
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



FULANI HERDSMEN’S VIOLENCE IN NIGERIA AS TERRORISM IN DISGUISE
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ABSTRACT 

Terrorism remains a major threat to Nigeria’s peace and security.
2
 The thematic preoccupation of 

this work is the Fulani herdsmen. As could be noticed that the Fulani is the cynosure of all eyes, 

this paper therefore focuses on the laws made to regulate the herdsmen unlawful act which 

threatens the occupants of the Nigeria community. It further brought into limelight the anti-

grazing law and it critics, Terrorism Prevention Act 2011, and the simple way forward using the 

constitution to simply curb deviant behaviours and illicit actions of violators of the law. 

INTRODUCTION 

The herdsmen in Nigeria are basically the Fulanis. They are nomadic herders whose history can 

be traced to the Futa Jalon Mountains of West Africa and whose primary occupation is raising 

livestock.  

The history of Fulani herdsmen in Nigeria dates back to the 13
th

 and 14
th

 centuries when they 

started migrating into Northern Nigeria from the Senegambia region. After the Uthman Dan 

Fodio Jihand, the Fulanis integrated into the Hausa ethnic group of Northern Nigeria. During the 

dry season when tsetse fly population was reduced, Fulani herdsmen began to drive their cattle to 

the middle belt zone dominated by non-Hausa groups returning to the north at the onset of the 

rainy season. 

But while managing the herd and driving cattle, cattle grazing on farmlands sometimes leads to 

destruction of crops, becoming a source of conflict between the herdsmen and farmers.
3
 

To tackle this, in 1978 Nigeria implement the land use Act
4
 which gave state or federal 

government the right to assign and lease land and also gave Nigerians the right to apply and be 

given a certificate of occupancy to have access to land. This placed the pastoral Fulani in a 

difficult position because most did not apply for lands of occupancy of their grazing routes and 

recurring trains human movement usually led to the encroachment of the properties of others. 

This has led to clashes between the herdsmen and farmers across Nigeria. 

The Fulani Herdsmen Militia siege 

There is an urgent requirement to investigate the circumstances, strategy, tactics and ultimate 

objective of the post – Pax Britannica oligarchy drawn primarily from among the descendants or 

heirs of the 1804 Uthman dan Fodio jihadist movement. It is necessary to identify their motives 

among which may be reasonably presumed the foisting of the movement’s ideology on all the 

constituent parts of modern Nigeria. To the extent that the mindless attacks of the Fulani 

herdsmen militia are targeted at communities that share dis-similar religio-ethnic views with 

theirs; also to the extent of the attacks’ deeply primordial nature our investigation becomes all 

the more important. A dis-interested outcome of our investigation is likely to reveal or locate the 

truth of our search in the interstices of history. 
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The indigenous people of Nigeria never had to engage the kind of hostile or condescending 

external forces which the Fulani jihadists unleashed on them in the 19th century. The people’s 

social conduct had been deeply marked by the historical context of their livelihood. Their pre-

European (or even pre-jihadist) contact fashioned systems of thought and standards of action and 

responsibility that were neither confrontational nor disruptive of the traditions of mutual or 

fellow feeling, of genteel conduct or of suave disposition. “Undue radicalism” or fundamental 

departure from conventional or known lifestyle, acceptable conduct or activities was alien to the 

people even as life was predictable but non-complacent. It is these hapless communities that 

were the un-sparing objects of the scurrilous attacks on them by the jihadists of the 19th century. 

What therefore we are witnessing today is a rehash of the orgy of blood-letting, killings and 

destruction visited on our people by their un-invited guests whose ancestral homeland is 

ethnographically traced to the Fouta Djallon highlands (from whence, ironically, our River Niger 

takes its source). The employment of modern supersonic warfare tools e.g. AK 47, sub-machine 

guns, grenades, fire or smoke bombs and I.E.Ds has confirmed the extant nature or condition of 

the project conceived in the twilight of the 18th century.
5
 

Even though the Fulani jihad of 1804-1810 is widely regarded as the single most important 

highlight in the spread of Islam in Nigeria, the faith had penetrated indigenous Hausa culture 

before the jihad. Traditional Hausa or Habe kings drew their authority from a syncretic blend of 

Islam and “pagan” precepts. The jihad itself reportedly arose, among other reasons, from Fulani 

opposition to the mixing of “pagan” practices with the observance of the tenets of the “true” faith 

and not as between believers against infidels. The jihadists themselves subsequently imbibed the 

culture and language of their new subjects and virtually all the previously condemned Habe 

institutions and practices found their way back into the emirates as formal practices. Thus Islam 

has remained inseparable from the indigenous Hausa culture. Fulani imperialism or 

expansionism or what some have referred to as a thirst for territorial aggrandizement or 

economic expansion has been canvassed as the main reason for the jihad, in the first place. 

Self-evidently, modern Nigeria evinces a fundamental contradiction between the political claims 

of Islam and the secular desiderata of a multi-ethnic or multi-religious state. This contradiction 

manifests as the Islamic religion’s reluctance to recognise the distinction between state and 

religion even as it views politics and all aspects of social life as a dimension or extension only of 

religious life. An under-current of Islamic opposition to a secular definition of Nigeria is visibly 

observable and is troubling indeed. The natural quest or desire of the people comprised within 

the Nigerian territory for order, restraint, mutual respect, rationality, the resolution or 

reconciliation of conflicts when they arise etc, is being rudely jolted by the unprovoked 

malevolence of a people that are suggested to be insensitive to the mores, traditions and customs 

of their host communities. From Oyo to Kwara, Ekiti, Enugu, Plateau, Anambra, Taraba, 

Adamawa, Edo, Delta, Kogi, Kaduna and Benue states, it has been a trail of blood, of deaths and 

of agony. A bemused nation has alarmingly looked on expressionless even as her leadership 

appears curiously incapacitated or unable to arrest the situation. The President’s silence in the 

matter has been deemed conspiratorial and unbecoming in the extreme. Buhari’s Minister of 

Interior, Lt. Gen. Abdulrahman Danbazau has insensitively described the violent sacking of 

many human settlements and the carnage attending thereto as a mere law and order matter. 
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Government’s insensitivity has sparked wide-spread denunciation of the government’s 

embarrassing inaction or its blatant partisanship.
6
 

Even as nomadic life is anachronistic or out of tune with modern lifestyle, official plans for 

“cattle colony” or “cattle corridor” for the Fulani and their herds will appear unduly paternalistic 

and invidious. Before now in the USA, cattle owners obtained permission from the Surveyor-

General to create cattle routes for which they paid ahead of their trespass for damages to farms or 

crops trampled upon by their rampaging cattle. Today, however, large, well-kept ranches, farm 

settlements or grazing land enclosures have taken the place of the culture of remorseless cattle 

herding or of aimless peregrination across long, uncharted distances.
7
 

In the Nigerian Army, there is a culture of compensation for damage to commercial plants and 

crops along the path of training activities. As the training area is usually very large and farmers 

hold the fallow or un-used expanse as arable land, when cadets come training and crops or farm 

produce are necessarily damaged, the army authorities pay for such damages from a pre-scient 

Budget.
8
 

The whole country is under the eerie siege of a murderous marauding ogre. There is an 

immediate requirement of official firmness or decisiveness to stamp out the menace of a group 

that has been identified by global terrorism rating organisations as the world’s third most 

dangerous and highly potent international terrorist order. President Buhari’s seeming 

indifference and the loud conspiratorial silence of his strategic ministers in the face of the violent 

attacks by an armed column of the Fulani herdsmen on sleepy farming communities have been 

reasoned as the tacit support of the government for a nation-wide forcible take-over by the Fulani 

of lush farmlands or vegetation in the wake of scientific predictions of a looming unprecedented 

severe drought condition in the Sahel in the years ahead. Further, the reluctance of the President 

to proclaim the armed Fulani herdsmen as terrorists deserving the full wrath of the law is 

worrisome as it is a violation of his constitutional oath of office respecting the requirement to 

ensure that the mass murderers of innocent Nigerians are brought to effective justice. Even as the 

President and his men enjoy immunity from prosecution while in office, they stand the risk at the 

expiration of their tenure of being subjected to world-wide international arrest warrant from the 

International Criminal Court for the gruesome atrocities that happened under their watch. 

President Buhari owes it an obligation to all Nigerian citizens to stop the killings, arrest the 

suspects and prosecute the killers in courts of competent jurisdiction. The convicts should be 

made to face the maximum penalty for their heinous crimes. The inaction of the President and 

the ineffectiveness of the security forces to curb the Fulani herdsmen scourge have placed a huge 

moral burden on the APC even as its helmsman’s non-chalant attitude to the carnage is 

threatening the chances of the party’s electoral victory in 2019. A situation in which Fulani 

herdsmen ride rough-shod on farming communities is gravely impunitous and should be resisted 

vi et armis or violently.
9
 

Anti-grazing law; solution to herdsmen attacks 
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Ekiti State Anti-Grazing law
10

 is the Prohibition of Cattle and other Ruminants Grazing in Ekiti 

State, the law states in part, that “no person shall cause or permit any cattle or other ruminants 

belonging to him or under his control to graze on any land in which the Governor has not 

designated as ranches, no cattle or other ruminants shall by any means move or graze at night 

and that cattle movement and grazing are restricted to the hours between 7:00 am and 6:00 pm”. 

Anyone caught grazing on portions of land or any farmland not allotted by government shall be 

apprehended and made to face the law. Any herdsman caught with firearms and any weapons 

whatsoever during grazing shall be charged with terrorism. Any cattle confiscated shall be taken 

to government cattle ranch at Erifun and Iworoko Ekiti community in the state. “Any farm crop 

destroyed by the activities of any apprehended herdsman shall be estimated by agricultural 

officers and the expenses of the estimate shall be borne by the culprit. “Any herdsman who 

violates any of these rules shall be imprisoned for six months without option of fine,” the speaker 

said
11

. This is a law that prohibited or banned open grazing by herdsmen as a way of tackling the 

persistence clashes between farmers and herdsmen in a state
12

. Terngu Tsegba proposed that 

such ranches should be created and managed by individuals, just like farmlands. Moses Anagend 

a first class chief said that no person’s land should be forcefully confiscated to serve as a ranch. 

“Just as the herdsmen’s economy depends on the cows, so does the farmer’s economy depends 

on the land. No one should be denied of such inheritance,” he said 

The major objective of the anti-open grazing law is to bring lasting peace between farmers and 

herders in Benue State. Anyone, who is familiar with the state in the last few years, especially 

from 2011 to 2017, must have witnessed, seen, read or heard stories of incessant clashes between 

Fulani herdsmen and farmers, and in several cases, entire communities across the state. These 

usually take a devastating toll on human lives and property. At a time, more than 13 out of the 23 

local government areas in the state were under siege. These included Guma, Makurdi, Gwer, 

Gwer West, Agatu, Tarka, Buruku, Logo, Katsina-Ala, Ukum, Gboko and Kwande. 

A report compiled by the Benue State Bureau for Local Government and Chieftaincy Affairs in 

2014 revealed that the state lost more than 500 lives and property worth more than N95bn in 10 

of these local government areas in that year’s attacks alone. All the significant houses, schools, 

hospitals and clinics as well as churches in the affected areas have been destroyed during 

herdsmen attacks. Causes of the conflict are usually over cattle grazing on farms leading to 

conflicts or criminal elements rustling cattle and leaving defenceless communities to bear 

reprisals from Fulani militia. From the Benue experience, it is clear that farming and open 

grazing cannot co-exist as a result of increasing population and increased farming activities. The 

development led several groups to demand ranching and the Samuel Ortom administration, 

which has had to grapple with the consequences of the clashes, responded by enacting the law 
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through the state House of Assembly as a permanent solution to the problem in line with 

international best practices on livestock management.
13

 

In addition, livestock farming is a business; therefore, it is the responsibility of those involved to 

secure land and establish ranches in which to raise their cattle. The anti-open grazing law makes 

provision for livestock owners to apply for land for the ranches and follow a laid down procedure 

to get the land. What the state has done is to facilitate the process of easy access to land. As I 

pointed out earlier, cattle or livestock rearing is a business whose owners have the responsibility 

of providing for their herds. Nevertheless, I believe that if those involved come together and 

liaise with the relevant authorities a better environment, in which to operate, can be provided for 

them.
14

 

Criticism of the anti-open grazing law 

The Miyetti Allah Kautal Hore has described the anti-open grazing law recently passed by Benue 

State government as a time bomb, and called on the Inspector General of Police, Ibrahim Idris, to 

protect Fulani living in the state. Addressing a press conference in Kaduna at the end of its 

North-Western region zonal meeting, the group said the law was targeted at destroying the 

means of livelihood of herdsmen, who have grazed in the Benue valley for ages. 

National President of the Association, Alhaji Abdullahi Bodejo, stressed that the anti-grazing law 

was not in the best interest of peaceful coexistence of herdsmen and other citizens of the country. 

His words: “The grazing law agenda is destroying herders’ means of livelihood and we are 

appealing for immediate intervention to save Fulani pastoralists from the total destruction of 

their means of livelihood by current trends from some state governors enacting segregational 

anti-grazing law.”
15

 

The Federal Government blamed the passage of anti-open grazing law in some states as the 

cause of the recent killings by herdsmen in some of the states. 

The government has been accused of bias in its handling of the crisis, with critics asking why 

perpetrators of the violence have not been arrested. 

Benue governor, Samuel Ortom, whose state has suffered the latest bout of bloodletting, said two 

weeks ago that he informed the federal government of planned attacks by herdsmen, yet the state 

received no protection.
16

 

The Legal framework for prevention of Terrorism 

The Terrorism Prevention Act, 2011 defines terrorism as: 

“A person who knowingly-does, attempts or threatens to do an act preparatory to or in 

furtherance of an act of terrorism; commits to do anything that is reasonably necessary to 

promote an act of terrorism; or assists or facilitates the activities of persons engaged in an act of 

terrorism, commits an offence under this Act
17

.” 
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The enactment of the Terrorism Prevention Act, 2011 generated concerns from human rights 

circles as some aspects of the Act were seen as constituting serious threats to some of the 

fundamental rights guaranteed in chapter 4 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 

1999 (as amended).
18

 

Section 32 of the TPA 2011 (as amended) vests the jurisdiction to try and punish terrorist 

offences on the Federal High Court “located in any part of Nigeria, regardless of the location 

where the offence is committed”. And as a corollary of the jurisdiction to try offenders under the 

Act, the FHC is empowered to impose sentences of varying degrees and fines to individuals 

found culpable (S. 32(2).
19

 

Relating Murder to Terrorism 

Murder is the most heinous offence against the person. The offence both from the viewpoint of 

consequences vis-à-vis sanction is disastrous. It is disastrous in view of the fact that to kill a 

person, means a complete annihilation of his existence, as well as that of the murderer, if the 

latter’s act is adjudged to be unlawful or unjustified. Life itself is a divine gift: for God has 

commanded that “you must not murder.”
20

 

It is in view of this, that the termination of life is universally acknowledged to be the function of 

the Creator Who gave it. This perhaps, explains why life is considered to be sacred and, the 

reason behind the contention whether human authorities have the competence to terminate it. The 

school of thought which supports the contention that human authority can terminate life in 

appropriate circumstances; have argued that there is no crime of homicide. By this, it is meant 

that homicide is only unlawful, where it is not justified or authorized by law. This is the purport 

of section 306 of the Criminal Code (applicable in the Southern States of Nigeria) which 

provides that “It is unlawful to kill any person unless such killing is authorized or justified by 

law.” 

This means that the sacrosanct of life, may be breached by sovereign authorities – if to do so 

would make things even i.e. (for example) that he who kills, must also be killed. The above 

assertion is enshrined in section 33 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 

wherein the right to life is protected, but may be derogated in the interests of private defence of 

any person or to protect any person from unlawful violence, or for the defence of property, or 

killing in order to effect a lawful arrest, or killing done for the purpose of suppressing riot, 

insurrection or mutiny.
21

 

A Makurdi chief magistrate court presided by Justice Isaac Ajim, Tuesday remanded a Fulani 

herdsman for open grazing and criminal conspiracy. 

The herder was also accused of causing grievous hurt, culpable homicide and illegal possession 

of firearms. 

When the case was mentioned, the Prosecutor Asp Imo Edward told the court that on the 2nd 

November, 2017 at about 07:30hrs, the DPO Logo Division received a distress call from the unit 

commander Police mobile force 13 squadron on special duty at Ayilamo that some Fulani 

herdsmen stormed Azege village shot and killed one Ortse Kwaghdoo aged 40yrs and also shot 

one Mr Akaa Hingir in the chest and he sustained serious injury. 
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He said during Police investigation, one Gambo Ibrahim Mohammad was arrested and a locally 

made pistol recovered from him. 

The prosecutor informed the court that Gambo committed an offence under section 97, 248, 222 

of the penal code Law of Benue State and section 19(7) of the Anti-Open Grazing Prohibition 

and Ranches Establishment law of Benue State 2017 punishable under section 3(1) of the 

robbery and firearms act. 

No plea was taken on a want of jurisdiction.
22

 

It is apt to note that the Fulani has violated all Laws has may be made and has proven to be a 

terrorist in disguise. The reputation of the Fulani herdsmen has been tarnished as they not only 

made the Northern Community a terrifying place to be, but also has turned their vicinity into a 

forbidden empire. 

Conclusion 

The enactment of TPA 2011 (as amended) Anti-open grazing law can be regarded as a right step. 

It is glaring that the Fulani group is a terrorist in disguise, and they are being used as an 

instrument for achieving political offices and gaining contracts. The question that struck my 

mind is that why should they always be the ones at the forefront of any terrorism attack? A look 

into the era of Former President Goodluck Jonathan brings the Boko Haram terrorism group into 

limelight. The number of lives claimed then cannot be recounted has it set so many families in 

disarray, making children orphans and leaving their spouse without a partner. 

The casualties are not only those who are dead, 

They are well out of it, 

Though they await burial by instalment 

The casualties are not only those who have lost 

Persons or property, hard as it is… 

…We are all casualties…
23

 

The issue on ground is not about hatred for any group of people, we need to learn to live together 

in peace in this country but if we must do the pilgrimage together there must be justice, fairness 

and there must be mutual respect for one another. 

If the government continues to look at the herdsmen and allowing them to be rampaging 

everywhere killing others, the way the herdsmen got their ammunition, the rest of us will also get 

it. Before we get to a state of complete disorder, government should rise up to its responsibility, 

not only to arrest offenders but conclusively prosecute them so that others will sit right.
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