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THE RIGHTS OF CHRISTIANS IN ISLAMIC
STATES OF NIGERIA
Ibrahim Musa Ahmadu

The provisron of human rights in the Constitution of the
Federal Republic of Nigeria is an abridgement of the United Na
tions' universal declaration on human rights of 1948. This global
the rights of men to life, liberty and property
in
view of the cruelties to which nations with im
necessary
perialist propensities have subjected +heir victims. Such acts of
barbarism have not only led to senseless use of force in which

proclamation

on

was

millions of lives were lost but still a larger number had. been
deprived of their liberty, self esteem and means of livelihood.
The ethical consideration undergirding this declaration was
that mankind irrespective of their pigmentation, domicile and cir
cumstances of birth have inherent dignity and equal inalienable
rights bequeathed by their creator. Associated with this was the
recongition of certain laws of nature discovered by reason which
obliged men so that they ought, as much as they could, to
preserve the rest of mankind and may not unless it be to do
justice to em offender, take away the life, freedom, health or
goods of others. By dint of similar reason, it was pointed out that
men, once born, have the right to self perpetuation and conse
quently to food and -drink, the pursuit of pleasure and other
things as nature affords for their subsistence.
Evidently, the contempt and disregard for the rights of others
have provided the basis of outrageous atrocities and acts of in
justice that have complemented men's mode of existence on
earth. The attempt to restore the dignity and self worth of men
and forestall commotions that often erupt in reaction to a
breach of these rights was what led the world community to
come up with these declarations.
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Definition

right as used in this context is a just claim or entitle
something whether legal, moral or prescriptive. M.B.
Crowe considered a person's right to anything as that which is
due to him in accordance with justice or morality.' That is, one
The word

ment to

who is entitled to such

a

claim also has the power of assertion

that which should be his.
From the above definition

over

rights could be sub-divided into
and
moral
types. Legal rights are those enshrined ln the
legal
laws of a country, the violation of which could be contested in a
court of law. When, for instance, a man is subjected to assault or
battery, or had his property removed without his consent, he
could seek redress In a court of law. Using the appropriate
machinery at the disposal of the state his right of claimancy
could be restored.
Moral rights on the other hand are those which belong to the
realms of what "ought to be". These are rights that cannot be
directly challenged in the courts of law. For example, while it is
the right of a man to be gainfully employed by his state govern
ment, he is incapacitated to sue the government if the latter fail

Besides, since moral rights have their roots in divine
imperatives, the onus of their enforcement is only by appeal to

ed to do

so.

the intervention of supreme powers.
Human rights are, therefore, those rights which all men share
with others by virtue of their being born into the human family.
These rights are inalienable since they are natural to all men
regardless of the circumstances of their birth.
Human

rights

in the

Nigerian Constitution

The Constitutional guarantee for human rights in Nigeria
covered a very wide area ranging from political, social,
economic to religious beliefs and related concerns. Some of
these rights are fundamental. Others relate to privileges which
men may lose without necessarily suffering any damages to
their persons. The fundamental rights pertain to men's lives;
their liberty to think, act and move about and the extent to
which they could acquire or share with others the resources
derived from the country. Others include rights to dignity of the
human person, rights to fair hearing, to private life, freedom of
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expression, of association and from discrimination.
The. co-option of these rights into the national constitution
presupposed the equality of bona .fide citizens of Nigeria in the
sense that all of them have the same claims to means of survival,
happiness, and cultivation of their, natural potentials. In other
words, no citizens of this country may have their claims set
aside by way of fear, favour or discrimination. Similarly no in
dividual or group may have exclusive 'right to all the desirable
.possessions accruing from the state except those 'proper' to
them. At most they could only have equal shares, which must
be adjusted to their needs, capabilities and merits.2
Under the principles of state policy defined in chapter two of
the current constitution (1.989), the governme'nt is to protect and
oversee the implementation of these basic rights. Since the
state social order is founded on the ideals of freedom, equality
and justice, the responsibility of the government is to promote
national integration and foster a feeling of belonging among the
various peoples of the Federation to the end that loyalty to the

nation shall over-ride sectionalloyalties.3
In addition the state shall ensure that all citizens without

discrimination on any grot1nds whatsoever have the opportunity
for securing adequate means of livelihood and suitable employ
ment.

way the Nigerian Constitution has the
necessary provisions that would protect all and sundry from ac
tions that would infringe on their rights. What has been lacking

Thus

in

every

since

independence is the right calibre of leadership
implement these provisions.
Human

rights violation

in

that would

Nigeria

Despite the Constitutional indemnity against human rights
violation, various segments of the country have been subjected
to systematic dehumanization in the hands of those charqed
with protecting their rights. Successive governments 'of this
country from the colonial period to date have been operating on
an uncodified constitution that has given them the franchise to
act ultravires. 'In the end what constituted human rights in
Nigeria has been dictated by the whims and temperaments of
contemporary governments on the scene.
Under the colonial administration the country

as a

whole lost
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liberty of self rule and control of its

resources.

power was dictated from abroad, Nigerians had only such
and rights as permitted by the British government.

Since

liberty

independence colonialism gave way to domestic im
perialism of the ruling class. Under the two civilian regimes the
level of exploitation of ordinary citizens in the country surpassed
what obtained during colonialism. Since the civilian govern
ments had no blue prints for development, the rulers simply liv
ed for themselves to the complete neglect of the rights of their
subjects to self authentication.
The situation was no better under the military. Supported by
firearms and other instruments of coercion, military govern
ments in Nigeria have been terrorist regimes that would not
even allow people to air their grievances. Those who dared have
At

since learnt their lessons.
Bilateral administrations in

Although

Nigeria

the Constitution of

Nigeria has presented the coun
monolithic Federal Republic of Nigeria, what really ob
try
tained was a dual mandate on which the political structure of
Nigeria has been resting. Over the years the tendency of various
governments of Nigeria has been the treatment of the country
as a

if it

separate entities under

a loose federal system.
Out of this has grown the popular notion of the christian south
and muslim north. It was on the basis of this truncation that the
title of this paper was framed.
By some acts of commission on the part of previous ad
ministrations, the country is· now being governed by two
separate constitutions. While the southern half is administered
by the open constitution which all and sundry participated in
fashioning, the- northern half is operating on a theocratic con
stitution that had its roots in an oriental culture pivoted on the
Islamic principles of the Sharia.
This dichotomy originated from the conspiracy of the colonial
government of Frederick Lugard to maintain in the North an
Islamic system of administration within a united Nigeria that
would proceed as a secular state. The truncation of the country
under two diametrically opposite administrations has been the
basis of the constant conflicts and frictions that have often led to
violations and disregard of the rights of composite ethnic groups
as

were

two

.
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in the country. This is because the principles of human
under the two systems are totally at variance.

Having
the

one

rights

coexisted for several centuries as autonomous units of
to harmonize the two systems have

nation, all attempts

proved unworkable. For one thing, the Islamic system which
predominates in the North has had a longer history than the
Roman type introduced into the country by the British. Second
Iy, the reinforcement of the Islamic feudal system by allowing it
run concomitantly with modern administration had given an un
due leverage to the sharia type of bureaucracy especially in the
north which forms a larger portion of the country.
Moreover, resting as it did on a supposedly divine mandate
the Islamic feudalism has made itself impervious to any changes
that tend towards accommodating alien ideas in the codified
system of the Sharia. This explains the recent waves of
fanaticism and vociforous call from that section of the country
for erasing the concept of secularity from the constitution in
favour of Islamic theocracv.f
So far the pressure has yielded significant results as could be
seen in the manner the Sharia is gradually eating its way into the

country's Constitution: the absorption of Nigeria into the
Organization of Islamic Conference whose charter clearly spelt
out that heads of member countries must be Muslims and the in

Nigeria's status as a secular state.
Whereas Christianity makes a clear demarcation between
state and religion, Islam treats the one as an extension of

cessant attacks on

the
the
other. Since Christianity has not provided its adherents in
Nigeria with the appropriate logistics for countering the in

sidious determination of Muslims towards Islamizing the

coun

try, Nigerians may wake up one morning to discover that the
country is already an Islamic state irrespective of the constitu
tional stipulation to the contrary.
Islamic

Concept of

Human

Rights

Before we examine the rights of Christians who are indigenes
of some states in the North that have been conducting their ad
ministration outside the constitutional framework of the country
we shall first look at the Islamic concept of human rights.
The basis of human rights in the Quran is not only ambiguous
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but

contradictory. While certain portions of the Ouran preach
equality of all men before Allah, others pitch the rights of
Muslims above those of non-adherents.
According to Sura 4.61, All mankind are one and mutual
rights must be respected". But in verse 65 of the same Sura, we
read that the lives of those who believe are sacred. If one of
them is slain by mistake, full compensation should be made.
In Sura 2.48 it is recorded that God is the God of all peoples,
whereas in Sura 3.57 Muslims are enjoined to stick together in
unity and discipline. Though there are good men and true
believers in other faiths, Mustims must be true to their own
II

brotherhood.
From the Hadith, we find these pronouncements; "Know ye
that every Muslim is a brother unto every other Muslim. It is not
legitimate for anyone of you to appropriate unto himself
anything that belongs to his brother ."5 The same Hadith prof
fers that no believer has perfectly believed until he wishes his
brother what he wishes for himself f Strictly speaking a brother
in this context means a fellow believer, a Muslim.
The more radical verses that define the rights of non-Muslims
are those found in Sura 9.5; "Kill the Idolators wherever you find
them; take them and besiege them and lie in wait for them; but if
they repent and are steadfast in prayer and give alms, let them
go their way; verily God is forgiving and merciful".
In Sura 8.55 we read: "Verily the worst beasts in the sight of
Allah are those who are obstinate infidels who will not believe"
.

There

are some verses

in the Ouran that

specifically enjoined

Muslims not to choose their friends outside their circles, par
ticularly among the Christians and Jews. From this brief survey
it is clear that human rights in Islam discriminate between the

"faithful" and "infidels". Whereas the former is entitled to pro
tection of life, property and equal treatment, the latter has no
security at all. Against him any acts of atrocities could be
directed. He could be killed, nailed or impaled on a tree, have his
Sura 5.36.
hands and legs cut off, or be driven out of the land
....

In

doing

The

so

the Muslim is

only carrying

Rights of Christians

out the mandate of Allah.

in Islamic States

Against what has been described above we can now unders
tand the predicament of christians who are indigenes of the nor-
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them states that are dominated by Muslims. As far back as
1957, Christians in the North began voicing out their fears of
religious persecutions and violations of their rights by the
Mulsims who controlled political power in the area. Mr. Bot
Gwang, the Waziri of Jos, appearing before the Constitution

Commission

minority problems in the region alleged that the
Hausa-Fulani bureaucrats had always threatened to force all the
non-Mulsims in the region into Islam. Mr. Patrick Dokotri,
Member of Parliament complained that non-Muslims were being
tried in Sharia courts against their volition."
These and similar activities were what pushed Northern Christians to agitate for the Middle Belt State. Inspite of the Commis
sion's findings which revealed these fears as genuine, the
pressure of the northernoower bloc could not allow the splitting
of the region.
on

In the education sector it is obvious that the so-called pagan
of the North moved in first under the floodlights of

areas

Western education. The policy of Lugard coupled with the
hostilities of Muslim potentates had restricted the penetration of

Christian missions into areas of Muslim preponderance.
When it dawned on the Islamic north that western education
was necessary for modern administration, a deliberate policy of
curtailment was placed on the education advancement of the
Christian zones in the region. Since permission for establishing
new schools and award of scholarships were controlled from
Kaduna, emphasis was shifted towards developing the children
of the Muslim ruling class.
In time even the schools established by Missionaries, Com
munities and Voluntary Agencies were taken over and renamed
after Muslim figures to efface all vestiges of Christian memories
on them. As the government became more fullv involved in
education programmes, the siting of schools was concentrated
in the Muslim dominated areas.
Tied up to this was the appointment into key posts like heads
of schools, Commissioners, Directors-General, Chairmen of
Boards, Secretaries to Government Corporations, Chancellors,
Vice Chancellors which as a rule must go to Muslims in direct
violation of the Constitutional provision against discrimination
on qrounds of religion,
The Free Nation, a Kaduna based News Magazine, cited
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examples of violation of christians' rights and other forms
on the basis of faith and ethnicity.
Bauchi
to
the
State has about seventy ethnic
paper,
According
groups. But out of the fourteen Commissioners appointed in

some

of discrimination in the North

1986, thirteen

were

from the Muslim Hausa-Fulani stock alone.

remaining sixty-eight groups, who were predominately
Christians, were allotted one seat. In addition, thirteen of the
The

twenty Permanent Secretaries in the State

were

from the said

two ethnic groups.

The paper also revealed that of the sixty one food contractors
secondary institutions in the State, only one was a non

for post

Muslim; while all the thirteen contractors supplying food to
government hospitals were muslirns.
Within the decade 1-976 to 1986, Bauchi State disbursed 242
small scale loans to applicants, out of which only ten
beneficiaries
award of

were

non-mulsims. The

noticed in the
heavily tilted in favour of
same was

scholarships which was
muslim students.
Before the creation of Katsina State, a similar trend was in
vogue in Kaduna State. Only two out of the sixteen Permanent
Secretaries and two of the fourteen Commissioners were from
the Christian Southern Zaria area. Of the nineteen government
hospitals in the State, only two were located in the Christian
zone, one each at Kafanchan and Saminaka. Inspite ofthis over
saturation of health care facilities in Katsina, twenty-two of the
rural hospitals were again sited in the area while the already defi
cient Southern Zaria got only two, regardless of its population

density.
Gongola State presents the same picture. Under Governor
Muhammadu Jega in 1984 eleven of the fourteen Commis
sioners

were

of the muslim Fulani stock which represents less

than fifteen per cent of the state population. As a rule all
ministerial nominees from Gongola have been from the same
ethnic group. Under Professor Jibril Aminu's tenure as Minister
of Education, eight out of the eleven persons appointed into the

Councils of Federal Universities were Fulanis.8
The same attitude was exhibited in the siting of Federal In
stitutions in the State. At the moment the southern region of
Gongola which has the heaviest population in the State and
which is predominantly christian does not know whether there is
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a

Federal Government in
In

Nigeria.

Sokoto, Katsina and Kano the situation is

Here the

disregard

generally

treated

for christians'

as

if

they do

rights

more

deplorable.

is total. Christians

are

not exist. No Christian civil ser

vant, no matter his level of erudition could aspire to the rank of a
Commissioner let alone the Secretary to the Government. Those
who work themselves to positions as Directors-General witl

eventually be frustrated and humiliated out of office.
Even the issue of filling up the Northern quota in the Federal
Civil Service, a crafty selection process which eliminates
educated Christians, has been adopted either to maintain the
false impression that the North is totally Muslim or is not having
its fair share of participation in the Federal character.
In the economic sector, since political power determines the
control and methods of production and disbursement of govern
ment resources, all economic

clusively

patronage has been going

ex

to Muslims. The result is that the economy of the area

distributorship of
petroleum, cement, steel products, textiles and virtually all fac
tories in the North are owned or managed by Muslims. This is
equally true of transportation facilities where light carrier and
heavy haulage trucks are mostly owned by Northern Muslims.
Above an, top management posts of the major financial
and

its

of

process

derivation,

namely

houses and other economic investments that draw from the tax
payers' contributions for their sustenance are all in Muslim
hands, in direct violation of Article 17/2c of the Constitution
which stipulates that lithe economic system should not be

operated

in such

wealth

its

or

a

means

manner

as

to

permit a concentration of
exchange in the hands of

of production and

few individuals or of a group"
In respect of faith, the relevant sub-section of the Constitution
guarantees the citizens of Nigeria the right to freedom of
thought, conscience and religion. This includes the liberty either
alone or in community with others, and in public or private to
manifest, and propagate their religion or belief in worship,
.

teaching, practice and observance.f
But this is a constitutional right which Christians do not enjoy
in Sokoto, Katsina, Kano and parts of Bornu and Bauchi. Chris
tians in these states suffer serious privation in respect of their
faith. While in some of these states lands and rights of occupan-
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Christians to build

worship places,
already established are often pulled down at the slightest
provocation unrelated to matters of religion.
In October 1980, several Christian churches were burnt down
in Kano for no specific reasons. Six weeks prior to the religious
insurgence in Kaduna in 1987, the Zaira Local Government
authority planned to erect a mosque in the premises of St.
granted

to

those

Michael's Church at Saban Gari Zaria. The idea was shelved on
ly after a clear message was sent by the Christian community

regarding the implication of the rnove.U'
Consequent to the religious scuffle at Kafanchan in March the
same year many Christian worship centres were incinerated. Six
churches were set ablaze in Katsina, eight in Funtua, and four
teen in Kaduna metropclis.
Zaria recorded the heaviest casualty where seventy four chur
ches were torched up, including the Chapel of Redemption,
Chapel of Salvation, the Chapel of Grace in the three Campuses
of Ahmadu Bello University Zaria and the Famous Anglican
Church at Wusasa, the oldest in Hausaland."
Following the April 22, 1990 coup, several churches

were

demolished by the Local Government authority in Birnin Kebbi,
Wurno and Sabon Birni all in Sokoto State. What made this inci
dent rather peculiar was the official involvement of state authori
ty in such acts of vandalism against Christians. More curious
was the silence of the Sultan of Sokoto Alhaji Ibrahim Dasuki
over the issue, having posed all along as an apostle of peace and

justice in Nigeria.
profess the Christian faith face
threats of physical elimination as was recently the case with the
killing of Christian tutors and students in an unprovoked Islamic
onslaughts in Bauchi State.12
In extreme

cases

those who

Towards Christian Self Assertion

Arising from this investigation is the discovery that the con
stitutional guarantee of human rights in Nigeria has been upheld
over the years in the breach than observance. Whereas this has
been the general tone throughout the country which has led to
coups and fratricidal civil war, the phenomenon has
assumed a new dimension in the North where another constitu

multiple

tion other than that of the Federal

Republic of Nigeria has

been
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competition with the national constitution.
What has given teeth to human rights violations in the North
is the sen contradictory Islamic code which portrays Allah as the
God of all nations who however prefersto deal with men only
through the narrow channel of Islam. This paradox has placed
the Muslim in a serious dilemma since he must respond to two
constitutions that have equal claims over his loyalty, the one
in

secular and the other divine. In the circumstances that which

purports to be divine in origin would naturally command more
respect, thereby granting the muslims the franchise to display
calousness towards those who are outside the Islamic faith.
Then of course is the absurdity of the Christian's docility in

responding

to his own human

rights values

that

depict life

as

sacred, yet such a sacred life could be submitted for desecra
tion, in compliance with another injunction of non-retaliation.
Besides grabbing all privileges in the states where they
dominate, muslims in the North have pressed for and acquired
than their fair shares in states where

they are in the minori
ty. In Benue, Plateau, Gongola, Kaduna, Niger and Kwara where
the muslim population is far less than the christians, it is still the
latter who are marginalized.
A kind of psychological battle has been waged against chris
tians that even when they are posted as chief executives in their
states of preponderance, they would rather enhance the undue
privileges already enjoyed by muslims than redress the situation
in favour of the poverty-ridden christian majority. Implicit in this
lack of guts to shift the table in defence of the rights of the op
pressed is the wrong orientation which restrains christians from
overt self assertion and favourable competition with their
muslim counterparts in the drive for power and wealth which
would enhance their dignity on earth.
This world renouncing posture has been responsible for chris
tian preference of poverty, misery and subhuman existence with
its resultant inferiority complex which has rendered them
vulnerable to exploitation, manipulation and abuse of their

more

rights.
In the face of all that is happening in Nigeria today Christians
in the North like their counterparts in all countries where
persecutions are directed against them will need a reinterpreta
tion of their relationship to the world in which they live so as to
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respond adequately to the challenges of modern times. Taking a
closer look at the scriptures we see Yahweh emerging not only
as the God of heaven but of the world as well. His love for the
world is such that he could not hold back Christ Jesus from suf
fering and death to redeem it.
to the scriptures has been created in the im
of God in man is his ability to show
of
God.
This
likeness
age
love and compassion towards all who bear the stamp of God's

Man, according

being.
Life has its origin and purpose in God. God alone is the giver
and sustainer of life and he alone has ultimate right over it. Being
the author of life, the same God cannot be its source of demise
on earth. Whatever works towards the destruction of life must
therefore be anti-God. On this rests the Christian stand against
acts of injustice and oppression.
The biblical witness leaves christians with no choice but com
passionate identification with the struggle for justice for the
many who suffer through their powerlessness in the hands of
tyrants and oppressors. The fear of God and compassionate in
volvement in the redemption of man from the shackles of ex
ploitation cannot be torn asunder from christian thought and
practice. This commitment shares in its own way in the search
for a more humane political arrangement that would guarantee
the rights of all men.
The concern for the dehumanised sets the christian on a com
pulsive path to resist any unjust deployment of power to the
detriment of the weaker group in the society. Christian silence
and passivity in the face of tyranny and fascism is no less a sin
before God. It is a subtle complicity in aggression.
Within the frame of our experience in Nigeria, particularly in
the Muslim dominated States where christians are victims of in
justice and denial of civic rights, any dogma that would
perpetuate such indignities is a deviation from the revealed will
of God.
In his interaction with men Jesus asserted that he came that
men may have life and have it more abundantly (John 10.10).
The abundant life on earth consists in good health, wealth,
freedom from violence, harmonious co-existence and spiritual

well-being. Any system that presents
must of necessity be resisted.

a

blockade to this

goal
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The

struggle

to

salvage christians from

their present predica
attempts, the use of force if

ment may involve among other

.

need be. This may be necessary in view of the constitution of
the opposing religious system which sanctions the use of
violence in its self assertion and conception of human rights.
With the current drift of events in the country, the Iitit for tat"
approach may eventually be the only right option that could

problems of human rights infringement in Nigeria. To
be sure, this point has been proved in Kafanchan and Ahmadu
Bello University Zaria where peace and mutual respect now
prevail consequent on christian retaliatory measures against ex
treme Islamic provocations in 1987. Until this posture is
adopted, Christians will not be able to match their Muslim
counterparts in Nigeria let alone defend their rights on parity
grounds.
solve the
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