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Abstract: Religious freedom is a fundamental human right that serves as a cornerstone of 

democratic governance, social justice, and peaceful coexistence in pluralistic societies. In 

Nigeria, the Constitution guarantees every citizen the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience, and religion. Despite these constitutional safeguards, concerns persist regarding 

the extent to which religious liberty is enjoyed in practice within the country's complex 

socio-political environment. This paper critically examines whether religious freedom in 

Nigeria is a lived reality or merely a constitutional ideal. Adopting a qualitative research 

design based on documentary and library sources, the study analyses constitutional 

provisions, international human rights instruments, judicial principles, and relevant 

scholarly literature on religion, governance, and human rights. The paper argues that while 

Nigeria possesses a comprehensive legal framework protecting religious freedom, 

persistent challenges such as religious intolerance, violent extremism, political 

manipulation of religion, weak institutional enforcement, and socio-economic inequalities 

continue to undermine its practical realization. At the same time, religious organisations 

have made significant contributions to education, healthcare, humanitarian services, peace 

building, and national development, demonstrating the positive role religion can play when 

religious liberty is adequately protected. The study concludes that religious freedom in 

Nigeria is neither entirely a reality nor wholly a mirage; rather, it exists within a dynamic 

tension between constitutional guarantees and socio-political realities. It recommends 

strengthening the rule of law, promoting interfaith dialogue, ensuring impartial governance, 

enhancing civic education, and encouraging responsible religious leadership as essential 

measures for safeguarding genuine religious freedom in Nigeria. 
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1. Introduction 

Religious freedom is widely acknowledged as one of 

the foundational principles of democratic governance and a 

fundamental human right essential for the protection of 

human dignity, peaceful coexistence, and social justice. It 

guarantees every individual the liberty to adopt, practice, 

manifest, change, or reject a religion or belief without 

coercion, discrimination, or persecution. As societies 

become increasingly pluralistic, the protection of religious 

freedom has assumed greater significance because it 

promotes tolerance, mutual respect, national unity, and 

sustainable development (Eze et al, 2025). Consequently, 

the extent to which a nation safeguards religious liberty has 

become an important indicator of its commitment to 

democracy, constitutionalism, and the rule of law. 

The international community has consistently affirmed 

the importance of religious freedom through several legal 

instruments. Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (1948) recognizes the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience, and religion, while Article 18 of the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) 

further guarantees every individual's freedom to profess, 

practise, observe, and disseminate religious beliefs either 

privately or publicly. These international standards have 

significantly influenced constitutional democracies across 

the world, including Nigeria, where freedom of religion is 

recognized as a fundamental right under the Constitution of 

the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999, as amended; Eze et 

al, 2026). 

Nigeria presents one of the most complex religious 

landscapes in Africa. The country is home to adherents of 

Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religion, each 

contributing significantly to national identity, cultural 

heritage, education, healthcare, humanitarian services, and 

moral development (Molokwu & Uchime, 2020; Eze & 

Molokwu, 2025). Religious organisations remain among the 

most influential institutions in Nigerian society, providing 

schools, universities, hospitals, orphanages, relief 

programmes, and community development initiatives that 

complement governmental efforts. Anameje (2026) observes 

that religion possesses enormous potential for transforming 

society by promoting justice, ethical values, and responsible 

citizenship. This positive role demonstrates that religion, 

when properly practised, contributes significantly to national 

development and social stability. 

Notwithstanding these contributions, Nigeria's 

religious diversity has also generated significant socio-

political challenges. Ethno-religious conflicts, violent 

extremism, political manipulation of religious identities, 

discriminatory practices, and hate speech continue to 

threaten peaceful coexistence in several parts of the 

country(Nwasumba et al, 2020) . In many instances, 

religious affiliation extends beyond personal conviction to 

influence political participation, public appointments, 

electoral behaviour, access to public opportunities, and 

social relationships(Molokwu & Uchime, 2025). These 

realities have raised important questions regarding the 

practical implementation of the constitutional guarantee of 

religious freedom. 

The relationship between religion and politics in 

Nigeria has therefore remained both dynamic and 

controversial. While religion has inspired peace building 

initiatives, humanitarian interventions, and national 

reconciliation efforts, it has also occasionally been exploited 

to advance sectional interests and deepen social divisions. 

Anameje (2023) argues that religion should function as an 

instrument of national integration by encouraging justice, 

peaceful coexistence, and mutual respect among diverse 

ethnic and religious communities. This perspective 

underscores the need to distinguish the constructive role of 

religion from its misuse within political and social 

processes. 

The emergence of digital communication technologies 

has further reshaped religious engagement in Nigeria. 

Religious institutions increasingly utilise digital platforms 

for evangelism, religious education, counseling, fundraising, 

and humanitarian outreach (Uchime, et al, 2024). However, 

these same technologies have facilitated the rapid 

dissemination of hate speech, misinformation, extremist 

propaganda, and inflammatory religious content capable of 

threatening national security and social harmony. Anameje 

(2023) maintains that the digital era requires greater ethical 

responsibility among religious actors to ensure that 

technological advancement strengthens rather than weakens 

peaceful coexistence. 

Although numerous studies have examined religion 

and politics in Nigeria, many have concentrated on religious 

conflicts, constitutional provisions, terrorism, or interfaith 

relations without sufficiently evaluating the gap between the 

legal guarantee of religious freedom and its practical 

enjoyment within Nigeria's contemporary socio-political 

environment. This study addresses that gap by critically 

examining whether religious freedom in Nigeria exists 

primarily as a constitutional reality or whether prevailing 

socio-political conditions have reduced it to an ideal that 

remains only partially realised. 

The study argues that Nigeria possesses an adequate 

constitutional and legal framework for protecting religious 

freedom. Nevertheless, the effective enjoyment of this right 

continues to be constrained by insecurity, political 

interference, institutional weaknesses, religious intolerance, 

socio-economic inequalities, and inadequate enforcement of 

existing laws. It is therefore contended that safeguarding 

religious freedom requires more than constitutional 

recognition; it demands ethical leadership, impartial 

governance, effective law enforcement, responsible religious 

engagement, and sustained commitment to justice and the 
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rule of law. By examining these issues, the paper contributes 

to contemporary discussions on religion, human rights, 

democratic governance, and national development in 

Nigeria. 

2. Conceptual Clarifications 

2.1 Religious Freedom 

Religious freedom is an universally recognised human 

right that guarantees every individual the liberty to embrace, 

practice, manifest, change, or reject a religion or belief 

without coercion, intimidation, discrimination, or 

persecution. It equally protects the right of individuals and 

religious communities to establish places of worship, 

organise religious activities, disseminate religious teachings, 

and participate in public life within the limits prescribed by 

law for the protection of public order, health, morality, and 

the rights of others. 

The concept extends beyond the mere absence of 

governmental restrictions. Genuine religious freedom 

requires an environment where people can exercise their 

religious convictions openly and peacefully without fear of 

violence, marginalisation, or unequal treatment. It also 

presupposes that the state remains impartial in protecting the 

rights of adherents of all religions while ensuring that no 

individual or group is disadvantaged because of religious 

affiliation. 

From a theological and sociological perspective, 

religion performs important functions in society by shaping 

moral values, promoting social cohesion, providing meaning 

to human existence, and inspiring acts of compassion and 

service. Anameje (2026) maintains that religion achieves its 

highest social relevance when it promotes justice, ethical 

responsibility, and positive transformation within society. 

This understanding suggests that the protection of religious 

freedom is not merely a legal obligation but also an essential 

condition for societal development. 

2.2 Socio-Political Environment 

The socio-political environment refers to the network 

of social, political, economic, cultural, legal, and 

institutional factors that influence relationships within a 

society. It encompasses governmental structures, public 

policies, legal institutions, security agencies, political 

behaviour, civil society organisations, economic conditions, 

cultural practices, and patterns of social interaction. These 

variables collectively determine how citizens exercise their 

rights and participate in national development. 

In Nigeria, the socio-political environment is 

characterised by ethnic diversity, religious pluralism, 

political competition, economic inequality, and regional 

differences (Eyeh, et al, 2023). These realities significantly 

influence public perception, governance, conflict 

management, and the practical enjoyment of constitutional 

rights, including freedom of religion. Consequently, 

evaluating religious freedom requires an examination not 

only of constitutional provisions but also of the broader 

social and political conditions within which those rights are 

exercised. 

2.3 Constitutionalism and Religious Freedom 

Constitutionalism refers to the principle that 

governmental authority must be exercised in accordance 

with the Constitution and the rule of law. It ensures that the 

powers of government are limited by legal provisions that 

protect the rights and freedoms of citizens. In democratic 

societies, constitutionalism promotes accountability, 

equality before the law, separation of powers, and respect 

for fundamental human rights. 

Nigeria's constitutional framework reflects these 

principles by guaranteeing freedom of religion as a 

fundamental right. Section 38 of the Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999, as amended) provides 

that every person shall be entitled to freedom of thought, 

conscience, and religion, including the freedom to change 

religion or belief and to manifest such belief through 

worship, teaching, practice, and observance. Furthermore, 

Section 10 prohibits both the Federal and State 

Governments from adopting any religion as a state religion, 

thereby affirming the religious neutrality of the Nigerian 

state. 

However, constitutional guarantees attain practical 

significance only when they are implemented fairly and 

consistently. The mere existence of legal provisions does not 

automatically ensure the enjoyment of religious liberty 

unless supported by effective institutions, impartial 

governance, and public commitment to justice and equality. 

2.4 Religious Pluralism 

Religious pluralism refers to the peaceful coexistence 

of multiple religious traditions within the same political 

community. It acknowledges religious diversity while 

affirming the equal dignity and rights of all persons 

irrespective of their beliefs. Pluralism differs from mere 

religious diversity because it requires mutual respect, 

dialogue, tolerance, and cooperation among adherents of 

different faiths. 

Nigeria exemplifies a religiously plural society in 

which Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religion 

coexist alongside numerous indigenous and minority 

religious expressions (Molokwu & uchime, 2020). This 

diversity presents opportunities for cultural enrichment, 

social cooperation, and national development. At the same 

time, it demands responsible leadership capable of 

managing differences through justice, dialogue, and respect 

for constitutional rights. 

Anameje (2023) argues that religion should strengthen 

national integration by promoting peaceful coexistence, 
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justice, and mutual respect among diverse communities. His 

position reinforces the understanding that religious 

pluralism should serve as a source of national strength rather 

than conflict. 

2.5 Human Rights and the Protection of Religious 

Liberty 

Religious freedom forms an integral part of the broader 

framework of human rights. It is closely connected with 

other fundamental freedoms, including freedom of 

expression, freedom of association, equality before the law, 

and protection against discrimination. The violation of 

religious liberty frequently undermines the enjoyment of 

these related rights, thereby weakening democratic 

governance and social stability. 

The effective protection of religious freedom therefore 

requires institutions that are independent, transparent, and 

committed to the rule of law. Governments must ensure 

equal protection for all religious communities while 

preventing discrimination, incitement to violence, and abuse 

of religious identity for political or economic purposes. 

Likewise, religious organisations have a corresponding 

responsibility to promote tolerance, respect for human 

dignity, and peaceful coexistence. 

The changing realities of contemporary African society 

have further highlighted the need to preserve values that 

encourage harmony and collective responsibility. Anameje 

(2025) observes that rapid social transformation, 

globalisation, and changing cultural orientations have 

affected traditional African values and spiritual life, making 

it increasingly important to strengthen ethical principles 

capable of sustaining peaceful interreligious relationships 

within modern society. 

3. Religious Freedom in Nigeria: Constitutional 

and Legal Framework 

The protection of religious freedom in Nigeria is 

firmly rooted in both domestic constitutional law and 

international human rights instruments. As a democratic and 

multi-religious state, Nigeria recognises that the 

preservation of religious liberty is indispensable for national 

unity, peaceful coexistence, and the promotion of 

fundamental human rights. Consequently, the legal 

framework governing religious freedom seeks to balance the 

individual's right to practise religion with the state's 

responsibility to maintain public order, security, and social 

harmony. 

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 

(1999, as amended) provides the principal legal foundation 

for religious freedom. Section 38 guarantees every person 

the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion, 

including the freedom to change one's religion or belief and 

the liberty to manifest and propagate such belief through 

worship, teaching, practice, and observance. This 

constitutional guarantee extends to both individuals and 

religious communities, affirming that religious belief is a 

matter of personal conviction that should not attract 

discrimination or coercion. 

Closely related to this provision is Section 10 of the 

Constitution, which stipulates that neither the Federal 

Government nor any State Government shall adopt any 

religion as a state religion. The inclusion of this provision 

reflects Nigeria's commitment to religious neutrality despite 

its deep religious diversity. By prohibiting the establishment 

of a state religion, the Constitution seeks to ensure equal 

recognition and protection for adherents of Christianity, 

Islam, African Traditional Religion, and other recognised 

belief systems. 

Other constitutional provisions reinforce this 

protection. Section 42 prohibits discrimination against any 

citizen on the basis of religion, ethnicity, place of origin, 

sex, or political opinion, while Sections 39 and 40 safeguard 

the freedoms of expression, peaceful assembly, and 

association. Collectively, these provisions establish an 

interrelated system of rights that enables individuals and 

religious organisations to participate freely in public life 

while contributing to national development. 

Nigeria's commitment to religious freedom is further 

strengthened through its participation in international human 

rights regimes. As a State Party to the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights, Nigeria has accepted internationally 

recognised principles that protect freedom of religion and 

conscience. The African Charter on Human and Peoples' 

Rights, which has been domesticated into Nigerian law, also 

guarantees every individual's right to profess and practise 

religion without unlawful interference. These international 

obligations reinforce the constitutional responsibility of 

government to protect religious liberty for all citizens. 

Despite these comprehensive legal protections, the 

implementation of religious freedom has often proved more 

challenging than its constitutional recognition. The existence 

of legal safeguards does not automatically translate into 

effective protection where insecurity, institutional 

weaknesses, political interference, or discriminatory 

practices persist. Brown and Treviño (2006) observe that 

ethical governance depends not merely on the existence of 

legal standards but on the consistent application of those 

standards through accountable leadership and effective 

institutions. This observation is particularly relevant to 

Nigeria, where constitutional guarantees frequently 

encounter practical socio-political obstacles. 

The judiciary occupies a central position in 

safeguarding religious freedom. Through judicial 

interpretation and constitutional review, Nigerian courts are 

expected to protect citizens against unlawful restrictions on 

religious liberty while ensuring that the exercise of religious 
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rights does not infringe upon the rights of others or threaten 

public peace. An independent judiciary therefore remains 

indispensable to the effective protection of constitutional 

freedoms. 

Religious institutions themselves also bear important 

legal and social responsibilities. While they enjoy 

constitutional protection to organise worship, establish 

educational and charitable institutions, and propagate their 

beliefs, they are equally expected to operate within the 

framework of the law by respecting the rights of others, 

promoting peaceful coexistence, and avoiding activities 

capable of inciting violence or public disorder. Anameje 

(2007) argues that active participation by members of 

religious communities should strengthen the mission of the 

Church through responsible engagement with society, 

thereby contributing to justice, peace, and the common 

good. This perspective reinforces the idea that religious 

freedom carries corresponding civic responsibilities. 

Furthermore, the relationship between religion and 

labour reflects another important dimension of religious 

liberty. Respect for human dignity, decent work, and 

workers' welfare enables individuals to fulfill both their 

civic and religious responsibilities without unnecessary 

exploitation or deprivation. Anameje (2026) contends that 

work possesses both social and spiritual significance and 

should promote the dignity of the human person while 

contributing to national development. This understanding 

suggests that a society committed to religious freedom must 

equally protect the dignity and welfare of its citizens 

through just social and economic institutions. 

The constitutional and legal framework governing 

religious freedom in Nigeria is therefore comprehensive in 

principle and comparable to international democratic 

standards. Nevertheless, the true measure of religious liberty 

lies not only in constitutional provisions but also in their 

practical implementation. The effectiveness of these legal 

guarantees ultimately depends upon ethical leadership, 

judicial independence, institutional accountability, respect 

for the rule of law, and the willingness of citizens and 

religious organisations to uphold the values of tolerance, 

justice, and peaceful coexistence. These realities provide the 

foundation for examining whether religious freedom in 

Nigeria is genuinely experienced by all citizens or whether 

significant socio-political challenges have reduced it to a 

constitutional ideal rather than an everyday reality. 

4. Religious Freedom in Nigeria's Socio-

Political Environment: Reality or Mirage? 

The discourse on religious freedom in Nigeria cannot 

be adequately understood by examining constitutional 

provisions alone. Rather, it requires an assessment of the 

extent to which constitutional guarantees are reflected in the 

everyday experiences of citizens. Although Nigeria's legal 

framework protects religious liberty, the country's socio-

political realities reveal a complex picture in which 

remarkable progress coexists with persistent challenges. 

Consequently, describing religious freedom in Nigeria as 

either entirely real or completely illusory would be an 

oversimplification. Instead, the Nigerian experience reflects 

a continuous interaction between constitutional ideals and 

practical realities. 

There is substantial evidence that religious freedom is 

genuinely exercised in many parts of Nigeria. Millions of 

Christians, Muslims, and adherents of African Traditional 

Religion freely worship, organise religious gatherings, 

establish educational institutions, own media organisations, 

undertake humanitarian activities, and openly express their 

religious convictions without state interference. Religious 

organisations remain among the largest providers of private 

education, healthcare, orphanage services, disaster relief, 

and poverty alleviation programmes in the country 

(Molokwu & uchime, 2025). Their contributions have 

complemented government efforts in promoting literacy, 

healthcare delivery, peacebuilding, and community 

development. 

The positive influence of religion extends beyond 

institutional development to the emotional and 

psychological well-being of individuals and communities. 

During periods of insecurity, economic hardship, disease 

outbreaks, and personal crises, religious institutions often 

provide counseling, spiritual encouragement, humanitarian 

assistance, and social support that strengthen resilience 

among citizens. Anameje and Ifeukwu (2026) observe that 

religion functions as an important coping mechanism for 

individuals experiencing mental stress because it offers 

hope, meaning, emotional stability, and communal support. 

This contribution demonstrates that protecting religious 

freedom equally protects an important source of 

psychological and social well-being within society. 

Religion has also served as a moral compass capable of 

influencing public ethics and responsible citizenship. Across 

different religious traditions, values such as justice, honesty, 

compassion, accountability, forgiveness, and service to 

humanity are consistently emphasised. These values possess 

enormous potential for promoting good governance and 

national development when faithfully practised. Appleby 

(2000) argues that religion possesses both constructive and 

destructive capacities depending on how religious beliefs are 

interpreted and applied within society. Consequently, 

religious freedom should be understood not merely as the 

liberty to profess one's faith but also as the opportunity to 

contribute positively to the common good. 

Despite these positive contributions, the practical 

enjoyment of religious freedom remains uneven across 

different parts of Nigeria. Religious intolerance continues to 

manifest in various forms, including discrimination, violent 

attacks, destruction of places of worship, forced 
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displacement, hate speech, and restrictions on religious 

activities in certain communities. Such incidents undermine 

public confidence in constitutional protections and create 

fear among affected populations. Marshall (2008) observes 

that the true measure of religious freedom lies in the ability 

of individuals and minority religious communities to 

exercise their rights without intimidation or unequal 

treatment. Where fear prevents the open practice of religion, 

constitutional guarantees lose much of their practical 

significance. 

Another major challenge arises from the politicisation 

of religion. Political actors occasionally exploit religious 

identities to mobilise electoral support, legitimise political 

authority, or reinforce sectional interests (Molokw & 

Uchime, 2025). Such practices deepen social divisions and 

weaken national cohesion by encouraging citizens to view 

political issues primarily through religious lenses rather than 

constitutional principles and democratic values. Brown, 

Treviño, and Harrison (2005) contend that ethical leadership 

promotes fairness, integrity, and respect for all members of 

society irrespective of their social identities. Applying this 

perspective to Nigeria suggests that political leadership 

should protect religious diversity instead of manipulating it 

for partisan advantage. 

The rise of violent extremism has equally complicated 

the discourse on religious freedom. Terrorist organisations 

and violent criminal groups have attacked places of worship, 

abducted religious leaders, displaced communities, and 

created widespread insecurity in several parts of the country. 

Under such conditions, constitutional guarantees become 

difficult to enjoy because citizens cannot freely assemble for 

worship without fear of violence. The persistence of 

insecurity therefore remains one of the greatest obstacles to 

the practical realisation of religious liberty in contemporary 

Nigeria. 

The rapid expansion of digital technology has 

introduced both opportunities and new challenges. Digital 

platforms have enabled religious organisations to reach 

global audiences through online worship services, 

theological education, humanitarian fundraising, and 

interfaith dialogue. At the same time, social media has 

facilitated the spread of misinformation, religious 

extremism, hate speech, and inflammatory messages capable 

of provoking communal conflicts. Anameje (2023) argues 

that religious engagement in the digital era should be guided 

by ethical responsibility, truthfulness, and respect for human 

dignity in order to preserve peaceful coexistence. This 

observation remains particularly relevant in an age where 

digital communication significantly influences public 

opinion and interreligious relations. 

Changing socio-cultural realities have also affected 

religious relationships within Nigeria. Urbanisation, 

globalisation, migration, economic pressures, and changing 

cultural values have transformed patterns of social 

interaction and communal life (Uchime, et al, 2021). While 

these developments have created opportunities for interfaith 

cooperation, they have equally weakened some traditional 

African values that historically encouraged communal 

solidarity, hospitality, and mutual respect. Anameje (2025) 

maintains that contemporary changes in African society 

have significantly influenced traditional values and spiritual 

orientations, thereby making it necessary to intentionally 

preserve ethical values capable of strengthening social 

harmony and peaceful coexistence. 

From another perspective, religious freedom is 

strengthened when ordinary members of religious 

communities actively participate in promoting peace, 

justice, and national development rather than leaving these 

responsibilities solely to religious leaders. Responsible civic 

engagement by the laity encourages dialogue, reconciliation, 

and community service while reducing social tensions. 

Anameje (2007) emphasises the importance of greater 

participation by lay faithful in advancing the mission of 

religious communities through responsible engagement with 

society. Such participation contributes to building trust 

across religious boundaries and strengthens democratic 

culture. 

An objective assessment therefore suggests that 

religious freedom in Nigeria is neither an absolute reality 

nor a complete mirage. Legally, the right exists and is 

constitutionally protected. Practically, however, its 

enjoyment varies depending on geographical location, 

security conditions, political climate, institutional 

effectiveness, and prevailing social attitudes. The challenge 

confronting Nigeria is therefore not primarily the absence of 

constitutional guarantees but the need to ensure their 

impartial and consistent implementation. Achieving this 

objective requires ethical governance, judicial 

independence, effective security institutions, responsible 

religious leadership, active civil society participation, and 

sustained commitment to constitutional democracy. 

Ultimately, the future of religious freedom in Nigeria 

depends upon the collective commitment of government, 

religious organisations, traditional institutions, educational 

establishments, civil society groups, and individual citizens 

to uphold justice, equality, tolerance, and the rule of law. 

Where these principles are consistently practised, religious 

diversity will become a source of national strength rather 

than division, thereby transforming constitutional promises 

into lived realities for all Nigerians. 

5. Challenges to Religious Freedom in Nigeria 

Despite Nigeria's comprehensive constitutional and 

legal provisions on religious liberty, several structural, 

political, economic, and socio-cultural factors continue to 

undermine the effective enjoyment of this fundamental 

right. These challenges reveal that the protection of religious 

freedom requires more than constitutional guarantees; it 
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demands strong institutions, responsible leadership, social 

justice, and active civic participation. 

5.1 Religious Intolerance and Extremism 

Religious intolerance remains one of the greatest 

threats to religious freedom in Nigeria. Although the 

country's major religious traditions preach peace, 

compassion, and respect for human dignity, extremist 

interpretations of religion have occasionally fuelled 

violence, discrimination, and social exclusion. In several 

communities, individuals have experienced harassment, 

destruction of places of worship, forced displacement, and 

even loss of life because of their religious identity. 

Violent extremist groups have further intensified these 

challenges through terrorism, kidnapping, attacks on 

religious institutions, and communal violence. Such 

insecurity discourages citizens from freely exercising their 

constitutional rights and weakens public confidence in 

governmental protection. Witte and Green (2012) argue that 

genuine religious freedom cannot flourish where fear and 

violence dominate public life. 

5.2 Politicisation of Religion 

Another major challenge is the persistent use of 

religion as a political instrument. During electoral 

campaigns and political appointments, religious identity is 

sometimes exploited to mobilise support, strengthen 

political alliances, or marginalise perceived opponents. 

Rather than serving as a moral guide for governance, 

religion occasionally becomes a source of political 

competition and social division. 

This politicisation undermines democratic values 

because public decisions may be perceived through religious 

considerations instead of competence, justice, and national 

interest. Ethical governance requires leaders to uphold 

constitutional principles of equality and fairness irrespective 

of religious affiliation. 

5.3 Weak Institutional Enforcement 

Although constitutional provisions protecting religious 

freedom are well established, their implementation has not 

always been consistent. Weak law enforcement, delayed 

judicial processes, selective prosecution of offenders, and 

institutional inefficiency often reduce citizens' confidence in 

the justice system. Where violations of religious rights are 

inadequately addressed, perpetrators may be encouraged to 

continue acts of intolerance with little fear of legal 

consequences. 

An independent judiciary, effective security agencies, 

and transparent public institutions remain indispensable for 

protecting religious liberty and maintaining public trust in 

democratic governance. 

5.4 Digital Media and Religious Misinformation 

 The rapid expansion of digital communication has 

transformed religious engagement in Nigeria. Churches, 

mosques, and other religious organisations increasingly 

utilise online platforms for worship, education, evangelism, 

counselling, and humanitarian outreach. While these 

developments have expanded opportunities for religious 

participation, digital platforms have also become channels 

for spreading misinformation, fake news, hate speech, and 

extremist propaganda. 

Irresponsible use of social media has contributed to 

unnecessary religious tensions by circulating unverified 

information capable of provoking violence or deepening 

existing divisions. Responsible digital communication 

therefore remains essential for promoting peaceful 

interreligious relations. 

5.5 Socio-Economic Inequality 

Economic hardship, unemployment, poverty, and 

social exclusion indirectly affect the enjoyment of religious 

freedom. Communities experiencing severe economic 

deprivation are often more vulnerable to manipulation by 

extremist groups or political actors who exploit religious 

identities for personal or ideological interests. Addressing 

socio-economic inequalities is therefore an important 

component of promoting religious harmony and national 

stability. 

5.6 Inadequate Interfaith Dialogue 

Regular dialogue among religious communities 

remains insufficient in many parts of Nigeria. The absence 

of sustained interaction often encourages stereotypes, 

mistrust, prejudice, and misinformation. Constructive 

interfaith dialogue enables religious communities to 

understand one another better, resolve misunderstandings 

peacefully, and cooperate in addressing common national 

challenges such as insecurity, poverty, corruption, and youth 

unemployment. 

6. Strategies for Strengthening Religious 

Freedom in Nigeria 

The effective protection of religious freedom requires 

coordinated efforts from government, religious institutions, 

civil society organisations, educational institutions, 

traditional rulers, the media, and citizens. The following 

strategies are essential for strengthening religious liberty 

within Nigeria's socio-political environment. 

First, government should strengthen the enforcement 

of constitutional provisions relating to freedom of religion. 

Security agencies and judicial institutions must protect all 

citizens impartially while ensuring that perpetrators of 

religious violence and discrimination are investigated and 

prosecuted without bias. 

Second, ethical leadership should be promoted at every 

level of governance. Public officials should demonstrate 
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fairness, accountability, transparency, and respect for 

constitutional principles irrespective of religious affiliation. 

Leadership founded upon justice strengthens public 

confidence and reduces religious tension within diverse 

societies. 

Third, religious leaders should intensify teachings on 

peace, tolerance, forgiveness, justice, and national unity. 

Sermons and public religious engagements should 

discourage hate speech, extremism, and discrimination 

while encouraging constructive citizenship and mutual 

respect among different religious communities. 

Fourth, educational institutions should incorporate 

peace education, civic education, constitutional studies, and 

interfaith understanding into their curricula. Young people 

should be equipped with the knowledge and values 

necessary for appreciating religious diversity and resolving 

conflicts through peaceful means. 

Fifth, government and civil society organisations 

should institutionalise regular interfaith dialogue at national, 

state, and local government levels. Such dialogue should 

move beyond ceremonial meetings to practical collaboration 

in community development, conflict prevention, 

humanitarian assistance, and youth empowerment. 

Sixth, media organisations and digital content creators 

should embrace ethical journalism and responsible 

communication by verifying information before publication 

and avoiding sensational reports capable of inciting religious 

hostility. Social media companies, policymakers, and 

religious organisations should also collaborate in addressing 

online hate speech while protecting legitimate freedom of 

expression. 

Finally, socio-economic policies aimed at reducing 

poverty, unemployment, inequality, and social exclusion 

should receive sustained governmental attention. Economic 

justice reduces the vulnerability of citizens to manipulation 

and contributes significantly to peaceful coexistence among 

diverse religious communities. 

7. Conclusion 

Religious freedom remains one of the most 

fundamental indicators of democratic governance, 

constitutionalism, and respect for human dignity. Nigeria's 

Constitution provides extensive protection for freedom of 

thought, conscience, and religion, while international human 

rights instruments reinforce the country's obligation to 

safeguard these rights for every citizen. Nevertheless, the 

realities of Nigeria's socio-political environment 

demonstrate that constitutional recognition alone does not 

automatically guarantee practical enjoyment of religious 

liberty. 

This study has shown that Nigeria occupies a unique 

position where religious freedom exists both as a 

constitutional reality and as an ongoing developmental 

challenge. Millions of Nigerians freely practise their 

religion, establish religious institutions, contribute to 

education and healthcare, and participate actively in national 

development. At the same time, religious intolerance, 

violent extremism, political manipulation, institutional 

weaknesses, socio-economic inequalities, and digital 

misinformation continue to limit the effective enjoyment of 

this constitutional right in some parts of the country. 

The paper therefore argues that the debate should not 

focus on whether religious freedom exists in Nigeria, but 

rather on the extent to which constitutional guarantees are 

translated into everyday experiences for all citizens 

irrespective of religious affiliation. Closing this gap requires 

ethical leadership, an independent judiciary, effective 

security institutions, responsible religious leadership, quality 

civic education, interfaith cooperation, and unwavering 

commitment to the rule of law. 

Ultimately, religious diversity should not be viewed as 

a source of conflict but as a valuable national asset capable 

of enriching democratic governance, strengthening national 

integration, and promoting sustainable development. Where 

justice, equality, tolerance, and constitutional values are 

consistently upheld, Nigeria can transform religious freedom 

from a constitutional promise into a practical reality enjoyed 

by every citizen. 
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