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This paper is a dispassionate analysis of the activities of the dissident militant group, the Boko Haram, 

operating in the North-Eastern part of Nigeria since 2009. An in-depth analysis into the group’s 

nefarious activities has shown the level of fear and anxiety created in the minds of Nigerians giving 

different interpretations to its existence. Is the Boko Haram a political militia created to destabilise 

Nigeria by the political opponents of the administration who lost out in previous elections? Or is the 

sect an Islamic militia formed to eliminate the Christian faith in Nigeria and turn it into an Islamic state 

or a purely terrorist group with outside support and links with groups such as A- Qaeda, Al-Shabab or 

the Islamic State? This paper is out to address these pertinent questions. Considering the security threat 

the group poses to the entire West African sub-region, the paper welcomes the creation of a joint 

African Union force to combat the group and foreign assistance where necessary. In addition, good 

governance, inter-ethnic harmony and the provision of basic amenities of life such employment 

opportunities will go a long way in curbing the Boko Haram menace in Nigeria. 

Keywords: Politics, Terrorism, Boko Haram, Nigeria. 

Introduction

One of the major challenges facing contemporary Nigeria and indeed the West African sub region and by 

extension the international community is the unfortunate rising profiles of the Boko Haram insurgents in 

Nigeria, particularly in the Northern region.1 Boko Haram, a radical violent jihadist group committed to 

the Islamization of Nigeria, a constitutionally federal secular state, has carried out the most gruesome 

killings and destruction of property never witnessed  since the end of Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970).  

Boko Haram has killed over ten thousand people, burnt and bombed many churches and mosques, 

destroyed many police stations, attacked and killed, on countless occasions members of the Nigeria 

Armed Forces and held many foreigners, women and children hostage and turned the hitherto peaceful 

North eastern region of Nigeria into cities of fear.2 According to Amnesty International and the United 

Nations Human Refugee Agency, over two million people are Internally Displaced as a result of the 

menacing activities of Boko Haram. In  early 2014  over 295 female school children in Chibok 

Government Girls Secondary School, Borno State were kidnapped,3 while in  March 2015, Boko Haram 

kidnapped 506 women and children.4 More than 78 per cent of primary, secondary and tertiary 

institutions in Borno and Yobe states have been closed. The fluid paroxysmal nature of Boko Haram 

insurgents coupled with the unmitigated attack of both Muslims and Christians and the facelessness of its 
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leaders and members have further created confusion in the minds of Nigerians that even the Government 

seems unable to unveil the real motive of the group.   

More lamentably, although successive Nigeria governments since 2009 had made avowal 

commitments and initiated diverse strategies towards tackling Boko Haram insurgency in the North East, 

this have elicited nuanced reactions, suspicions, acquisition, and counter acquisitions from Nigerians of 

different spectrum especially among the political elites who in the bid to capture power have manipulated 

the insurgency.5  In fact, even among the academic community, staggering proportions of ambiguities on 

Boko Haram abound as different scholars had examined this phenomenon from diverse prisms and 

offered conflicting analysis on the evolution and ideological underpinnings of Boko Haram.6 This study is 

germane and imperative as it modestly attempts a critical illumination and interrogation of the ideological 

props of Boko Haram insurgency from both political and religious dimensions. Understanding the 

dynamics of its pollicisation is critical in addressing the menace of Boko Haram and also in articulating 

holistic counter insurgency strategies.  

Historically, Northern Nigerian politicians are known to have unmitigated avarice for mixing politics 

with religion without taking into account the secular nature of the Nigerian state. The introductions of 

Islamic law (Sharia) in many northern states and states’ concumbinage affairs have led to many deadly 

religious violence and uprisings in the past in many Northern states.7  Few cases that may suffice here 

include; Maitatisne uprising of 1980,Usman Dan Fodio University (1982), Jimeta-Yola religious mayhem 

of 1984, Zango-Kataf Crises in Kaduna state(1992), among others.8  In these crises, militias coated in 

religious garbs have been implicated while attempting to fulfil political mandates of institutionalizing 

Sharia. Northern politicians have been averse to using religion as a tool to win cheap popularity and score 

political points. In fact, this paper is set to investigate the extent to which manipulation of politics 

necessitated the evolution and militarization of Boko Haram in contemporary Nigeria. This is against the 

backdrop that extant literature is heavily tilted toward economic issues such as poverty and deprivations 

as been the harbingers of Boko Haram. While this is plausible in the eponymous of Boko Haram, this 

paper contends that its militarization is inseparable from corrosive nature of Nigerian politics.   For 

instance, the pollicisation of Boko Haram became very imminent in the build up the 2015 General 

elections from the hitherto ruling party and the opposition party.  These unsavoury scenarios have 

negatively affected the psychology of the political leadership toward a holistic and feasible counter 

insurgency strategies and waning down international support as muffled voices on Boko Haram creates 

divergence in external support. 

Thus, this paper is divided into four sections, namely the introduction which is on-going, section two 

examines some conceptual clarifications and theoretical insights, the third section reflects on the 

evolution of Boko Haram and its activities in Nigeria since 2009, section four illuminates and interrogates 

the place of Politics and Religion in Boko Haram insurgency. The last section recommends pragmatic 

counter insurgency strategies in contemporary Nigeria. 

Conceptual Clarifications and Theoretical Framework of Analysis 

In this paper, some few key terms need to explicitly conceptualized and their meanings properly situated 

within the vortex of this paper. The terms are: Terrorism,(insurgency), Boko Haram, Politics and 

Violence. 

Terrorism lacks a generally acceptable definition. It means many things to different people. This is 

because one man’s terrorist, may be another man’s freedom fighter. Contrary to Seteolu’s view that 

terrorism is a recent phenomenon, it is rather historically, an age long term, which had been used many 

centuries ago to denote acts of violence or aggression against a constituted authority.9  The term terrorism 

is derived from a Latin word “terrere” meaning terror used to describe the systematic state of fear by 

organized group of people in a state. 

 Seteolu avers that terrorism is the “resort to violence or terror for political ends by unauthorized 

non-governmental groups in pursuit of specific goals. It is a form of political violence that challenges the 
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legitimacy and authority of the state.” 10 Stressing the view of Jackson on what terrorism is, Seteolu 

further identified four key characteristics of terrorism to include: 

a deliberate and planned strategy of political violence in pursuit of targeted goals(2) a form of 

political communication used in sending symbolic messages to targeted persons who may not necessarily 

be the victims of terror or violence but rather the audience(3) an action with the intent of causing fear, 

harassing and intimidating society in pursuit of targeted goals (4) activities targeted primarily but not 

solely at civilians targets may include the military, police, institutions and structures.11

Lalude argues that terrorism is particularly a phenomenon of negative extraordinary, extreme and 

unsettling violence usually caused by certain economic, socio-economic, cultural and political injustices 

manifest in perceived depreciation, poverty, lack, illiteracy, unemployment, denials, among others. 

The United Nations Security Council defines terrorism as:  

Criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or serious 

bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general 

public or in group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a population or compel government 

or an international organization to do or abstain from doing any act. 12

In addition, the United States of America Federal Criminal Code conceives terrorism as:  

Activities that involve violent…or life-threatening acts…that are a violation of the criminal laws 

of the United States or any State and…appears to be intended to intimidate or coerce a civilian 

population..to influence  the policy of government by intimidation or by coercion or … to affect 

the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping and… occurs 

primarily within the territorial jurisdiction of the United States. 13

Terrorism refers to threat or use of extra forms of political violence in varied degrees with the aim of 

accomplishing certain political goals. Terrorism in this paper is therefore seen as a deliberate, strategically 

articulated, planned violent acts targeted at civilians and government security personnel and institutions, 

through the use of bombs, chemical or biological weapons, machetes and guns, assassinations, kidnapping 

intended to coerce both government and civilian population and alter existing order. The aims of terrorist 

groups are to forcefully violently influence government policies usually couched in manipulated political, 

socio-economic and cultural ideologies.  More recently, religion and politics have been the major driving 

force behind 21st century Boko Haram terrorism in Nigeria. 

Insurgency in this paper which is for analytical purposes is used synonymously with terrorism 

connotes violent rebellion against a constituted authority. The aims of insurgents are to destabilise 

government, destroy institutions of governance and overthrow a constituted authority through the use of 

subversions and armed conflicts.14  Robert Tomes avers that insurgency which includes cell-networks that 

maintains secrecy, dedicated to use terror to foster insecurity among population and drives them to seek 

insurgent protections and multifaceted attempts by dissidents to undermine legitimate government 

through attacks of government and agents of government.15

Boko Haram is a concept used to describe an amalgam of highly radicalized violent driven Islamic 

militias based largely in North Eastern Nigeria. Etymologically, Boko is an Hausa word used loosely to 

mean Western education. Haram denotes forbidden, unacceptable or forbidden. The official name of this 

sect(Boko Haram) is Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad which in Arabic refers to people 

committed to the propagation of the prophets teachings and Jihad. Boko Haram in Nigeria was founded 

by Muhammed Yusuf, a Salafist radical with the determination to turn Nigeria into an Islamic state. 

Politics on the other hand globally defiles a generally acceptable definition. It connotes  different 

meanings to different people. However, in this paper, politics is seen as the authoritative allocation of 

values in the society through the legitimate use of political powers and authority acquired through a 

periodic credible election.  Politics as David Easton avers is about who gets what, when and how?16

Politics is indeed that dirty game which people play in their struggle to capture the states instrument of 

authority germane and imperative in the allocation of scare resource in the society. In Nigeria, politics 
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involve all the strategies, processes and means applied in the bid to capture, exercise, and retain political 

powers. Nigeria politics have been negatively referred to as prebendal, elitist, zero-sum riddled with 

militias, corrupt, godfathers and all the misdemeanours that characterises nascent democracy. Nigerian 

politics are rarely ideologically driven; instead religion and ethnicity have been the basis of politics.

Violence  is the process or action intended to cause serious pain or an untold suffering to an 

individual or group of individuals. It is geared towards causing total destruction of lives and properties. It 

is usually accompanied with the use of sophisticated weapons.17   Sani in his study observes that violence 

is another form of expression of conflict. He further observes that violence can either be direct or 

structural. Direct form of violence entails killing, destruction, inflicting physical injury, and/or verbal 

assault on individual or group of individuals. In other words, violence means an open encounter with a 

hostile individual or group with life threatening force with the primary aim of inflicting serious injury and 

to a greater extent leading to death. 

Theoretical Framework of Analysis 

Frustration-Aggression Theory: the Frustration-Aggression theory was propounded by Sigmund Freud 

and Dollard Dupe. Their view postulates that aggression arises as a result of frustration. When families, 

individuals and communities are troubled or enmeshed with excessive poverty, injustice, lack of good 

livelihood opportunities, discrimination, marginalization, lack of education and other basic necessities of 

life, they tend to get frustrated. This spirit of frustration often creates militant or violent laden 

consciousness among the people, especially able-bodied youth.  

Lending credence to the views of Sigmund Freud and Dollard Dupe, Ademola notes that: 

The main explanation of the Frustration-Aggression theory provides that aggression is not just 

undertaken as a natural reaction or instinct as realists and biological theorists assume but that  

it is the outcome of frustration and in a situation where the legitimate desires of an individual is 

denied either  directly or by the indirect consequence of the way the society is structured,  

the feeling of disappointment may lead such a person to express his anger through violence that 

will be directed at those he holds responsible, or people who are directly or indirectly related to 

them 18

In contemporary Nigeria, most, if not all of the existing militant organisations are made up of a large 

percentage of uneducated and unemployed people who express frustration by the existing unbalanced 

structure of governance in the Nigerian federation. For instance, the Odua Peoples’ Congress (OPC) in 

the Yoruba dominated western part of the country was formed as a separatist reactionary group to express 

the frustration of the Yoruba people following the unfortunate annulment of the June 12, 1993 

presidential election that was alleged to have been won by a Yoruba man, MKO Abiola. Since the 

formation of OPC, it had always used violent means in pursuit of objectives. In fact, this same reason 

among others have equally been given by other ethnic militia groups like the Movement for the 

Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra(MASSOB),Movement for the Emancipation of Niger 

Delta(MEND) Niger Delta Volunteer Force (NDVF) Egbesu Boys, Bakkassi Boys, among others. 19

Functionalist Theory: The functionalist doctrine holds that societies or social systems have needs that 

we can use to explain institutions and practices in terms of the functions they perform for the survival of 

the whole. Functionalist explanation is prevalent in all traditions in social science. The functionalist 

theory according to  Gboode Eric was proposed by Auguste Comte and later developed by  Talcott 

Parsons and Emile Durkheirn The major assumption of the functionalist theory holds that the society is 

made up different interacting independent parts.20  Each of these parts or sub-units has a function in 

maintaining peace and progress and security of the society as a whole. The theory also states that the 

human society as a social system have a need for stability and a need to keep all its constituents parts 

working together. 21
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Functionalism theory views societies as been made up of component parts whose interactions 

contributes to the maintenance of whole, and focus on the problems of order specifying forces that bring 

cohesion, integration and equilibrium to society. The functionalist perspective explains the difficulty in 

wielding a unified nation from the multiplicity of ethnic groups in a plural society like Nigeria. Despite 

attempts made at forging a unified country, these attempts are often thwarted because of the multiplicity 

of ethnic groups. The origins of modern functionalism can be traced to Comte, Comte maintained that all 

of the institutions beliefs, and morals of a society are interrelate as a whole and so the method of 

explaining the existence of any one item is to discover the laws which govern the coexistence of all 

phenomena.  Functionalists, particularly Talcott Parson (1902-1979) holds the view that there is a central 

value system in every society and stress the importance of political socialization which teaches 

appropriate normative expeditions and regulates the potential conflicts which is inherent in situations of 

scarce resources.22

Also, functionalists see human societies as stratified. The assumption of the theory is that function is 

a consequence, which adds to the stability of the system. A dysfunction is a consequence, which takes 

away stability from the system of social stratification thus, there are certain institutions which  among 

them include the family, the political system, economy, military which hold the peaceful functioning of 

the society. 

Although these two theories are very important to understanding the phenomenon of Boko Haram 

insurgency, the frustration-aggression theory is adopted. The relevance of this theory to this paper is that 

its basic tenets illuminate the underlying issues that are imminent in Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria. 

First are the issue of youth frustration which makes them to resorts to arm against the state and the failure 

of the state government to absorb the latent powers of the youth in development. Another critical issue in 

this theory relevant to understanding Boko Haram is the failure of government institutions to provide 

basic life-support and life-transforming mechanisms to the teaming population of North Eastern Nigeria. 

Frustration is therefore is precursor to aggressive tendencies imminent among Boko Haram insurgents.   

Unfinished History: Towards an Understanding of the Evolution of Boko Haram 

Although many scholars argue that the emergence of Boko Haram is a very recent phenomenon in Nigeria 

dating to early 2002, this when subjected to critical historical scrutiny, is really not true.23 The eponymous 

origins of Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria predates year 2002 and 2009 which have become common 

timelines in most pedestrian media analysis. On the contrary, the seed that germinated to Boko Haram 

dates to the early 1980s and 1990s.24 The official name of Boko Haram group is Jamat’atu Ahlis Sunna 

Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad’ (meaning people committed to the propagation of Prophet’s teachings and 

Jihad).25 Boko Haram is an extension of the global Islamic crusade encapsulated in the article of the 

Organization of Islamic Conference of 1969 in which the call for dogged national and international 

collaboration towards the restoration and propagation Puritanic Islamic ideas were articulated. Although 

Nigeria, a secular state joined the IOC despite its condemnation and protests, shortly after her 

membership was the country thrown into religious crises. In fact, the Maitatsine Uprising of 1980 was a 

fulfillment of the call made by the IOC.26

By the 1990s, there was increasing influence of foreign puritanical Islamic sects in Nigeria. The 

Nigeria Taliban with major foothold in Yobe, Borno, Kano, Katsina and other Northern states began 

radical proselytizing. Audio and video tapes of tension-soaked messages were distributed alongside open 

preaching , while youths and clerics were recruited. In Borno and Yobe States, Islamic education became 

the only religion thought in primary and secondary schools while Islamic literature were distributed with 

support from state governments to schools and mosques. 27

Following the return of democracy in Nigeria on the 29th of May 1999, avenues were thus created for 

politicians to manipulate religion in the bid to capture political powers. During campaigns, politicians 

hobnobbed with Islamic clerics and umma. Northern Politicians promised to reform Islam, purge it of bad 

elements, introduce Sharia and rule according the dictates and teachings of Islam, for instance, a staunch 
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Northern Nigerian politician during a Presidential Campaign was quoted to have said that he “was ready 

to die for Islam”28 Also, a former Governor of Yobe State, Bukka Abba, now a Senator, was once quoted 

to have said,…”If necessary, we are prepared to fight another civil war, we cannot be blackmailed into 

killing Sharia.”29   More lamentably,a former Governor of Zamfara State, Sani Yerima, now a Senator to 

the chagrin of many political watchers, introduced  Sharia in his state shortly after he became a governor 

following the return of civil rule in 1999. 

The formation of the sect  started in year 2000 following the emergence of a radical extreme Islamic 

preacher Late Sheik Jafaar Muhmud Adam in Maiduguri, the Capital of Borno State. Mahmud through 

persuasion gradually drew many followers including the late violent extremist Mohammed Yusuf, who 

later became more radicalized and separated from Mahmud Adam. By late 2002, Yusuf had formed a 

formidable sect in Yobe State preaching against all forms of Western values, education, governance 

structures, inequality, corruption, distortions of Islamic practices and manipulation of Islam in Nigeria 

especially by corrupt politicians.

According to Lai Muhammed, the earliest snippet of information about Boko Haram holds that: 

The group and its ideological foundation and organizational development as a movement, there is 

a loose consensus that Boko Haram is an offshoot of the Nigerian Taliban Movement that was 

first reported in media circles around 2001-02 (following the US-led NATO military campaign in 

Afghanistan), that the top leadership of the group were adherents of the Ibn Taymiyyah Sect. The 

group relocated (undertook Hijra) from Maiduguri city (capital of Borno state) to a remote 

location in Yobe state (Kanama) in 2002 to establish its own community that was governed in 

accordance with strict Islamic law and culture (Sharia). Following disagreements and clashes 

with neighboring communities over fishing rights and police action between 2003 and 2004 the 

group was dislodged from Kanama and it relocated back to Maiduguri in 2004. 30

Between 2004 and 2009, Shortly after the group was dislodged from Kanama coupled with the 

inability of government security agencies to properly arrest and prosecute members of the sect, the group 

hurriedly rearmed and relocated  to Maiduguri and established a new base called the Ibn Taymiyyah 

Masjid located around the railway area, north of Maiduguri.31 It was at this epoch that the sect gained 

much popularity among some eminent political and business heavy weights in the state who supported 

them in diverse ways. Lai Muhammed further avers that following their relocation to this new base, Boko 

Haram members: 

got financial support from within and outside Nigeria with which it set up businesses and started 

providing welfare services to the hordes of jobless, homeless and illiterate young people in 

Maiduguri. Mohammed Yusuf’s recorded and live public preaching started circulating and 

attracting wide audience during this period. With this, the group’s membership grew 

astronomically and the profile of its leader (Mohammed Yusuf) increased to the extent that he 

was included in the Borno state committee of clerics following the introduction of Sharia Law.32

Following the build up to the 2007 general election, Boko Haram was greatly mobilized and relied 

upon by some Northern politicians in order to capture power. The large concentration of able bodied 

youth and its widespread nature across many Borno and Yobe states communities made Boko Haram a 

veritable rallying point for politicians. In fact, some eminent  Boko Haram members were offered 

outstanding political appointments in Borno and Yobe States prior to 2009. 

A known senior member of Boko Haram, Late Boju Foi, was actually appointed a commissioner 

by former Governor Ali Modu Sheriff. This marked official and unofficial connections between 

the group and influential politicians and government functionaries that facilitated the flow of 

patronage, financial resources and immunity from police prosecution for Mohammed Yusuf 

(whenever he was arrested, he was promptly released based on intervention by influential 

politicians).33
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However, shortly after the 2007 elections, problems emerged which later helped to shape the 

radicalization and proliferation of Boko Haram insurgents. First, the politicians who had promised prior to 

the elections to provide basic incentives like financial and material resources to Boko Haram members to 

facilitate the actualization of their ideology reneged on their promises. The inability of the politicians to 

keep to their promise of monthly salary to the members angered them and the insurgents reacted severally 

by attacking security agents.34

Another major issue that compounded the dilemma of the Boko Haram members was the 

introduction of Crash Helmet and the subsequent enforcement across the nation that followed. Boko 

Haram members who had no crash helmet were arrested and their motor cycles seized. This unsavoury 

scenario angered them the more. In fact, they saw the forceful introduction of motor cycle crash helmet as 

another display of injustice and oppression from western democratic ideas in Nigeria which remains an 

anathema to Islamic injunction.35

It was the violent counter reactions by Boko Haram against the impounding of their motor cycles by 

members of the Nigeria Police Force that triggered the wave of July 2009 Boko Haram violence in Borno 

state led by the sect leader Muhammed Yusuf. The effect of this confrontation was gargantuan. 

Muhammed observes that it led to the: 

massacre of over a dozen police officers in July 2009. This triggered a large-scale security 

operation as ordered by President Yar’Adua in Borno, Yobe and Bauchi states. It is estimated that 

over 1000 suspected Boko Haram members were killed or summarily executed by security forces, 

including Mohammed Yusuf and his in-laws in this operation. In the aftermath of this crack 

down, some members of Boko Haram leadership escaped and regrouped outside Nigeria, and 

linked up with other Salafist groups in the Sahel.36

Since 2009, Boko Haram has grown in size, proportion and strategy. The apogee of Boko Haram 

insurgents in Nigeria was the abduction of over 270 school girls in Chibok Government Girls Secondary 

School in Borno, North east Nigeria. Apart from this, it has intensified its strategy of hit and run to the 

use of suicide bombers, poisoning of water and recently declared allegiance to the dreaded Islamic State 

of Syria and Iraq(ISISL) terrorist in Middle East.  It has also gone transnational as the insurgents have 

attacked innocent civilians in neighbouring countries of Chad, Niger and Cameroon. 

Doing Evil so That Good May Come? Interrogating the Politicization of Boko Haram  

Insurgency in Nigeria 

The genesis of Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria and its paroxysmal fluidity has further created lacunae 

in the understanding of psychology of this violent phenomenon. This is primarily due to both the internal 

and external dynamics that underscored its emergence in Nigeria. Thus, to what extent is Boko Haram 

Islamic ideology justifiable in the light of true Islam?  Or is Boko Haram a political ploy by some 

politicians to wrestle power? And if so, how can we demonstrate the contours of the politicizing of Boko 

Haram since its emergence? These posers and other inter-related web of issues constitute the crux of this 

section.

Religion and politics have been identified by scholars to have been the fundamental driving factors 

of terrorism worldwide.37 The narratives in Nigeria remain largely the same.38 The activities of Boko 

Haram since 2009 seem to confirm this line of thought. Boko Haram philosophy as enunciated by 

Muhammed Yusuf in anchored upon advancing the course and practice of “pure” Islam.39  One of the 

dominant narratives in literature has been that linking Boko Haram as a purely religious driven 

insurgency. Boko Haram is thus seen as an Islamic sect committed to achieving a global Islamic agenda 

in Nigeria. Reasons adduced for this are  legion and value laden.  First advocates of this school of thought 

believe that Northern Nigeria Muslim politicians are responsible for the proliferation of militias groups in 

this region including Boko Haram. Since the return of democracy in 1999, avowal commitments and 

public pronouncements have been made in several Northern states towards the institutionalization of 
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outright Islamic Law(Shariah) in the nineteen northern states. This reached a crescendo in 2000 when 

Zamfara state adopted Sharia despite a large concentration of Christians. 

Besides, analysts have also argued that Boko Haram emerged in order to fulfill the failed promises of 

the Northern Muslim politicians who had hitherto promised the masses including popular Clerics that 

once they get to power, they will reform Islam and ensure that Shariah is mandatorily introduced. 

However, upon electoral victory, some of these politicians have reneged on their promises.40

Boko Haram is in fact, a religious Islamic militant group working in collaboration with other global 

jihadist movements such as Al-Queada and Al-Shaabab to Islamise the whole world, demonstrate 

solidarity for the Palestinians in Middle East, and establish an Islamic Caliphate in Nigeria. This 

perspective is given further fecundity with the clear evidence of unwarranted attacks against Christians 

especially Churches in the North East which had several been bombed. Muhammed further avers that: 

Boko Haram is, in part, a reaction to the cynical game of politicians who mobilized 

religious sentiments in the interest of their political ambitions. By posing as campaigners 

of Islamic renewal, they have discredited themselves,… by declaring that their states 

must be run according to the divine laws,… no prominent muslim had dared to confront 

religious leaders by suggesting that the shariah laws passed between 2000 and 2002 be 

scrapped. This makes it difficult for the Islamic establishment to denounce Boko Haram 

who are simply demanding what the politicians promised but failed 41

In addition to this, majority of the Boko Haram adherents are Muslims while its ideology and 

ultimate goals are within the radars of Islam. This scenario has created muffled voices among Nigerians 

on how best to address the menace of Boko Haram. 

Boko Haram since 2009 has openly declared war against the Nigerian state, its institutions, 

politicians and citizens alike. Boko Haram stands against the state because of the inadequacies of the state 

manifest in its autocratic and corrupt nature. It is within paradigm that it justifies its claim that it is 

forbidden or sinful (Haram) for true followers of the Prophet to subsist under a corrupt political 

leadership. As a result, Boko Haram had attacked and continues to attack symbols of state authority in 

Nigeria such as the Police, Prison, Army, Postal agencies, Schools, Hospitals among others.  For citizens 

who are still interested in been under Nigeria state, Boko Haram have bombed and ceaselessly beheaded 

them with the notion that they are carrying out the ultimate role of the Prophet with rewards in paradise 

for them. For instance, in early 2015, Amnesty International reported that “at least 2000 women and girls 

have been abducted by Boko Haram while 5,500 civilians have been killed as it rampages across the 

North east Nigeria in 2014 and early 2015.” 42

Strategically, Boko Haram in the build up to the 2015 general election in Nigeria became a highly 

politicized issue. Instead of finding a common solution, political leaders and unfortunately many 

followers were sharply divided across ethnic, political and religious lines on the phenomenon of Boko 

Haram. The effects of this on innocent citizens and national security were catastrophic as every Boko 

Haram attack became an object of political propaganda and horse trading. 

The most virulent and vocal parties to this were the defeated People Democratic Party(PDP) led by 

the then President, Dr Goodluck  Ebele Jonathan, a Christian from the Southern part of Nigeria and the 

opposition party All Progressive Change(APC) which until recently was predominantly a Northern grass 

root oriented  political party.PDP and APC politicians bitterly accused each other of sponsoring the Boko 

Haram insurgency. Lai Muhammed the APC Spokesman avers that:  

since the formation of our party the APC, our political opponents have strenuously tried but failed 

to misinform Nigeria and the International community that the APC is linked to Boko Haram 

claiming our actions and body language supports or sympathizes with Boko Haram. Successive 

events prove these to be hollow…it is our political opponents(PDP) who are playing a Boko 

Haram Poker game.”43

The APC reasons for labeling PDP as sponsors of Boko Haram arises from the both internal and 

external dynamics. Internally, the then President Goodluck Jonathan led PDP was blamed by the then 



Godwin A. Vaaseh 411

opposition APC on the ground that President Jonathan had publicly declared that he knew Boko Haram 

sponsors..that he even dines and eats with them as some are in his government. What is more, the 

damming revelation by the Australian negotiator, Stephen Davies, hired by the government to negotiate 

the release of the Chibok girls further compounded the commitment of the government to the fight against 

terror. Davies revealed, to the chagrin of many that Boko Haram are nestled in the PDP and President 

Jonathan's government. He specifically mentioned former governor of Borno State, Ali Modu Sheriff and 

a former Chief of Army Staff, Lt. General Ihejirika as sponsors of Boko Haram within the Jonathan 

Government.44

In addition, the opposition party and many Northern Muslim politicians blamed the Christian led 

government of Jonathan for politicking Boko Haram.  They argue that Jonathan used Boko Haram as a 

political propaganda, a means to win cheap international solidarity and solidarity  germane in retaining 

power in 2015. Furthermore, the defeated Jonathan administration was blamed for politicizing Boko 

Haram in order to perfect a conduit pipe for siphoning monies in terms of outrageous overbloated defense 

budgets and award of contracts to political cronies. 

Besides, APC accused PDP for using Boko Haram  crises, particularly the “Bring back our girls” 

campaigns as a convenient strategy to blackmail, malign and harangue the opposition groups. This was 

further compounded by the declaration of state of emergencies in some Northern states. These northern 

states were APC controlled states. 

Some Major Cases of Boko Haram Attacks in Nigeria 

Since 2009, Boko Haram insurgents have carried out countless number of gruesome attacks on innocent 

citizens and foreigners alike in Nigeria.  More remarkable in the annals of terrorism in Nigeria was that of  

July 26, 2009 attack in Bauchi. The Bauchi episode was so devastating that it led to the death of over one 

thousand people and destruction of property valued at over 4 billion Naira. In addition, the July 26th Boko 

Haram attack lasted for seven days and violently spread to other Northern states of Kano and Yobe. 

Government security operatives especially members of the Nigeria Police Force were particularly targeted 

and attacked.  More than 31 police stations were attacked and numerous officers were wounded. 

Also, on the March 13, 2010, members of the Boko Haram insurgents attacked churches and Markets 

in Plateau state killing about 300 people with 1000 injured and over five thousand people internally 

displaced. Similarly on December 24th  and 28 2010, both Jos  and Maiduguri towns were bombed with a 

reported death toll of 250 people. These twin coordinated attacks were targeted at Christians who were 

celebrating the 2010 Christmas feast.  

Another high profile attack and intimidation of innocent citizens was perpetrated August 26 2011 in 

Abuja, the Federal Capital Territory of Nigeria.  This time, it was the United Nations Organization’s (UN) 

office in Abuja that was bombed.  This attack culminated to the death of about 27 people with over 70 

others injured. More lamentably, on January 5th, 6th and 20th, boko haram attacked different churches in 

Gombe, Yola and Bauchi leaving over 500 people dead.  

In early 2014, Boko Haram made international headlines when they in a commando style abducted 

over 290 school girls of Chibok Girls' Secondary School in Borno State. Since then, the insurgents have 

made ceaseless attacks on Nigeria. 

In 2015 alone, newspaper reports claim that over 20000 people including soldiers and police men 

were killed and over 60000 other injured. In fact there are currently an estimated 250 Internally Displaced 

Persons(IDPs) camps in different parts of Northern Nigeria harboring people displaced by Boko Haram 

insurgency.45

Building Sustainable Counter Insurgency Strategy in Nigeria: Some Recommendations   

Counter terrorism involves the cumulus of strategies that have to defeat, disrupt and prevent the 

emergence of insurgent and their nefarious attacks. Sustainable counter insurgency means the various 
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processes that inhibit the growth, development and succession operation of insurgents or terrorist in a 

given human society over a period of time.46 Sustainable counter insurgency strategies do not only 

involve immediate military response to deterring and preventing insurgent operations but also involves 

the long term plans or initiatives that ensure that even after an insurgent has been rooted out or eliminated 

from a given place that it does not re-emerge after the military had restored peace and left. Counter

insurgency or terrorism operations include the offensive and defensive measures taken to prevent, deter, 

preempt, and respond to terrorism.47 More aptly, counter terrorism is anchored on four main pillars, 

namely; prevent individuals from turning to insurgents, protect citizens and infrastructure by reducing 

vulnerability to attacks, pursue, which involve the drive to investigate and disrupt support networks and 

respond by managing or minimizing the consequences of insurgent attacks in a given human society. This 

therefore makes effective and practical counter insurgency a daunting task to government security 

agencies worldwide.  

In fact, every insurgency oriented conflict is environmentally determined and unique in diverse 

ways. Thu, copying verbatim, counter insurgency strategies from other countries may not be feasible in 

Nigeria. Perhaps, this partly explains why Nigeria has not been winning the war on terror since the 

emergence of Boko Haram insurgency in 2009.48 Arising from this therefore, this section adduce a  way 

forward for the fight against insurgents in contemporary Nigeria 

First, the ongoing Multinational Joint Military Operations led by Nigeria and other members of the 

Lake Chad Basin is apt and commendable. Judging by the ongoing proliferation of Boko Haram cell 

networks into Chad, Cameroon and Niger Republic, it is imperative that a pool of military resources are 

strategically mobilized and clear cut mandates and roles among participating nations clearly defined to 

help flush these insurgents out of the Sub-region.  

In addition, the Joint Multinational Military Task Force must ensure that adequate priority is given to 

intelligence gathering and sharing. This is critical in identifying Boko Haram sponsors, recruiters and 

training grounds within the sub region. Furthermore, the local communities must be integrated and 

properly educated on how to gather and manage security information. This will help prevent half-truth 

and unverifiable information which may be filtered to the security teams.  

Although the role of Civilian Joint Task Force has been quite commendable in the fight against 

insurgents in the North East, their limitations must also be identified and critically reconsidered by the 

Nigeria government in the ongoing campaign against terror/insurgents in Nigeria. First, members of 

Civilian Joint Task Force(C-JTF), lack requisite military training on how to fight insurgents or respond to 

combats from insurgents. There are reports of lack of coordination and human rights violations 

perpetrated by the Civilian Joint Military Task Force. 

Building a sustainable counter insurgency in the North East goes beyond mere integration of ill-

trained civilians into the counter insurgency operations to work alongside professional combat soldiers. 

Rather, the government can conscript these civilians and enroll into rigorous at least six months of 

military training  after which they can be dispatched and integrated fully into the military. As it is done in 

Israel and some other Asian and European countries, platoons of part time soldiers have proven to be 

effective in time of emergences.49

Besides, another viable strategy for engendering sustainable counter insurgency in Nigeria is the 

integration and mainstreaming of Civil Society Organizations into the general government framework of 

Boko Haram counter insurgency.  Civil society in this perspective is seen as set of institutions, 

organization and behaviour situated between the state, business world and family. These include non-

governmental organizations, private voluntary organizations, people’s organizations, civic organizations, 

community based organizations, cultural, gender, religious, and social organizations. In fact, as  Uwan  

Essia and Afzaal Yearoo observes, civil society organizations are the set of institutions and organizations 

that interface between the state, business world and the family. They further argued that civil society is 

the arena of un-coerced collective actions around shared interest, values. In theory the institutions are 

different from the state, business and family world though in practice, the boundary between the state, 

family, market and civil society are often complex, blurred and negotiated. They identified civil society to 
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include Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs), Private Voluntary Organizations (PVOs), people’s 

organizations, community based organizations (CBOs), civic clubs, and trade unions. 50

Civil society organizations particularly religious and cultural based organizations particularly those 

in the North East are highly important in the fight against insurgents. How can Civil society organizations 

help in the fight against Boko Haram insurgency? This can be done through multifaceted ways. First, civil 

society organizations have immense role to play in the de-radicalization process in the North East. De-

radicalization is a systematic approach to preventing the growth and gradual indoctrination of youth and 

children by violent Islamic sects which are harbinger of Islamic extremism. For instance, associations like 

the Muslim Consultative Forum (MCF), States Council of Ulama(COU), Muslim Student Society of 

Nigeria(MSSN), Federation Of Muslim Women Association of Nigeria(FOMWAN), Nigeria Association 

of Imams(NAI), Arewa Consultative Forum(ACF), and even the Christian Association of Nigeria have 

significant roles to play which are capable of mitigating breeding and indoctrination of Boko Haram in 

the North East. 

These aforementioned Civil Society Organizations can help in identifying sponsors of Boko Haram 

within the various communities in the North East. Their location in the grass root villages places them in 

a better position to unravel the activities of the members of this sect to the security agents. Thus, it is 

recommended that the Nigeria security agents including the Army, Police and Secret Police(DSS) must 

create a synergy with educated members of these associations to provide them with useful security 

information in their domain. 

Another major sustainable panacea to curbing the menace of insurgency in the North East and by 

extension other parts of Nigeria is through government pragmatic fight of poverty through delivery of the 

dividend of good governance in Nigeria particularly by the ruling class. 

The rate of poverty in Nigeria is alarmingly too high. Poverty in Nigeria is manifest in deprivations, 

inequality, hunger and lack of basic social security choices. In spite of the commitment of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), poverty in Nigeria still remains one of the highest in Africa. More 

lamentably, Northern Nigeria remains the epicentre of human poverty in Nigeria. This makes the North 

east a breeding ground for home grown terrorists. 

At the global level 1.2 billion still living in extreme poverty, one notable exception to this trend 

was the Sub-Saharan Africa, the only region where the number of people living in extreme 

poverty rose from 290 million in 1990 to 414 million in 2010....Nigeria has one of the highest 

unemployment figures in the world despite her economic potentials. This situation clearly reveals 

its social essence when we consider it against the fact that Nigeria has 45 per cent of her 

population between the ages of 15 and 40 years due to the extreme low life expectancy of 45, 

only one per cent of Nigerians manage to reach the ages of 60 and above. 51

Addressing poverty in Nigeria is sine qua non to building a sustainable counter insurgency in 

Nigeria. Efforts must be made by government to curb corruption in both public and private sectors, 

minimize the cost of governance which presently gulps over 25 per cent of the Nigeria’s annual budget. A 

viable way to poverty alleviation should start with job creation, entrepreneurial development at the grass 

root level, support for scale enterprises through provision of credit facilities, youth development through 

mental and physical empowerment, establishment of skill acquisition centers and agricultural 

development. 

From economic perspective, combating insurgency will involve the use of viable economic 

mechanisms such as identifying the financiers and sources of revenue to the insurgents and blocking it. 

The resources base of Boko Haram must be identified and deflated. The government and its security 

operatives must ask questions and find answers to who feeds the insurgents? How do the Boko Haram 

insurgents get food, water and medicare? Where do they buy their food from? Conversely, effective 

counter insurgency can be achieved through the use of hunger. Adequate and articulate military 

surveillance and intelligence gathering and sharing among the multinational Joint military task force are 

germane if the sources of food and income of the Boko Haram insurgents are to be tamed. In fact, it is 

impossible for the insurgents to perpetrate their sinister acts under immense hunger. 
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Conclusion

Boko Haram, a home grown insurgent group with major devastating stronghold in North East Nigeria has 

recently metamorphosed into violent terrorist group with international clout. Although Boko Haram 

eponymous emergence is directly linked to the high rate of poverty, ignorance and other socio-economic 

injustice in Northern Nigeria, the sudden manipulation of the insurgency has greatly contributed to the 

paroxysmal failures of government, particularly the last administration of Goodluck Ebele Jonathan to 

address it.The politicization of Boko Haram has greatly contributed to the hardening of the sect manifest 

in its growing lethal display, seemingly uncontrolled bomb explosions and deaths of innocent civilians. 

This is a clear demonstration of the poverty of effective, focused and articulate political leadership in 

Nigeria particularly during the past defeated and deflated administration of Goodluck Jonathan and the 

clueless Peoples Democratic Party(PDP) led government. In order to defeat this criminal terrorist 

organization, efforts must be adequately geared towards perfecting the Joint Multinational Military Task 

Force of the members of the Lake Chad Basin. In fact, other members of the West African Sub region, 

through the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), African Union (AU) and indeed 

the International Community must make frantic efforts to defeat Boko Haram in Nigeria and beyond. 

Also, there is the urgent need for coordinated efforts in intelligence gathering and sharing and the 

building of a synergy with the affected communities particularly in identifying terrorists and their 

sponsors. Also, civil society organizations hold great potentials in de-radicalization and development of 

the North East while the government of Nigeria must pay urgent attention to good governance and 

eradication of poverty in the North East. 
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