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o. Introduction: Trends of Ferocious Riots.

Frequently violent religious riots characterized Nigerian
socio-religious life during the past two decades. From the
1980 Maitatsine riots in Kano which claimed over 4,177 lives,
religious riot of 1993 at which 50 lives were
reported lost, there have been no less than fourteen religious
to the Funtua

riots.

Thus, there has been averagely

one

religious

every year. A quick survey of these riots shows not
1
their frequency, but also their ferocity.

riot

only

Although the leader of the Maitatsine sect, Muhammad
was killed during the 1980 uprising, his lieutenants
went underground, regrouped, and struck again repeatedly.
The first in Oct.
1992, took place simultaneously at
Bulunkutu near Maiduguri, Rigasa in Kaduna and parts of
Kano states resulting in over 175 deaths including some
members of the police force. They struck again in February
1984 in Jimeta, in Gongola state where about 763 casualties
were recorded. Yet again in April 1985, in Gombe in Bauchi
State, at which many people, Muslims and non-muslims alike
were
ritually killed and mosques and churches were
destroyed. The Maitatsine uprisings though an intra-Muslim
conflict (the Maitatsine group claimed to 'be a revivalist
though syncretist Islamic movement challenging certain Muslim
teachings and practices, as well shall see), appear to have
created a precedent. They not only inspired a string of
religious riots the country within a decade, but these spilt
over and resulted also in inter-religious conflicts.
The first Christian/Muslim disturbance occurred in 1986,
at Ilortn
in Kwara State, when a Christian Palm Sunday
procession which insisted on passing throuqh the Muslim
Murwa

,
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parts of the town was attacked by Muslim youths resulting in
many injuries. In Ibadan University, the same year, Muslim
students burnt the carved door of the chapel of the
Resurrection with the image of Christ on it, in protest against
the position of the cross in front of another church in the
campus which they claimed was obstructing their view when
they pray in their mosque facing Mecca. The church was built
2
long before the mosque!
The Kafanchan riots in Kaduna State in March 1987, was
the first of a series of inter-religious riots involving
Christians and Muslims during this period which assumed the
dimensions of inter-communal as well as inter-ethnic uprisings
spreading over wide areas. The religious cleavage also
followed the socio-ethnic cleavage. The Christians belonged
almost entirely to the small ethnic minority groups sandwiched
between the Muslim majority who mainly belong to the
dominant Hausa ethnic group. Thus the religious aspect of
the conflict was compounded by the ethnic and socio-political
interests involved.

3

The Bauchi riots of April

1991, fought between the ethnic

Christian minorities of the Tafawa Balewa

areas

of Bauchi

State and the dominant Hausa/Muslim community followed a
similar pattern. It quickly spread to Bauchi
the State
,

capitaJ, and resulted in the loss of hundreds of lives and the
destruction of many churches, mosques and private property
worth millions of naira. So too was the Zanga Kataf riots of
February 1992, fought between the Zan go Kataf, an ethnic
Christian
and
the
minority,
immigrant but dominant
The
Kana
Hausa/Muslim community.
religious riots of OCt.
1991 was an urban phenomenon. It began when the Muslims in
protest against the visit of a German based Christian
evangelist, Reinhard Banke, began to attack Christians and
to burn their churches and homes. Many people were killed
and the destruction caused

was

immense.

4

discernible in this string of religious
Firstly, although religious disturbances had
occurred in Nigeria in the past, they acquired greater
frequency and ferocity from the late seventies into the
eighties and nineties" Secondly, most of these violent
disturbances occurred in Northern Nigeria and almost all of
A

pattern

disturbances.
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them involved Muslims who constitute the

group in the

area.

majority religious

This is true of both the intra- and the

disturbances.
The
inter-religious
usually between the Christians and the
Muslims who constitute the two biggest and well organized
religious groups in the country. The adherents of Traditional
African Religion as a group for the most part are rarely
where
the
involved,
except
perhaps
inter-religious
disturbances follow the ethnic cleavage. Finally, most inter
religious disturbances usually develop into inter-ethnic
conflicts even where they began as a purely religious
disagreement. The reverse is also often the case; namely,

inter-religious
disturbances

some

are

socio-ethnic conflicts

under

are

often deflected and

banners.

These trends

fought out
give rise to a

inter-religious
of questions.
Why have religious disturbances
such
acquired
frequency and ferocity in the late seventies
into the eighties and nineties in Nigeria? What are the factors
which contributed to the incidences of religious riots in
Northern Nigeria? Which are the religious causes of these
conflicts, which are the socio-political, ethnic, and economic
number

causes? To what extent could these disturbances be said to be

fundamentally caused by religious factors, such as religious
intolerance, misunderstandings, or ignorance of each others
faiths? Or, are they fundamentally due to unresolved socio
political, ethnic, and economic tensions in the area? Or both?
The first part of this work will attempt to give the religio
historical and socio-political background to these religious
conflicts and disturbances in Northern Nigeria. The second
part will try to identify the religious as well as the socio
political factors responsible for the disturbance? In
conclusion, I will give recommendations which could serve as
a recipe for inter-religious peace and harmony in Nigeria.
,

2. Religio-historlcal Background to the Religious
Disturbances in Northern Nigeria
The Nigerian nation which emerged after Independence is
ethnic, linguistic and
pluralistic society in many ways
religious. There are over 250 ethnic groups, each with its
own language, culture and religion. POlitically, Nigeria was
a federation composed of three large regions: the Northern
a

-
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Region, the Western Region and the Eastern Region. Islam
Christianity had made in-roads into many areas and had
won large followers. Thus the religious map of Nigeria after
Independence showed that a larger proportion of the
population in Northern Nigeria were Muslims, the vast
majority of the people of Eastern Nigeria was Christian,
while, the two religions were roughly equally represented in
Western Nigeria. Reasons why incidences of these religious
riots were more often in Northern Nigeria, could only be seen
against the background of the religio-political history of the
and

5

area.

The Jihad of Shehu Uthman Dan Fodio 1804 to
watershed in the

Islam

was

1817, is a
religio-political history of Northern Nigeria.

first

introduced

into

Bornu

area

of

Northern

in the eleventh century, and in the Hausa states
6
between the 14th and 15th centuries.
However, until the

Nigeria
Jihad,

Islam

was

mainly the religion of the city dwellers,

notably the
areas

upper classes. The mass of the people in the rural
retained
their
traditional
The
chiefs
religion.

themsel ves for the most part were nominal Muslims. One of the
aims of the Jihad was to reform the syncretist Islam of the
Hausa states of the

7

period. The arnaziriqly successful Jihad
resulted in the founding of a Caliphate wh.cn spanned much
of the area of what is today Northern Nigeria, and beyond,
including parts of today's Niger, and Cameroon Republics.
The states that emerged after the Jihad, were theocratic
states, organized into a Caliphate which was in fact a loose
federation under the Sultan of Sokoto, usually a descendant
and successor of Uthman dan Fodio. Many of the tribal groups
which had not accepted Islam came under the rulership of the
emirates, and at best were compelled to pay tributes
according to the Islamic law and at worst were regarded as
reserves for slave raiding. Some tribal groups, however,
escaped the control of the emirate system by taking refuge in
hilly areas. This was roughly the situation in Northern
Nigeria when the Christian penetration of the area began in
the second half of the 19th century followed by the British
colonial occupation at the turn of the century.
I

The

one

fact which above others influenced the status of

Islam and its
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Northern Nigeria during the colonial period and into the post
independent Nigeria, was the promise made by Lord Lugard,
the first British colonial governor of Nigeria, to the Sultan of
Sokoto, Waziri, in 1903, after the fall of the town, to the
effect that even though the Sultan and the Emirs were to be
the
Chief
Commissioner
by
( provincial
appointed
"the
Emirs
who
are
administrator)
appointed will rule over the
people as of old time and take such taxes as are approved by
the High Commissioner; the Alkalis and Emirs will hold the
Law courts as of old
government will in no way interfere
...

with the Mohammedan

religion".

8

The statement that the

people as of old, formed
system which became the
administrative policy of the British colonial government, in
Northern Nigeria. While, the pledge that government will in
no way interfere in Islamic religion,
became the official
of
the
colonial
government which had far
religious policy
of Islam, but also the
not
on
the
status
effects
only
reaching
status of other religions in the area especially Christianity
and African Traditional Religion.
By the Indirect rule system, all the territories claimed by
the Emirs as part of their territories in pre-colonial times,
came under the emirate rule. These included not only the
dties inhabited mainly by the Muslims, but also the rural
Emirs

were

to continue to rule their

the basis of the "Indirect Rule"

areas

where

some

non-Islamized tribes lived.

These

were

to the Islamic

(Sharia) laws which operated in the
subjected
Emirates. Administratively, these were called "pagans within
the Emirates".
This effectively meant that the British
recognized the status of the tribal groups within the Emirates
as colonies of the Muslim HausajFulani rulers. They were thus
colonies within the British colonial Nigeria. The Emirs
appointed the District Heads, the village Heads, and even the
Wards Heads who were usually Muslims or had to convert to
Islam to fit in within the administrative structure. On the
other hand, Direct Rule was applied to "pagan areas" outside
the Emirates. This meant that these

areas

had their chiefs

people, who ruled their own people, and
were directly responsible to the British authorities.
Missiologically, this policy of upholding the authority of the
Fulani emirs, undoubtedly gave great prestige to Islam and
assisted in its spread as the "Pax Britannica" hastened the
drawn from their

own
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opening up of the country. To fulfil its promise that
government would not interfere in Islamic religion, all
Christian missionary work was forbidden in Muslim areas. The
expressed permission of the Emirs was needed to undertake
missionary work among pagans living in the emirates. While,
Christian missionary work was in most cases encouraged in
"pagan areas" outside the emirates. In townships which
developed around some Muslim towns like Kano, Kastina,
Sakoto, Bauchi and so forth, other religious groups were
allowed to operate only in the "Sabon Garis" (new towns)
populated mainly by immigrant workers from Southern
Nigeria. As these Southerners were for the most part
Christians, the "Sabon Garis" were easily identifiable as the
Christian parts of the towns, especially during the inter
9
religious disturbances as we shall see.
The Post-war period witnessed an increasing awareness
among the non-muslim peoples of Northern Nigeria. This
consciousness manifested itself in two different directions. On
the

one

hand, there

was

a

tendency for

some

to

become

assimilated to the dominant Hausa- Fulani culture and Islam.
On the other, there was another tendency to realize that the
common problems and interests of the non-Muslim group as a

lay in asserting themselves as a group distinct from the
dominant Hausa-Muslim group, and to assert their autonomy
and self determination. This was stimulated by a number of
whole

factors connected with the Christian Church. Young people
who had received their education in scattered mission

primary

schools in their ethnic communities, came together in such
post primary institutions as Gindri, at Church conferences,
and

the armed

planned

to

forces,

and

discussed their

provide leadership

to their

problems and
people in the bid to

free their communities from Hausa- Fulani Muslim domination.

grievances were often articulated in terms of the ethno
religious differences.
This struggle expressed itself during the struggle for
Nigerian Independence through the formation of a number of
political parties in the central belt, and the movement for the
creation on the Middle Belt State out of Northern Nigeria. The
demand was justified on religious grounds. Fears of religious
persecution and discrimination in the North by the Muslim
Their

cultural and

74

Emefie

Ikenga-Metuh

majority,

BETH 6/1:1994

claims that the Hausa-Fulani

majority had always

threatened to force all the non-Muslims in the region into
Islam after Independence, and complaints that non-Muslims
were tried in Alkali courts, were some of the reasons given to
support the demand. When the demand for the creation of the
Middle-belt State

to the Commission of

Enquiry
Allaying them set up
by the British government before Independence, it was not
granted and the situation persisted into post-independence
10
period.
The emergence of General Gowon, a Christian from one of
the minority ethnic groups in Northern Nigeria, as Head of
State of Nigeria, and the subsequent creation of states in
Nigeria constituted a turning point in Christian/Muslim
relations and the struggle for self-determination of the
minorities in Nigeria especially in the North. The process of
the creation of states which began with the creation of twelve
states out of the three regions in 1966, nineteen states in
1976, twenty-one states in 1987, reached its peak with the
division of Nigeria into of 30 states. There are now 14 states
in the south, and sixteen states in the North. Out of these
three have a substantial
sixteen states in the North,
and
have Christian governors
Christian majority and
legislatures. While five others have significant Christian
minorities. The other eight, are predominantly Muslim but
This
have sizeable
pockets of Christian communities.
arrangement has certainly solved some of the problems, but
have generated others, and in some places has exacerbated
existing ones. Muslims in now Christian controlled states
was

presented

into the Fears of Minorities and Means of

resent

the

erosion of

their

powers

and feel

threatened.

rivalry has arisen in states in which the two religious
communities appear balanced, while pockets of Christians in
Intense

Muslim controlled States feel frustrated.

importantly, the local government reforms and local
government elections of 1987, and 1990, for the first time
threatened the powers of the Emirs and the emirate system
which had traditionally provided governments at this level.
exist
now
There
overlap of powers and conflict of
between
the newly elected local government
jurisdictions
the
emirate administrations.
councils and
Many local
More

government

councils in the non-muslim ethnic communities
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under the control of non-muslims

(mainly Christians),
question the continued relevance of
emirate rule and the authority of the emirs to continue to rule
them and appoint their chiefs, village and ward heads some of
whom are Muslims and/or are non-indigenes. Many of the
religious disturbances as will be seen occurred during this
period of politico-structural changes in Nigeria, and in many
cases arose or are aggravated by issues connected with these
changes. This may partly explain the frequency and violence
characterizing these constant disturbances in Northern
Nigeria during the period.
No less important is the socio-economic background of the
disturbances.
Northern Nigeria,
traditionally, was an
stratified
and
extremely socially
polarized society. The
between
the
Hausa/Fulani ruling class and the
polarity
Hausa
whom
they conquered and ruled over, and the
ordinary
Muslim and
Non-muslim elements of the emirates,
are
the
between
the
made
compounded by
polarity
extremely rich,
up of the ruling class and the merchants, on the one hand,
and the poorer classes made up of the peasants (talakawa)
and the labouring class. Colonialism not only confirmed and
accentuated this arrangement, but also added others. The
suspicion and negative attitude to Western education and
culture by many Northern Muslims marginalized many young
Muslims in a rapidly changing and modernizing Nigerian
society. Many Muslim children of the poorer classes begin life
as Almajiris (pupils of the Koranic schools), who go about
begging to pay their Koranic teachers, and graduate from
these schools only to find that their knowledge though very
useful for their religious life, no longer fitted them for better
placement in the modern Nigerian society. They therefore end
up in many towns as unskilled labourers, hawkers, beggars,
and
These
unemployed.
easily fall prey to Islamic
fundamentalist preachers, and easily provide the fodder in
the hands of the rich political class to fuel any riot, even for
the mere promise of the opportunity to loot. The economic
recession in Nigeria brought about by the collapse in early
1980s of the price of oil which is the main sustenance of the
Nigerian economy, intensified the strain arising from this
11
socio-economic problem.
came

and
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Finally, there is the factor of the wave of fundamentalism
appeared in both Christian and Muslim circles in the
country from around the mid-seventies. In Islam in addition
to the two traditional fraternities in Nigerian Islam; Kadiriyya
and Tijaniyya, there arose a few others around this period
like the Izalatual Bidiati-wa-Ikamatul Sunati, and the Shiites
which

who have

fundamentalist and less tolerant inclinations.

more

At the extreme of this group was the Maitatsine, a syncretist,
fundamentalist and violent sect which as mentioned earlier,

unleashed the series of

devastating religious uprisings which

intermittently from the 1980 to the mid-eighties.12 On
the period also saw an increasing
the Christian side,

ran

mushrooming of fundamentalist Pentecostal and Evangelical
Churches in the country. These groups, unlike the mainllne
churches and the Aladura churches which evangelized the
country during the pre-colonial and colonial eras, are less
compromising in their attitude to inter-religious relations,
and certainly more assertive and sometimes provocative in
their evangelistic campaigns. The various ways and extent
these and other

of the

intensity
period, will
some

factors contributed

religious

to the incidents and

disturbances in

Nigeria during the
leading to

from the analysis of the events
of these disturbances and their aftermaths.
be

seen

2. Two Decades of

Religious Riots in Northern
Nigeria

The many religious riots which took place in Northern
Nigeria from the eighties into the early nineties could be
grouped in three broad categories:--

(a) Intra-Religious Disturbances: These took place mainly
between the different denominations

or

sects within Islam.

range from minor local skirmishes, like the clash
between the Izala and the Tijaniyya in Gombe, Bauchi state in

These
June

1978; to the wide scale religious uprising like the
Uprisings in the eighties.

Maitatsine

(b) There are the Inter-religious conflicts arisin� from
differences over religious matters but later spilling over and
assuming socia-ethnic dimensions. Examples in this category
T1
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could be the Kaduna riots of 1987, and the Kano riots of Oct.

1991.

(c) Inter-religious conflict which began as socio-ethnic
conflicts, but were later articulated and fought out under the
idiom of inter-religious conflicts. Typical examples are the
Bauchi riots of 1991, and the Zongo-Kataf riots of May 1992.
We shall study one example from each category. We shall try
to analyze the development of events in each case in order to
determine the casual factors of the religious unrest and the
implications for the search for peaceful inter-religious
relationship in Nigeria.
2.1. The Maitatsine Religious Riots
Between 1980 and 1985, there

-

were

1980 to 1985
five Maitatsine

inspired

riots in different part of Northem Nigeria. The first and the
most devastating occurred in Yan-Awaki Ward in Kana in Dec.

1980·. It

quelled only after the intervention of the army.
was 4,177 lives. The leader, Mohammed Murwa,
was killed and 1,673 of his followers were arrested. The
second organized by his followers who had gone underground
and
took
regrouped,
place in October 1982 almost
in
the
Bulunkutu
Ward of Maiduguri, and the
simultaneously
Wada
ward
of
Kaduna
several hundred miles
Rigassa/Tudun
About
two
lost
their
lives in these two
apart.
people
encounters. Then again in February 1984, in Dobell Ward,
JiJneta-Yola, in Gongola State, and again in Pantami ward,
Gombe in Bauchi state in April 1985. The total loss of lives in
these later two uprisings was close to 600.
Muhammad Murwa, the so called Maitatsine, was from the
was

The death toll

Kotek

tribe

in

the

inflammatory preaching

His

Cameroons.
had

already

the Islamic authorities in Kana in 1962.
Muhammed

unorthodox

and

attracted the attention of
The then emir of

Kano,
Sanusi,
imprisoned for three
and
the deposition of
thereafter
After
months,
repatriated.
the Emir, Maitatsine stealthily re-entered Kano and continued
with his preaching. And by 1973, he had built up a follower
ship of over 10,000 members. Doctrinally, Maitatsine, claimed
to be a prophet" on a par with Prophet Mohammed. This claim
78
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blasphemous

to all orthodox Muslims. The

Maitat$ine group

worship from those of the orthodox Muslim
communities. Aspects of initiation into the sect allegedly
included such horrendous practices as the mixing and
drinking of human blood and the tattooing of members.
During their uprisings, their killings had a ritualistic bent.
They would, for example, slit open their victims' throats,
gorge out their eyes, and extract their teeth.13 Another
aspect of the Maitatsine eccentricism, had to do with its
aversion to modern life especially technical gadget. For them,
it is profane to wear a wrist watch, ride a bicycle, or any
mechanically propelled vehicle. Passers-by near their praying
ground who wore any of these gadget were likely to be
had its

own

mode of

attacked.
presence of the Maitatsine group in Kano became
threatening when they began to carry arms to their preaching

The

grounds

and to evict

people

quarters in
growing numbers

in the Yan-awaki

Kana from their homes to accommodate the

membership. The state security forces intervened
large numbers of such displaced persons turned up as
refugees in either parts of the town and reported the
atrocities being perpetrated by the group in the Yan-Awaki
quarter. The encounter which followed resulted in the
casualties mentioned above. The other uprisings followed a
similar pattern.
Various explanations of the Maitatsine
have
been
given. Bala Takaya explains the
uprising
as
a
Maitatsine
socio-political
phenomenon.
uprising
to
him;
According
of their

when

a

major religious uprisings, however, it is basically
struggle, employing the mass mobilization potential of
Nigeria for the purpose. The sooner it was seen as such,
better for the purpose the understanding of the issue.14

Like all other
a

power
Islam in

the

rightly noted that the spark-off points of all these riots,
the depressed parts of the cities like Yan-awaJd,
Bulunkutu, Rigasa, Bobell etc, which he described as "the
republics of the neglected" where governmental attention and
also security surveillance is minimal. These parts of the
cities, harbour mostly the unemployed, unskilled rural
migrants, and, most significant in relation to the Maitatsine
He

were
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poor
migrant Islamic scholars struggling for
and
patronage. Both elements thus constitute part
recognition
of the reservoir of thugs ready for the employ of any 'social or

issue,

political miscreant. Who may be the powers behind the mask
who sponsor them? He opines that they could be either of two
"analytical. groups":(1) IA powerful but still a face!ess political elite group with a design to
topple the political system and shift the locus of power for its own benefit
through a major revolutionary social upheaval in a form that will appear as
an Islalic Jihad �holy war). (2) And/Or, a grottp of 'opportunistic mallams
(Islalic teachers) who because they are not patronized by the leadership of
the traditional orthodox Islam in Nigeria, feel marginalized and are
therefore critical of the system and the modern values which sustain it.
These type of Mallals adopt puri tanical fundamentalisl and radicalism as
tools and use their students and adherents as readily aobi l isable human
laterials to fOlent trouble. These Mallals could also
recruited

the first group for the

and/or
by
guise of religion.15
One

cannot

but

planned

recognize and

easily be patronized
upheaval under the

social

appreciate the

social,

and economic dimensions of the Maitatsine and other

political
religious uprisings. The fact that the these uprisings took
place "in the poorer parts of the city, and the people involved
are mainly the marginalized sectors of the community are
undeniable facts. The existence of the unpatron.iZed and
marginalized Mallams, and their influence over their followers
are

also characteristic features of the Islamic communities of

Northern

Nigeria. However, this explanation like some other
socio-political explanations of religious phenomena, appear to
underplay their religious dimension. What do we have in the
Maitatsine uprising? Is it politics using religion to achieve
essentially political. goals, or religion striving for religious
goals, using basically religious and available socia-political
means? Or is it a combination of both; a religio�political goal,
achieved through available religious and political. means. This
papet is of the opinion that the Maitatsine uprising is in fact
better explained as a failed attempt to set up a theocratic
state in accordance with accepted Islamic traditions especially
in West African Islam. In Islam, religion cannot be divorced
80
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less than five successful Jihads in West

Africa in the 18th and 19th centuries, the most successful of
which led by Uthaman Dan Fodio covered much of what, is

today's Northern Nigeria, parts of Niger, and the Cameroons
Republics. These like other revival movements in Islam had
the common objective of "a return to the pure and primitive
faith of Islam, purged of heresies and accretions". "rhis
implied the attempt to restore the original model of the Islamic
state, such as existed in the time of the Prophet and the firSt
a state in which social justice, is administered
four caliphs
16
in the light of the Sharia by God fearing rulers".
Although
Sura 4:59 of the Qu'ran enjoins believers to "obey God, and
obey the Apostle, and those charged with authority among
you", this injunction in Islamic traditions is correlated with
the ideal of "Righteousness" and need for the Sharia. The
"

-

Sharia in Islamic beliefs in the narrowest

sense

is the Islamic

code of laws. In its broadest sense, it is the total way of life
which for Muslims is best realized under an Islamic state. In
any case, devout Muslims are conscious of the fact that they
should at all times strive towards the ultimate establishment

of

Islamic state

when

situations

permit, as any other
and
second
best.
only temporary
arrangement
From the point of view of orthodox Islam as practised by
the majority of Muslims in Nigeria, the Maitatsine is a non
an

is

irreligious movement. However, there is no doubt
uprising is a religious phenomenon,
no
but
doubt,
inspired by the Islamic traditions of
syncretic
from
the
both
revivalism,
point of view of the participants,
and the religio-doctrinal traditions which inspired it. The
syncretic features of the Maitatsine movement is obvious. The
savagery and sadistic violence which it used are certainly
irreligious by every known standard. The many rituals which
characterize its practices show some influence of traditional
African religion, but grossly misunderstood and abused.
Islamic and
that

the

Maitatsine

However, there is
that he

was

revivalism.

theoretic

no

engaged
He

state.

doubt that Mohammed Murwa, believed
some form of Jihad and some form of

in

entertained the

However,

he

aspiration of setting up a
a total ignorance or

shows

misconception of the doctrinal basis and aims and objectives
of the Jihad. He was engaged not in revival of purified Islam
81
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but in the enthronement of
the fact that he
or a

was

syncretism. This is borne

under the illusion that he

substitute of the

Prophet Muhammad.

out

by

was a successor

It is

alleged that

in

copy of the Koran which he used, it is seen that he
substituted his name wherever the name of the Prophet
This
Muhammad appeared.
Islam.17 His syncretism and

is

to

orthodox

due to

ignorance

blasphemous

excesses

are

and misconceptions of Islam and other faiths with which Islam
must have to relate to in the modern Nigerian pluralist

society. This ignorance

also

explains his fundamentalism,
vacuum left by absence of
reflected knowledge of one's faith is easily made up by
fanatical adherence to and enforcement, sometimes through

intolerance and fanaticism. For the

violent means, of undiluted truths taken from the Sacred
Books often misunderstood.
The Maitatsine experience

demonstrates, the folly of aspiring to set up a theocratic state
a modern pluralist society like Nigeria, and the necessity
of inculcating sound knowledge of one's own faith and some
knowledge of the faith of other religious groups for
harmonious inter-religious relationship in a pluralist society.
in

2.2. Socio-Ethnic Religious Disturbances

The Kaduna Riots

-

Between 1976 and 1986, a number of incidents occurred
which threatened to turn the uneasy peace and suspicions
which existed between Muslims and Christians into open

conflicts

or

even

violence.

with much

Somehow,

patience,

dialogue and careful management, they were contained for
some time. First there was the demand by Muslims in 1978, for
the entrenchment of the Federal Sharia court of appeal in the
Nigerian Constitution, then the burning of a Christian

Church

building by

surreptitious

of

in

in

Kano

Nigeria

a

as

of Islamic conference (0 I C
verbal exchanges followed by

Organisation
hot

Muslims

enrolment

�

.

..

1981,

and

the

member of the
) in 1986. After

some meaningful
compromises were worked out on the Sharia
issue, which provided for a chamber in the Federal Court of
Appeal to hear appeals from the states' Sharia courts of
18
And a committee was set up to look into the 0.1. C
Appeal.
(its recommendations are yet to be made public). Violence was
some

dialogue,

some

.

82

Emefie

Ikenga-Metuh

BETH

6/1:1994

immediately averted but the tension remained. It was no
surprise therefore when a misunderstanding over some
religious matter in a College of Education Kafanchan in 1987,
erupted into an inter-religious violence which engulfed a
large part of Northern Nigeria. That it erupted in Kafanchan
is no accident, because there are other issues, notably socio
ethnic tensions involved.

Kafanchan founded in 1810, during the Jihad by one Malam
of the leaders of the Jihad,
one
is now the
headquarters of the Jamma' a emirate. However, paradoxically,

Usman,

Kafanchan today is a predominantly Christian town, since,
the
besides
dominant
immigrant Hausa/Fulani Muslim
community, only a few people from the surrounding tribes
(formerly pagan areas within the emirate) had embraced

Islam, preferring instead to embrace Christianity probably as
a symbol of protest against ages of domination and oppression
by their Hausa/Fulani Muslim overlords.

problem began on 5th March 1987, during an Open Air
Fellowship Meeting (with mounted loudspeakers) of a
Christian group, the Evangelical Church of West Atrial
(ECWA), at the College of Education in the town. The rally
was advertised with a banner hung in front of the college
premises which read "Welcome to the Jesus Campus". Giving
witness during the fellowship, one Abubakar Bello, who
allegedly recently converted from Islam to Christianity, was
said to have made a comparison between the Bible and the
The

Outran. A Muslim female student who overheard him, found
this

so

him. A
soon

odious that she went up to the rostrum and challenged
shouting match with fistcuffs ensued. Other Moslems

joined.

It

soon

developed

into

and Muslim students which left

fight spread
nine

a

a

fight between Christian

Muslim student dead. The

into the town and continued the next

people dead. Two Mosques

were

burnt and

day leaving
private

some

property destroyed.
The news spread, and by the next day, the riot spread to
the predominantly Muslim areas like Zaria, Katsina, Kano and
the state capital Kaduna. In these areas Muslim youths joined
by almajaris (Koranic pupil beggars) attacked Christians,
burnt hundreds of churches, hotels and business houses
belonging to Christians. At Wusasa, the oldest church in
Northern Nigeria, St. Bartholomew's was also burnt. The
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family home of former Head of State, Yakubu Gowan (a
Christian) was bumt, and his late father's grave was
defaced.

It took the intervention

restore order.

What

were

of the armed forces to

19

the

causes

of this

religious disturbance? What

the

religious causes, what are the non-religious causes?
To facilitate the objective assessment of the causal factors of

were

this unfortunate incident, it may be helpful to
between the remote and immediate causes of
the immediate

distinguish
the

riots.

the open-air revival
Christian student organisation in a

Apparently,
meeting organized by a
college enVironment which is multi-religious, and a testimony
which was religiously provocative.
Be that as it may, however, ordinarily, in the normal
Nigerian context, incidents such as these would not be
considered provocative. Open air religious activities, like
crusades, preachings, processions, display of banners,
posters are in common use in Nigeria by both Christians and
Muslims. Besides, the college in question was a formerly
Catholic teachers' College, now taken over by govemment and
a former college chapel still stands in the middle of the college
premises, and is still used today as a parish church. In most
Nigerian towns, loud speakers mounted on church towers or
Minarets of Mosques, or even on moving vehicles blaring out
religious propaganda at sometimes unwilling listeners are
daily experiences. Nigerians have learnt to live with these
cause

was

nuisances and to pay a deaf ear to them.
However, in the circumstances of the time and place, this
event at the College of education could certainly be construed
to be

provocative. The time period, 1987, was when the
arising from the Sharia and O. I C. questions was at
its peak. The religious temperature in the country was high
and fully charged. r.ehis tension and polarization were further
aggravated by the statement credited to Sheik Abubakar
Mohmoud Gumi, the former Grand Khadi of Northern Nigeria,
and the King Faisallaureate. According to him;
tension

.

Once you are MosIe., you cannot accept to chvose a non-JOSle. to
If Christians do not accept the Masli.
be your leader,
leadership, then Ie have to divide the country.20
....
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put the Muslim political outlook so
bluntly. However, to many Nigerian Christians, the statement
only confirmed their fears that this was the hidden agenda of
the Muslim hierarchy in Northern Nigeria. It needed only a
Few Muslims would have

minor incident such

as

College of Education

to

the Christian revival crusade in the

spark off

a

conflagration.

The socio-ethnic context, is equally indicative. Kafanchan
is a glaring example of the unease of predominantly Christian

by groups of ethnic minorities, still ruled by
immigrant Hausa/Fulani Muslim feudal lords in the post
independent Nigerian society. So that incidents such as this,
provide opportunities to these minority ethnic groups to
express their anger and frustration, and to bring their
struggle to throw off this yoke to the notice of the complacent
Nigerian public. This is borne out by the fact that once the
disturbance went outside the college campus, the religious
cleavage immediately also became a socio-ethnic cleavage, with
the Hausa/Fularu Muslims, the over lords on one side, and the
Christian ethnic minorities (the ruled on the other). In fact,
the Kafanchan disturbance, turned out to be a precedent and
inspiration to Christianized ethnic minorities in other emirates
in Northem Nigeria to rise against their Hausa/Fulani Muslim
overlords. In some cases they succeeded in expelling some
Hausa/Fulani settlers from some of their villages. Thus the
Bauchi
involved
the
religious disturbances of 1991,
areas

inhabited

small

Christianized ethnic minorities of the Tafawa Balewa local
of Bauchi state. They rebelled against the
imposed from Bauchi, and temporally succeeded
in expelling some Hausa/Fulani settlers. So, too the. Zongo
Kataf religious disturbances of 1992 was aimed at throwing off
the yoke of the emirate rule imposed from Zaria, and also went
as far as
driving away all Hausa/Fulani settlers in the
locality.
Although the feuds were fought along religio-ethnic lines,
the religious causes of the latter disturbances are more
difficult to see. For example, the incident which sparked off
the Bauchi riots was said to be the denial. to butchers, natives
of the area who are non-muslims, the right to use the same

government,
emirate rule

abbattoir

as

the Muslim butchers.

Nevertheless when the

disturbance developed, it took on an inter-Christian/Muslim
dimension. Such that the main target of the rioters were not
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mosques, but also, Christians and Muslims
from other parts of Nigeria, especially

were

19bo Christians who are known to come from Southern
Nigeria, and could be said to have no stake whatsoever in the
socia-ethnic conflict.
They were probably attacked by
elements among the rioters who saw them as not only another
Christian enemy,
and
also
by outlaws who took the
to
their
loot
opportunity
property. So it is difficult to isolate
the religious factors from the socio-ethnic and even political
and economic factors.

2.3. The Kano Riots

-

An

Inter-Religious Conflict

.

..

religious disturbance of 15th Oct. 1991, could be
possible example of a basically inter-religious
given
Muslim/Christian conflict. The dispute which sparked off the
riots was certainly religious in nature. It arose out of the
visit of a German-born preacher Rev. Reinhardt Bonke, who
was invited by a Chztetian organization, the Christ for All
Nation Ministry, to conduct a week long crusade in Kana.
Muslim protests against the crusade,
which begap with
thousands of Muslim youths who trooped out into the town to
tear up all posters, banners, and handbills advertising the
crusade, soon degenerated into burning of homes, shops, and
cars and attacking and killing of people in the "Sabon Gari"
quarters of the town inhabited by non-indigenes, most of
whom are Christians. When the police delayed in intervening,
the Christians regrouped and drove away the protesters from
the Sabon Gari quarters. The protesters then moved to other
quarters of Kano, where they indiscriminately attacked and
killed many non-indigenes, Christians and Muslims alike. At
that stage, it appeared that the riot had also assumed a socio
ethnic dimension. Thousands of non-indigenes fled to the
police and army barracks as refugees. Many who could, fled
the town. By the time the police restored order, scores of
lives had been lost, and properties worth millions of naira had
2
been destroyed.
Both Christians and Muslims blamed the government for the
misunderstanding that led to the riots. The Christians claimed
that they had obtained permission from the government to
The Kano
as

a

I

I
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hold the crusade at the Race Course

and had

grounds,

even

NSO,OOO (fifty thousand naira) deposit to secure the
venue.
They were later advised to move the venue to
St. Thomas college play ground, which they accepted to
comply with. They blamed the government for failing to stop
the Muslim protests which were publicly announced by town
criers the evening before. The Muslims on their part accused
the government for double standards. They claimed that their
application for permission to invite a South African Muslim
preacher was turned down by government and they saw no
reason why the same government would grant permission for
a Christian crusade in a predominantly Muslim city like Kano.
Government on its part explained that it turned down the
Muslim request on purely political grounds: because Nigeria

paid

then

a

had

off

cut

all

relations

with

independent observers admit that

South

African.

Some

though Rev. Bonke
had very successful crusades in other Nigerian cities, like
Lagos, Enugu, Ilorin, e. t.c; it was unwise to have permitted
the crusade in a place like Kano, which as Rev. Banke himself
in
with
B B C
an
interview
the
admitted
(British
Broadcasting Corporation) "is associated with religious
riots". This only demonstrates how tenuous and extremely
delicate religious tolerance is in Nigeria, and the need to
cultivate the attitude of fostering religious peace and harmony
among Nigerians.
even

.

3. Conclusion

-

.

.

An Evaluation.

analysis above has shown up not only some of the
religious riots which characterized the
Nigerian experience in the last two decades, but also pointed
to the importance of handling inter-religious relationships in
a pluralistic society like Nigeria with extreme care.
Religion itself is a highly emotive human phenomenon, and
need to be very carefully handled. Religions preach peace
and have served the cause of peace down through the ages,
but they have also been the cause of many wars. Thus
religion can be an instrument of peace or conflict depending
on how it is handled. The Nigerian experience is certainly a
case in point.
Up to the mid-seventies Nigerians enjoyed
relative religious tolerance and inter-religious peace. There
The

causes

of the constant
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inter-religious conflicts here and there, but
by
large, they were contained before they turned into
violent confrontations of the type we see in the late seventies
and eighties. Even attempt to interpret events that led to the
Nigerian civil war of the sixties in the idioms of inter
religious conflict were quickly dismissed by the majority of
Nigerians, and Christians and Muslims in the rest of the
country united to fight to put an end to the secessionist·
efforts of the South Eastern part of the country which was
almost completely Christian.
In the seventies however, things changed. Factors which
to
the
of
contributed
attitudes
religious intolerance
in
the
of
from the
disturbances
culminating
string
religious
late seventies into the eighties and early nineties, could be
discussed under two themes; Religious factors and Non
religious factors.
(a) The non-religious factors could be subsumed under the
terms
socio-historical and
ethno-political factors. The
creation of more states and local governments in Nigeria, from
the late sixties to the early nineties, raised hopes and
inspired some moves among the ethnic minorities of Northern
Nigeria to liberate themselves from the control of the Muslim
leadership to which they have been subjected for centuries.
were

of

course

and

Since most members of these ethnic minorities

are

Christian,

struggle often took on inter-religious overtones. The fact
that these disturbances find expression in the burning of
this

Churches and Mosques, and the statements of support issued
by Christian Council of Nigeria (CAN) and the Supreme
Council of Islam in Nigeria in support of the two conflicting
parties seem to confirm this. However, these often violent.
conflicts such

as

the

supposed Kaduna religious disturbance

of 1987, the Bauchi riots of 1991 and the Zongo Kataf of 1992,
should
be
They are
recognized for what they are.

fundamentally attempts of members of the ethnic minorities in
Northern Nigeria who are still under the emirate system to
liberate themselves from the quasi-colonial status to which
they are still subjected thirty years after the NigerIan
independence. The question is, should these ethnic minorities
continue to be in the emirate system to which they were
subjected through the rights of conquest in pr'e+colorual
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times, and/or by the policies of the colonial administration?
Should these ethnic minorities not be given the right of self
determination? Since emirates' rule is theocratic, should the
Christianized ethnic minorities continue to be under them?

fundamentally ethno-political problem, with
to
it
Various
dimensions
admittedly
religious
at
the
have
failed
to
Federal
and
state
level,
governments,
address this political problem, and by so doing have allowed
the continuing grievances to be expressed by outbursts of
is

This

a

some

_

violent disturbances in

some of the affected areas. Peace,
should
be based on justice It is most
religious peace,
difficult to convince the oppressed peoples of these ethnic

even

_

minorities to accept their situation for the sake of peace in the
face of the injustice which they suffer The question of the
_

theme among others which the much
talked about National Conference in Nigeria should address

ethnic minorities is

a

,

(b)

The

religious

factors

which

contributed

the

to

disturbances are many, There are :- (i) The differing
political philosophy of the major religions in Nigeria, Islam
and Christianity. (ti) The mutual suspicion and fear of
domination between the two religions. (iii) Mutual ignorance
of the beliefs and teachings of each others religion and
sometimes even of one's own faith. (iv) Provocative acts or
prouncements which hurt the religious sensibilities of people
of other faiths, whether they are intended or inadvertent.
(i) At the basis of the religious conflicts in Nigeria, is the
differing political philosophy of the two major religions
practised in Nigeria, Islam and Christianity. Islam in Nigeria
has not accepted the principle of a secular state, which
Christians assume had been bequeathed to the country by the
In
colonial masters.
fact, the colonial administration
governments, operated a sort of compromise arrangement.
The

emirate

continue.

rule

The

restrictions

which

Sharia

were

theocratic

was

and

courts

Sharia

allowed to operate, and the

was

law

allowed
with

to

some

strong Regional

government allowed for the Muslim control of the instruments
of power in the prevalently Muslim. Northern Nigeria. With the
creation of states however, the centre of gravity of political
At
the state level,
Muslim theocratic
shifted.
power

tendencies
mosques I

are seen in

Arabic

and

the

use

of government money to build
schools, and to subsidize

Islamic
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pilgrimages to Mecca. Christians in these states protest over
this
describing it as the use of government apparatus and
money to favour and promote one religion. At the Federal
level this tendency found expression in the attempts to
I

include the institution of tile Federal Sharia Court of Appeal
in the 1979 Constitutions of the Federal Republic of Nigeria

again during its review in 1989. Christians opposed both
the grounds that they breach the secularity of the
state.
After very heated public debate and some
Nigerian
meaningful dialogue, some compromise was worked out on the
Sharia question, which provided for a chamber in the Federal
Court of Appeal to hear appeals from the Sharia Courts of
Appeal of the states. The attempt to register Nigeria as a
member of the Organization of Islamic Conference (0. I. C )
was done stealthily by the Presidency without consultation.
Violent protests by Christians led to setting up of a committee
to advice government on the issue. The reports of the
committee have not been published but the resentment and
suspicion these attempts generated contributed to the tension
and suspicions which preciprtated some of the religious
disturbances. These events underscore the necessity of
openness and dialogue in inter-religious relationships in
pluralistic societies like Nigerian.
(ti) At the basis of Christian/Muslim conflicts in Nigeria is
the fear of domination and mutual suspicion. Muslims distrust
Westernization, including the Western system of education and
western system of government, which they see as deriving

and

moves on

.

from Christian traditions, and are but veiled attempts to
Muslims into abandoning Islam and embracing

ensnare

Christianity. They complain that many elements of the colonial
heritage like accepting Sundays and Saturdays as work free
days, the name and emblem Red Cross Society, and the
present Nigerian education system, all have strong Christian
bias, and give Christianity undue advantage. Christians on
the other hand see the Muslim persistent control of power at
I

the Federal level and the theocratic tendencies of the Federal

government, as prelude to the veiled Muslim objective to
declare Nigeria an Islamic state. Thus government initiatives
are often interpreted in the light of which of the two religious
groups they favour. This calls for care, even hanrleciness,
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and above all dialogue in the administration of public affairs
in
order
and
to
these
fears
allay
clarify
any

misunderstandings.
(iii) Suspicions and misunderstanding are often a result of
ignorance of each others beliefs. The Maitatsine religious
riots demonstrate how devastating ignorance of one's own
faith could be. Maitatsine movement claimed to be Islamic.
Yet, what it had, was a distorted form of Islam. Its ignorance
bred

form of

religious bigotry and fanaticism which led to
spared neither Christians nor Muslims.
of
other
peoples faiths often breed similar bigotry.
Ignorance
of
the
different
faiths in Nigeria do not know one
Peoples
another's faiths well enough. In Nigerian today, dialogue is
more needed than ever to open many doors closed by the
tensions that have marked (inter-religious) relations which
have resulted in two decades of religious disturbances. It is
desirable to include courses on "other peoples' faith", at
different levels in the educational system. This will make
Nigerians know about and respect other peoples' faiths and
thus lessen religious suspicions, tensions and religious
the

a

massacres

that

disturbances.

Finally, in Nigeria which has had a history of violent
religious disturbances, it is very important to avoid acts or
utterances which
could
be
provocative. Many of the
disturbances discussed above, were ignited by careless but
provocative actions which could have been avoided. The
Kafanchan disturbances, were said to have been provoked by
the testimony of a convert from Islam made over a blaring
'microphone which some Muslim students found offensive.
However, background to the riots was also the imprudent and
certainly very provocative statement credited to the former
Grand Khadi of Northern Nigeria Sheik Abubakar Mohamooud
Gumi, cited above. Similarly the Bauchi rp.Jigious riots were
said to have been provoked by derogatory remarks made by
a Muslim boy about a Christian "Suya
(barbercue). The Kano
n

riots

were

occasioned by the fact that government which had

turned down the application to invite a Muslim
preacher from South Africa, subsequently granted permission
to a Christian preacher from Germany. In a religiously

earlier

volatile place like
utterances

can

Nigeria, unguarded provocative actions or
spell disaster. For the attainment of durable
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peace, it is therefore essential to reeducate peoples attitudes
and to guide public opinion in the direction of peace. Peace

building is the responsibility of all. Everybody should master
his or her passions and actively work for the peaceful
coexistence of all in the society. Perhaps, the Kaduna
religious riots of 1987 and the subsequent losses of lives and
property could have been averted had the Christian and
Muslim students of the College of Education Kafanchan
benefitted from this education for peace and learnt to control
their passions and utterances.

ENDNOTES

Okoye, G.N. The 1991 Bauchi Religious UpriSing
Unpublished B.A. thesis, Unijos, July, 1992, p. 11.
1.

-

the

Igbo Perspective.

2. Takaya, Bala, IThe Foundations of Religious Intolerance In Nigeria, Backgrounds
for Understanding the Mai tatsine Phenomenon M, Bulletin of Eculenical Theology,

2/2:1989-3/1: 1990.
3. Nwakanla, C. "lcao of a Civilian OverthrowB, This Week: Nigeria's Authoritative
Newsmagazine, vol. 4. No. I, 30 March 1987, p. 14.
4. The Guardian Newspaper, Vol.8, no.5, 26 Oct. 1991. p.l.

5. Metuh-Ikenga,E. nReligion As Instrument of Peace In Nigeria", Religion and Peace
Nigeria, ed. by J. Olupona, lfe: 1992, p. 16.

in Multi-faith

6. Metuh-Ikenga, E. "Muslim Resistance to Missionary Penetration of Northern
Nigeria, 1857-1960: Missiological Interpretation", Mission Studies, Journal of the
lAMS 111 / 2: 1986. p. 28
.

.

I

7.

Crampton

E.P.T

..

Christianity

in Northern

Nigerian,

Zaria; 1976. p. 11.

8. Metuh-lkenga, "Moslem Resistance to Missionary Penetration

92

...

", p. 32.

Emefie

Ikenga-Metuh

BETH

6/1:1994

9. Ibid.
10. Crampton, Op.cit. p. 85
11. Takaya,

Op.cit.

p. 33.

12. Okoye. G. N. The 1991 Bauchi"

13.

Religious Uprising

••.

,

p.9.

Takaya, Op.cit. p. 37.

14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.

16. Trimingham, J.S. Influence of Islal Upon Africa, London: Longlan, 1980, p. 34.
17.

Metuh-Ikenga,

E.

-Religion

As Instrument of Peace in

18. Babarinsa, D. et Alii; ·Fire of

Religion·,

Nigeria·

p. 17.

lelslatch, March 30, 1987, p. 20.

19. Aguwa, J.C. Religious DichotolY In ligerian Po·lities, Bnugu, 1993, p. 18;
quoting Interview with Sheikh Abubakar Mahloud Gauli, Quality Magazine, 1987.

20. ligerian Standard lelspaper,.No. 5331, Wed. Oct. 16. 1991. p. 1.
21. Guardian lelspaper, No.5, 2,06i Oct. 19, 1991,

p.l.

93

