seen in Northern Nigeria, 

where Islam was widely practiced. Islamic procedures were able to accommodate local 

customs because of the syncretism between Islam and indigenous beliefs. It gave the locals a 

way to embrace their Islamic faith and preserve cultural ties while adjusting to the shifting 

social and religious environments brought forth by colonization. The blending of indigenous 

rituals with Islamic ceremonies and the devotion of local saints are examples of practices that 

demonstrate this syncretic fusion. 

 

Murray's (1967) writings emphasized the incorporation of Islamic principles into existing 

social and religious structures in northern Nigeria rather than a complete eradication of 

traditional beliefs. This explained the harmonious coexistence between Islamic and traditional 

religions rather than abrupt cultural clashes. He highlighted the compatibility between certain 

aspects of local customs and Islamic teachings, allowing for a blending of cultural practices 

while promoting Islamic values. For instance, some traditional practices related to governance 

or social structures have been incorporated or adapted within the framework of Islamic 

principles. Murray encouraged dialogue and understanding between different belief systems, 

fostering an environment where traditional beliefs could coexist with Islam as long as they 

didn’t contradict fundamental Islamic tenets.  

 

The introduction of Christianity and Islam to Nigeria during colonialism upended native 

belief systems and sparked the development of syncretic religions that combined aspects of 

the new faiths with native customs. The locals used this syncretism as a way to maintain their 

religious identities while navigating cultural shifts. This distinct religious hybridity was 

produced by the blending of native traditions with Christianity or Islam which result in the 

practices such as the inclusion of traditional rites, reverence for local deities, or ancestral 

worship within the framework of Christian or Islamic ceremonies. 



International Journal of Management, Social Sciences, Peace and Conflict Studies (IJMSSPCS), Vol.6 No.4   December, 2023;  

p.g. 181 - 196; ISSN: 2682-6135  

 

THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM ON RELIGIOUS DYNAMICS: UNDERSTANDING HOW COLONIAL HISTORY  189 

 

Impacts on Legal System: Due to the introduction of Western legal frameworks, the 

destruction of indigenous legal traditions, and the contradictions between imposed legal 

frameworks and religious practices, colonialism had a major effect on Nigeria's traditional 

judicial systems and played a key role in religious conflicts. This is because Nigeria's 

indigenous judicial institutions were frequently at odds with the Western-style courts, laws, 

and administrative structures that were established by the British colonial government. The 

various customs rules and practices that exist among various ethnic groups were not given 

much consideration when these Western institutions were imposed. And this results in 

religious conflicts especially when traditional methods are to be used as means of settling 

disputes.  

 

Western legal systems were imposed on Nigeria, which caused the country's indigenous court 

systems to deteriorate and become marginalized. Perceiving indigenous systems as 

"primitive" or "uncivilized," the British preferred their legal frameworks above indigenous 

ones. Local communities were left in chaos as a result of the legitimacy and authority of 

traditional leaders and legal systems being weakened. For instance, differences between 

indigenous religious practices and the rules imposed by colonial authorities gave rise to 

religious disputes. For example, conflicts frequently resulted from the colonial 

administration's assessment that customs like polygamy or specific inheritance patterns were 

incompatible with the Western legal norms that were imposed. 

 

In Nigeria, the customs, beliefs, and practices of different ethnic groups were strongly 

ingrained in the traditional legal system. Remedial justice, community engagement, and 

respect for customary law were the guiding concepts of these systems. Nevertheless, colonial 

forces imposed a judicial system after the Western model, which frequently ignored or 

subverted native customs and traditions. The English common law and statutes were enforced 

by courts and legal structures established by the British colonial administration. 

Consequently, the credibility and power of customary laws and traditional leaders were 

undermined, upsetting the equilibrium and efficiency of the traditional legal systems. This 

was observed by Robert (1995) when he points out that the colonial government frequently 

undermined or ignored native legal systems by introducing English common law and 

regulations. Roberts draws attention to the tension that exists between colonial legal systems 

and indigenous customs, which causes a crisis of legitimacy and interpretation in the 

developing legal system.   

 

The undermining of community-based conflict resolution processes was one of the 

consequences of this disruption. While the colonial legal institutions imposed by the 

colonizers frequently prioritized individual rights over collective interests, traditional systems 

placed a strong emphasis on rapprochement and consensus-building within the society. This 

change contributes to social tensions and conflicts by causing a breakdown in the efficiency 

of resolving problems within the cultural environment. Against this backdrop, Falola (1998) 

highlights how social instability and tensions within communities resulted from the 

imposition of Western legal systems, which diminished the effectiveness of traditional conflict 

resolution procedures that ensure love, human relations, and community peacebuilding. 
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Loss of cultural identity and values was another consequence of Western legal systems being 

imposed. Nigerian societies have a history of integrating their legal systems into their social, 

religious, and cultural milieus. Communities felt alienated from one another as a result of 

these systems being replaced with Western courts and laws, which upset the social order. 

 

Way Forward 

Nigeria has a diversified religious landscape, with Christianity and Islam predominating, 

making the resolution of religious conflicts there a complex problem. Tensions between 

various religious communities have been heightened by these conflicts, which frequently 

result from historical, sociopolitical, and economic issues. Addressing these challenges 

demands a multifaceted approach that encompasses various strategies supported by scholars, 

policymakers, and influential figures. Several solutions have been proposed to mitigate these 

conflicts and foster peaceful coexistence among the diverse religious groups in the country. 

 

Interfaith Dialogue and Collaboration: Encouraging dialogue and cooperation between 

different religious groups is crucial. Initiatives that bring together leaders from various faiths 

to discuss common issues, promote understanding, and find shared values can help reduce 

tensions. As Pope Francis remarked, "Dialogue is born when I am capable of recognizing 

others as a gift of God and accept they have something to tell me." And John Paul Lederach, 

a prominent peacebuilding scholar, emphasized the importance of dialogue by stating, 

"Conflict transformation across lines of religious difference involves engaging difference, 

rather than avoiding it." The International Crisis Group's report in 2013 highlighted the 

importance of dialogue in reducing tensions and fostering mutual understanding among 

religious communities. 

 

Participating in the community has shown to be beneficial in Nigeria, where conflicts between 

Muslims and Christians have frequently resulted in violence. Harmony has been cultivated in 

large part through programs like interfaith discussions, training on peacebuilding, and 

cooperative initiatives. According to a study by Kukah and Maitama (2017), it "creates 

avenues for mutual understanding and trust among religious adherents." Through these 

discussions, people can safely exchange viewpoints, clear up misunderstandings, and create 

respectful and empathetic connections. 

 

Education and Awareness: Education plays a pivotal role in fostering tolerance and 

understanding. Implementing educational programs that teach about different religions, their 

beliefs, histories, and cultures can help combat misconceptions and stereotypes. By promoting 

religious literacy, individuals are better equipped to appreciate diversity and respect others' 

beliefs. Nelson Mandela once said, "Education is the most powerful weapon which you can 

use to change the world." And Comenius (2018), say that "education is the remedy for 

ignorance." He equally emphasized the role of education in nurturing respect for diversity 

and peaceful coexistence and that promoting religious literacy through school curricula and 

community programs can combat stereotypes and misconceptions.  

 

Educational institutions can give students a thorough grasp of other religions, their doctrines, 

and cultural customs by including religious studies into the curriculum. According to Brown 

(2017), "critical thinking, empathy, and understanding of different perspectives should be 



International Journal of Management, Social Sciences, Peace and Conflict Studies (IJMSSPCS), Vol.6 No.4   December, 2023;  

p.g. 181 - 196; ISSN: 2682-6135  

 

THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM ON RELIGIOUS DYNAMICS: UNDERSTANDING HOW COLONIAL HISTORY  191 

 

encouraged in education." Instead of spreading contentious narratives, it need to teach kids 

how to have courteous conversations."  

 

According to UNESCO, (2015), "education is a fundamental human right and is indispensable 

for the achievement of sustainable development and peace." This is their stance on education 

and conflict resolution. This therefore means that for one to resolve religious conflicts and 

achieve peace, education is fundamental. People acquire critical thinking abilities through 

education, which empowers them to challenge prejudices and preconceptions. Dialogue and 

amicable conversations can take place in this atmosphere of critical thinking. In their 

communities, educators and religious leaders have a significant impact on how people think 

and behave. Religious leaders can support the promotion of messages of peace, tolerance, and 

respect for one another through involvement in educational initiatives. 

 

Enhancing educational opportunities can empower people and foster a more accepting 

culture, especially in underprivileged communities. According to a study by Miguel and 

Kremer (2004), underscoring the role that education plays in lowering conflict, "education can 

increase tolerance and reduce prejudices,"  

 

In Nigeria, socioeconomic inequalities and religious disputes are frequently linked. 

Regardless of a person's religious background, education can act as a means of addressing 

these inequities by providing people equal opportunity. To show that Education can empower 

people to reduce inequalities and encourage peace, Okonjo-Iweala (2019) highlights that 

"Education is an investment in peace."  

 

Economic Development and Poverty Alleviation: Conflicts and tensions inside the nation 

are frequently greatly influenced by the interaction of socioeconomic and religious elements. 

To address religious disputes in Nigeria, economic development is essential since it targets 

poverty reduction, reduces inequities, promotes inclusivity, and gives underprivileged 

people options. Studies have shown that tensions between religion and poverty are common, 

with marginalized communities being more vulnerable to radicalization and exploitation by 

extremist organizations. Tensions between religions are frequently made worse by economic 

inequality. According to an International Crisis Group assessment, poverty, social inequality, 

and a feeling of political marginalization, "fuel the discontent and religious extremism in 

Nigeria." Also, Acemoglu and Robinson's (2006) study claimed that "economic inequality 

contributes to political instability and civil conflict." 

 

Communities living in poverty are frequently more susceptible to radical beliefs. According 

to a UN report, "violent extremism is driven by poverty." However, the likelihood of this 

radicalization and extremism declines when poverty is alleviated by economic empowerment 

and focused interventions including healthcare, education, job creation, and microfinance 

programs across geographic and religious boundaries. According to a US Institute of Peace 

study (2012), "economic opportunities and education can prevent radicalization. What this 

means is that feelings of alienation and resentment decrease when marginalized groups have 

access to resources and employment, and people are less likely to engage in conflict when 

they have access to opportunities and financial resources. This fact is supported by Collier 
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and Hoeffler (2004), which found that "economic growth significantly reduces the risk of civil 

war."  

 

Conclusively, by redressing grievances, advancing inclusivity, decreasing susceptibility to 

extremism, and cultivating tolerance via inclusive policies, encouraging economic growth and 

reducing poverty can considerably assist in building trust and easing tension through political 

inclusion and the presence of many religious groups in government can aid in minimizing 

religious conflicts in Nigeria and promotes long-term stability. 

 

Media Responsibility and Sensitivity: Specifically in conflict areas like Nigeria where 

religious tensions have been common, the media is extremely important in forming narratives 

and perceptions. These tensions are especially between Christians and Muslims. But in a 

number of other ways, the media has also been crucial in lessening and settling these disputes. 

The dissemination of information that fosters tolerance and understanding between religious 

groups can be facilitated by media channels including radio, television, and newspapers. They 

can promote a sense of unity rather than divisiveness by highlighting the similarities and 

shared ideals between Christians and Muslims through fair reporting. The media can 

encourage peaceful coexistence by elevating voices of moderate religious leaders and 

presenting tales of interfaith collaboration and discourse. 

 

The media can serve as peace activists by bringing attention to the underlying factors that lead 

to religious disputes, emphasizing the negative effects of violence, and pushing for laws that 

uphold tolerance and inclusivity. As a result, efforts by the government and non-

governmental sectors to resolve conflicts and promote peace may be influenced by public 

opinion. Also, media organizations can play a proactive role in promoting peace by planning 

events, panels, and forums that together form representatives of many religions, academics, 

and residents of the affected communities. To settle disputes amicably, these forums promote 

communication, comprehension, and the sharing of ideas. Media efforts encouraging 

harmony and peace can also positively affect the public's mental health. 

 

Hate speech and misinformation are other two factors that frequently increase tensions in 

conflict situations. Fact-checking material before it is distributed is one way that ethical 

journalism may combat these harmful misconceptions. By offering other viewpoints and 

making sure that their material doesn't spread divisive language, media outlets can also 

actively combat hate speech. 

 

The media plays a significant role in shaping public perceptions. Responsible reporting that 

avoids sensationalism and promotes messages of peace and understanding is crucial for 

fostering understanding, dispelling false information, supporting peacebuilding efforts, 

advocating for peace, and showcasing particular instances of effective interventions. Media 

platforms should be utilized to spread messages of tolerance and cooperation among religious 

communities and through its many channels and initiatives, play a critical role in resolving 

religious conflicts in Nigeria. 
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Community Engagement and Grassroots Initiatives: 

Involvement and cooperation within local communities are key components of community 

engagement. It promotes open communication, cross-cultural interactions, and cooperative 

problem-solving. Communities are given the power to resolve conflicts through grassroots 

efforts that start at the local level. In Nigeria for instance, resolving religious conflicts requires 

a multifaceted strategy in which grassroots efforts and community involvement are essential 

components. Collaboration and active participation in local communities are key components 

of community engagement. Establishing a forum facilitates candid conversations, cross-

cultural interactions, and cooperative issue resolution is very important to ensure community 

engagement.  

 

Stakeholders can develop a sense of ownership and dedication to peaceful coexistence by 

putting a strong emphasis on grassroots projects and community involvement. Along with 

resolving current conflicts, these tactics create the groundwork for long-term peace and 

mutual understanding across Nigeria's various religious communities. Conversely, grassroots 

projects start locally and provide communities the authority to handle conflict resolution. 

 

It has been noted that efforts to resolve conflicts at the grassroots level, such as conferences 

for religious leaders or community-led peace committees, have shown potential. Abdullahi 

(2019) pointed out that "Local peace committees comprising members from diverse religious 

backgrounds have played a crucial role in resolving disputes and preventing escalation." As 

a result of their frequent familiarity with local dynamics, these committees are well-equipped 

to resolve disputes and keep them from getting worse. Also, the United States Institute of 

Peace (USIP) emphasized the role of community leaders in peacebuilding efforts. They said 

that local actors can play a pivotal role in resolving conflicts. 

 

To achieve community engagements guidance can also be obtained by consulting prior 

successful models in other areas. According to Mohammed (2015), the Nigerian Kaduna Peace 

Declaration brought together traditional and religious leaders to pledge support for peace-

building initiatives. And also the Peace and Reconciliation Committees in Jos promoted 

communication and harmony between opposing parties.  

 

Summary 

Tensions that still exist today were greatly influenced by colonialism in Nigeria's religious 

dynamics. An ethnically and religiously diverse society was forced to adopt Western 

structures during British colonization in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. By giving 

special treatment to some tribes, imposing Western-style schooling systems that frequently 

ignored indigenous customs and beliefs, and preferring certain groups over others, the British 

unintentionally deepened religious divisions. Certain groups and faiths were marginalized as 

a result, which fuelled hostility and rivalry for wealth and influence. These tensions have 

remained after independence and have caused clashes between religious groups, especially 

between Muslims and Christians in the north. Elements like identity politics, socioeconomic 

inequality, and political manipulation still fuel religion-related conflicts. Further exacerbating 

these problems and further dividing religious communities is the emergence of extremist 

groups such as Boko Haram. 
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It will take a diversified approach to move forward. Firstly, it is imperative to promote 

interfaith understanding and conversation. Different perspectives can be reconciled by 

fostering tolerance, respect, and an understanding of religious variety. Furthermore, the core 

causes of religious tensions can be lessened by addressing socioeconomic disparities and 

guaranteeing fair access to opportunities and resources. To foster togetherness and denounce 

divisive speech or behavior, political and religious leaders are essential.  

 

The divisive narratives left over from colonial legacies can be resisted by changing education 

to be more inclusive and respectful of all religious beliefs, histories, and cultures. For long-

term stability, it might also be beneficial to strengthen the institutions that support justice, 

peacebuilding, and conflict resolution. Ultimately, to promote a more inclusive, tolerant, and 

peaceful society, political authorities, religious communities, civil society, and foreign 

partners must work together to address the legacy of colonialism on religious tensions in 

Nigeria. 

 

Conclusion 

The complex relationship between historical legacies and current issues demonstrates how 

colonialism affected religious strife in Nigeria. Religions that are still divided today were 

frequently aggravated by the introduction of Christianity and Islam by colonial forces. The 

stability and cohesiveness of society have been impacted by the tensions that have grown 

mistrust, polarization, and disputes among religious groups. Long-lasting challenges for the 

country have been caused by the legacy of arbitrary borders, unequal power relations, and 

the exploitation of ethnic and ethnic disparities. Nigerian disputes and religious tensions have 

been heightened by these historical legacies, which also continue to influence modern politics. 

Forging a path forward, however, requires an awareness of this past. Nigeria's future depends 

on advancing religious tolerance, diversity acceptance, and interfaith engagement. Religious 

disparities can be bridged and a shared national identity that transcends religious distinctions 

can be fostered through education, equitable governance, and inclusive 

legislation.Implementing these solutions requires commitment, collaboration, and sustained 

efforts from various stakeholders, including religious leaders, government bodies, civil 

society organizations, and the broader community. It's a challenging journey, but crucial for 

fostering harmony and peaceful coexistence among Nigeria's diverse religious groups. 
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