
Introduction

 Boko Haram, a movement claiming to act in the name of Is
lam, has killed tens of thousands of people in Nigeria and the 
neighboring countries of Niger, Chad, and Cameroon.1 Tens of 
thousands more have died amid the broader crisis that Boko 
Haram precipitated. Civilians, Muslims and Christians alike, 
have fallen victim to hunger and disease, and millions in the 
region now face precarity. Others have been killed by the Ni
gerian security forces, whose heavy handed response to Boko 
Haram has exacerbated the conflict. Boko Haram is one of the 
deadliest jihadist groups in the world, and the crisis surround
ing it is one of the globe’s worst.

Boko Haram took shape in the northeastern Nigerian city of 
Maiduguri in the early 2000s. The group became notorious— 
but also attracted support— for its contention that Western style 
education (in the Hausa language, boko) was legally prohibited 
by Islam (in Arabic and Hausa, haram). In Boko Haram’s eyes, 

1 Figures for the death toll are disputed and inexact. Some totals do not distin
guish between the violence Boko Haram commits and the deaths inflicted by secu
rity forces and civilian vigilantes. Most databases rely on press reports, meaning that 
casualty counts can be too high or, more likely, too low. Some violence is never re
ported at all— journalists’ access to combat zones and especially to rural northeastern 
Nigeria has often been blocked by both Boko Haram and the Nigerian government. 
Institutions tracking violence include the Council on Foreign Relations (http://www 
.cfr.org/nigeria/nigeriasecuritytracker/p29483), John Hopkins University School of 
Advanced International Studies (http://www.connectsaisafrica.org/research/african 
studiespublications/socialviolencenigeria/), and the Armed Conflict Location and 
Event Data Project (http://www.crisis.acleddata.com/category/bokoharam/).
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2 ◗ Introduction

Western style education belonged to a larger, evil system. That 
system included multiparty democracy, secular government, 
constitutionalism, and “man made laws.” For Boko Haram, all  
these institutions are not just un Islamic but anti Islamic.

Over time, Boko Haram has preserved core elements of its 
message. But Boko Haram has also periodically shifted its strat
egies, tactics, and self presentation. This book reconstructs the 
movement’s history, paying attention to how its doctrine in
teracted with the changing environment around it.

The book is organized chronologically, dividing Boko Ha
ram’s career into five phases. First, there was the movement’s 
prehistory: the decades from the 1970s to the 1990s, when its 
future founders grew up amid political uncertainty, disrup
tive urbanization, interreligious violence, and widespread de
bate about the relationship between Islam and politics. Sec
ond, from approximately 2001 to 2009, there was a phase of 
open preaching. One portion of Boko Haram attacked local 
authorities in 2003– 4, but the group’s decisive turn to violence 
occurred in 2009, when the sect launched an uprising across 
several northern Nigerian states. This rebellion was crushed, and 
Boko Haram’s founder, Muhammad Yusuf, was killed by police. 
A third phase, from 2010 to 2013, centered on terrorism. Led 
by Yusuf ’s companion Abubakar Shekau, Boko Haram bombed 
major targets, including in the capital, Abuja, and perpetrated 
regular assassinations and raids in the northeast.

During a fourth phase, from 2013 to 2015, Boko Haram 
controlled territory in northeastern Nigeria. The group offered 
civilians a stark choice: embrace Boko Haram’s brand of Islam, 
or face violence. It was in this phase that Boko Haram’s most 
infamous attack occurred: the kidnapping of 276 schoolgirls 
in the town of Chibok in April 2014. The fifth phase began 
when Boko Haram’s “state” largely fell to the militaries of Nige
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ria and its neighbors. Boko Haram then resumed its clandes
tine existence and intensified its terrorism. As part of its latest 
incarnation, Boko Haram declared its affiliation to the Islamic 
State, also known as ISIS and ISIL, in March 2015— a move 
that soon brought schisms within the group. With a host of ac
tors now involved in the conflict, Boko Haram remains deadly.

Central Arguments

This book argues that Boko Haram represents the outcome of 
dynamic, locally grounded interactions between religion and pol
itics. I stress the dynamism of these interactions because Boko  
Haram is reactive and adaptable. The group has sometimes 
subtly shifted its core doctrine in response to external events. 
I stress the local aspect of interactions between religion and pol
itics because most of the key moments in Boko Haram’s his
tory occurred in Maiduguri and northeastern Nigeria. The 
group’s trajectory reflects decisions taken by individuals, deci
sions shaped by the contingencies of their locality. A hyper
local view is necessary if one is to answer the question of why  
Boko Haram emerged in Maiduguri and not in Kano or Sokoto,  
or in any of the other numerous Nigerian and Sahel ian cities 
where one can find poverty, corruption, and radical preachers. 
Only by closely examining Boko Haram’s history in northeast
ern Nigeria does it become possible to identify critical junc
tures in the movement’s trajectory.

This approach breaks with two prevailing explanations for 
Boko Haram’s emergence. One explanation holds that Boko 
Haram is best understood as an extension or even a puppet of 
the global jihadist movement— casting Boko Haram as a kind 
of “Nigerian al Qaedaism,” and claiming that foreign backers,  
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especially Algerians, long pulled Boko Haram’s strings.2 A sec 
ond explanation depicts Boko Haram as the product of a col
lision between poverty, “poor governance,” and economic dis
parities between northern and southern Nigeria.3

These explanations fail because each emphasizes one factor 
as a master explanation for Boko Haram, either transnational 
jihadism or “relative deprivation.” But as William McCants has 
written, efforts to identify a single cause that drives jihadist 
movements are problematic. McCants has proposed a broader 
framework:

To my mind, the most salient [causes] are these: a religious 
heritage that lauds fighting abroad to establish states and to 
protect one’s fellow Muslims; ultraconservative religious ideas 
and networks exploited by militant recruiters; peer pressure 
(if you know someone involved, you’re more likely to get in
volved); fear of religious persecution; poor governance (not 

2 Jacob Zenn, “Nigerian al Qaedaism,” Current Trends in Islamist Ideology, 14 March  
2014, http://www.hudson.org/research/10172nigerianalqaedaism. Zenn has writ 
ten prolifically about ties between Boko Haram, the Boko Haram splinter group An 
sar al Muslimin, and al Qa‘ida in the Islamic Maghreb, but much of   his work is driven 
by an alarmist agenda involving a highly selective use of evidence. Zenn’s overall in
tegrity, moreover, is decisively undermined by his 2014 report for the lobbying firm 
the Bow Group, in which he links the U.S. Democratic Party to Boko Haram, casts 
the Nigerian political party the All Progressives Congress as an Islam ist organiza
tion, and accuses Emir of Kano Muhammadu Sanusi II— a target of Boko Haram— of 
supporting the sect. See Jacob Zenn, “Exposing and Defeating Boko Haram: Why 
the West Must Unite to Help Nigeria Defeat Terrorism,” Bow Group, 2014, https:// 
www.bowgroup.org/sites/bowgroup.uat.pleasetest.co.uk/files/Jacob%20Zenn%20
Bow%20Group%20Report%20for%2022.7.14.pdf. Another, more credible but ulti
mately derivative work that emphasizes global jihadism and Boko Haram’s ties to 
other jihadist actors is Caroline Varin, Boko Haram and the War on Terror (Santa 
Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2016).

3 See, for example, Seth Kaplan, “How Inequality Fuels Boko Haram,” Foreign Af 
fairs, 5 February 2015, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/africa/20150205/how 
inequalityfuelsbokoharam.
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type of government); youth unemployment or underemploy
ment in large cities; and civil war.4

To the list, I would add politics, in the sense that jihadist move
ments are political actors and in the additional sense that polit
ical developments can enable or constrain their activities. In 
this book, I adapt Abdul Raufu Mustapha’s “empirically based  
multidimensional approach” for analyzing Boko Haram, which 
highlights five factors: religious doctrines, poverty and inequal
ity, post 1999 politics, youth agency, and geography.5 But to 
avoid a “kitchen sink” problem where anything and every
thing is proposed an explanation for Boko Haram, I focus on 
interactions between religion and politics, and I flesh out the 
role of agency.

Going further, I would emphasize again that the next chal
lenge is to localize such factors— not just at the level of a coun
try, but at the level of a city, Maiduguri, and a few states. After 
all, jihadist movements are diverse. Jihadist ideology is not a 
one size fits all package of bad ideas. Rather, organizations like 
Boko Haram— even if they are in dialogue with global jihadist 
trends— develop localized doctrines that evolve through interac
tions with their surroundings. Additionally, Boko Haram merits 
a different kind of analytical treatment than that typically given 
to jihadist groups that began as small, clandestine militant cells. 
Almost uniquely among contemporary jihadist movements, 

4 William McCants, “Trump’s Misdiagnosis of the Jihadist Threat,” Brookings In 
stitution Markaz Blog, 11 November 2016, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz 
/2016/11/11/trumpsmisdiagnosisofthejihadistthreat/.

5 Abdul Raufu Mustapha has proposed one such framework for understanding 
Boko Haram, which is close to mine. See Mustapha, “Understanding Boko Haram,” 
in Sects and Social Disorder: Muslim Identities and Conflict in Northern Nigeria, ed
ited by Abdul Raufu Mustapha, 147– 98 (Suffolk: James Currey, 2014); in a way, the 
present book tries to localize Mustapha’s approach and to more deeply investigate his 
category of “agency.”
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it began as a mass religious movement before transitioning 
to armed struggle. And to an unusual degree among peer move
ments, it stresses Western style education as an enemy.

This study builds on excellent academic studies of Boko 
Haram’s doctrine,6 operations, and career.7 Journalists have 
provided valuable perspectives on the movement’s violence,8 
as well as on the atmosphere of corruption and contentious 
politics in Nigeria.9 Other studies address topics that this book 
cannot, for reasons of space, cover, especially Boko Haram’s 
treatment of women.10

6 Anonymous, “The Popular Discourses of Salafi Radicalism and Salafi Counter 
radicalism in Nigeria: A Case Study of Boko Haram,” Journal of Religion in Africa 42:2 
(2012): 118– 44; Ahmad Murtada, “Jama‘at ‘Boko Haram’: Nash’atuha wa Mabadi’uha 
wa A‘maluha fi Nayjiriya,” Qira’at Ifriqiyya, 13 November 2012; Kyari Mohammed 
(Muhammad Kyari), “The Message and Methods of Boko Haram,” in Boko Haram: 
Islamism, Politics, Security and the State in Nigeria, edited by Marc Antoine Pérouse de 
Montclos, 9– 32 (Ibadan, Nigeria: French Institute for Research in Africa, 2014); and 
Abdulbasit Kassim, “Defining and Understanding the Religious Philosophy of Jihadi 
Salafism and the Ideology of Boko Haram,” Journal of Politics, Religion and Ideology 
16:2– 3 (2015): 173– 200.

7 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria (II): The Boko Haram 
Insurgency,” 3 April 2014, http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/africa/westafrica 
/nigeria/216curbingviolenceinnigeriaiithebokoharaminsurgency.pdf; Marc 
Antoine Pérouse de Montclos, “Nigeria’s Interminable Insurgency: Addressing the 
Boko Haram Crisis,” Chatham House, September 2014, https://www.chathamhouse 
.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20140901BokoHaramPerousede 
Montclos_0.pdf; and Adam Higazi, “Mobilisation into and against Boko Haram in  
North East Nigeria,” in Collective Mobilisations in Africa, edited by Kadya Tall, Marie  
Emmanuelle Pommerolle, and Michel Cahen, 305– 58 (Leiden: Brill, 2015). Virginia 
Comolli’s Boko Haram: Nigeria’s Islamist Insurgency (London: Hurst, 2015) provides 
an informative overview of the sect’s career but has little sustained analysis.

8 Mike Smith’s Boko Haram: Inside Nigeria’s Unholy War (London: I. B. Tauris, 2015) 
has a particularly compelling account of Boko Haram’s 2011 bombing at the United 
Nations headquarters in Abuja.

9 Andrew Walker, “Eat the Heart of the Infidel”: The Harrowing of Nigeria and the 
Rise of Boko Haram (London: Hurst, 2016).

10 As this book went to press, Hilary Matfess was completing a book on Boko 
Haram and women, of which I have read only parts, but which promises to be a 
strong contribution. See also Mia Bloom and Hilary Matfess, “Women as Symbols 
and Swords in Boko Haram’s Terror,” PRISM 6:1 (March 2016), http://cco.ndu.edu 
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This book’s contribution lies in clarifying how ideas and 
en vironments interacted to produce and sustain Boko Haram. 
The book is not an ethnography, but rather a documentary his
tory. Drawing on underutilized documents and sources, rang
ing from long forgotten government reports to religious texts 
and propaganda videos in Arabic and Hausa, the book reveals 
the dynamism of Boko Haram’s doctrines and illuminates the 
political and social foundations of the localized niche that the 
movement came to occupy.

Religion, Politics, and Boko Haram

Religion and politics, as analytical categories, are highly con
tested. Here I adopt functional definitions suited to the task of 
analyzing Boko Haram. For my purposes, religion has two di
mensions. First, it is a mode of speaking that lays claim to the 
values of a religious tradition, in this case Islam.11 Second, reli
gion is a field of social interaction where actors and institutions 
present themselves as representatives of a religious tradition. In 

/Portals/96/Documents/prism/prism_61/Women%20as%20Symbols%20and%20
Swords.pdf; and International Crisis Group, “Nigeria: Women and the Boko Haram 
Insurgency,” 5 December 2016, https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/242nigeria 
womenandthebokoharam%20Insurgency.pdf. See also Dionne Searcey, “Boko 
Haram Turns Female Captives into Terrorists,” New York Times, 7 April 2016, http:// 
www.nytimes.com/2016/04/08/world/africa/bokoharamsuicidebombers.html;  
and Obi Anyadike, “Coerced or Committed? Boko Haram’s Female Suicide Bomb 
ers,” IRIN, 19 April 2016, https://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2016/04/19/coercedor 
committedbokoharam%E2%80%99sfemalesuicidebombers0.

11 This definition is akin to Talal Asad’s famous notion of Islam as a “discursive 
tradition.” See “The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam,” Georgetown University Cen
ter for Contemporary Arab Studies, Occasional Papers Series, 1986. If the definition 
sounds tautological, that is because it is— perhaps what makes a discourse religious 
is the speaker’s self conscious intention that he or she be understood as religious ac
cording to the conventions of a given tradition.
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8 ◗ Introduction

the religious field, “social capital” has to do with matters such 
as one’s perceived piety, knowledge, and charisma.12

Many analysts, skeptical of the explanatory power of “reli
gion” and conceiving of “religion” in terms of individual con
viction and faith, dismiss any effort to examine the religious 
content of jihadist movements; others are keen to disassoci
ate jihadism from Islam. It is impossible to say whether Boko  
Haram’s leaders, members, and sympathizers really “believe” 
in the group’s messages. But Boko Haram’s leaders and fol
lowers appear to care a lot about religious ideas. Boko Haram 
emerged in a context where religious study circles were wide
spread and where, whether out of piety or ambition, many 
young men assiduously sought religious knowledge. Some of 
the youth who joined Boko Haram were keenly interested in 
understanding theological issues. One early Boko Haram video 
shows Muhammad Yusuf answering detailed questions from 
the audience regarding Islam’s internal theological and sec
tarian divisions.13 Religious ideas also became a bitter source  
of conflict for Boko Haram: between Muhammad Yusuf and 
even more hardline voices within the early movement; between 
the movement and its closest religious peers; and between the 
movement and the wider society.

Boko Haram members, even the movement’s leaders, made 
sacrifices for those ideas. If leaders had simply sought power  
or had been “rational actors” motivated entirely by greed, one 
would have expected Yusuf not to have launched an ill planned 
uprising against one of the most powerful governments in Af
rica. Moreover, one would not have expected Yusuf to remain 
defiant in custody when he must have sensed that his execu

12 Pierre Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” Comparative 
Social Research 13 (1991): 1– 43.

13 Boko Haram, untitled video called simply “Film.3gp,” undated, https://www 
.youtube.com/watch?v=xthVNq9OKD0.
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tion at policemen’s hands was a distinct possibility. Indeed, 
the Boko Haram conflict has been marked by so many twists 
and turns, so much violence and hatred between people who 
knew one another personally, and so much contingency that 
it seems absurd to treat the participants as rational actors who 
could leisurely weigh the costs and benefits of their actions. It 
seems especially absurd to treat all participants in the crisis as  
secular rational actors who believe they inhabit a purely ma
terial universe.

Caring about religion is a part of jihadism generally. As 
Shadi Hamid has remarked in the case of the Islamic State,  
“religion matters a great deal” to jihadists: “It inspires support 
ers to action; it affects the willingness to die (and, in the case  
of ISIS, the willingness to kill); it influences strategic calcula
tions and even battlefield decisions.”14 As one study of jihadists in 
Pakistan has found, “religious ideals . . . can influence individual 
and collective choices” when those ideals have “moral or prac
tical appeal for the believer” and “when the prescribed beliefs 
were repeatedly seen to help address the everyday re alities of 
life.”15 My findings are similar, and they parallel a recent study 
of recruitment into Boko Haram. That study’s authors found 
that “religion was a thread running through many stories of 
youth choosing to join,” but they also found that recruitment 
was a complex affair involving financial incentives, social pres
sures, and varying degrees of coercion.16 Taking religion’s role  

14 Shadi Hamid, “Does ISIS Really Have Nothing to Do with Islam? Islamic 
Apologetics Carry Serious Risks,” Washington Post, 18 November 2015, https://www 
.washingtonpost.com/news/actsoffaith/wp/2015/11/18/doesisisreallyhavenothing 
todowithislamislamicapologeticscarryseriousrisks/.

15 Masooda Bano, The Rational Believer: Choices and Decisions in the Madrasas of 
Pakistan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012), 8– 9.

16 Mercy Corps, “Motivations and Empty Promises: Voices of Former Boko Haram 
Combatants and Nigerian Youth,” April 2016, 14, https://www.mercycorps.org/sites 
/default/files/Motivations%20and%20Empty%20Promises_Mercy%20Corps_Full 
%20Report.pdf.
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10 ◗ Introduction

seriously, not just as it informs jihadist rhetoric but also as it  
shapes jihadist action, does not have to mean saying that the  
Islamic State or Boko Haram represent Islam’s “center of grav
ity.”17 Nor does it have to mean discounting other, political 
and socioeconomic explanations.

Even if religion was simply ideological cover for Boko Ha 
ram’s ambitions, its religious messages would be worth study
ing. Far from being the ravings of madmen, its leaders’ sermons 
and videos are structured speeches. Religion, or what Boko 
Haram considers religion, is part of that structure. By paying 
attention to what Boko Haram actually says, one can learn a 
great deal about the movement— not only about how it un
derstands jihad, but also about how it frames events in reli
gious terms.

Moreover, “religion” does not necessarily refer to individ
ual belief. Paying attention to the “religious field” can also shed 
new light on jihadism. In northern Nigeria’s religious field, Boko 
Haram occupies a complicated niche: the movement benefited 
from existing infrastructures but also took advantage of impor
tant vacuums. Building on one classic study of “the fragmenta
tion of sacred authority” in northern Nigeria,18 I trace religious 
fragmentation in Maiduguri and northeastern Nigeria between 
the 1970s and the 2000s, showing how this atmosphere contrib
uted to Boko Haram’s emergence. One consequence of that ap
proach is, for me, an uncomfortable but necessary observation: 
Boko Haram’s early messages were less marginal, in the context 
of northern Nigeria, than is often assumed. As one study of a 
Saudi Arabian dissident movement found, “fringe” movements 
sometimes start out with support from mainstream religious au

17 Juan Cole, “Today’s Top 7 Myths about Daesh/ISIL,” Informed Comment, 17 Feb 
ruary 2015, http://www.juancole.com/2015/02/todaysaboutdaesh.html.

18 Ousmane Kane, Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria: A Study of the Soci
ety for the Removal of Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
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thorities. Dissidents can experience the loss of mainstream sup
port as a critical juncture on the road to violence.19 This trend fits 
Boko Haram as well: it first sought to co opt more mainstream 
religious rhetoric and then reacted violently when mainstream 
voices denounced it.

Reading through the historical record, I found many post 
colonial northern Nigerian elites— university intellectuals, mem
bers of the hereditary ruling class, politicians, and oth  ers—  
espousing antipathy toward Western style education and secu
lar government. Few of these figures advocated armed jihad 
in the 1980s and 1990s. Those who are still living have all de
nounced Boko Haram. Nevertheless, it is important to show 
that Boko Haram’s ideas did not come out of thin air. The move
ment tried to harness and amplify certain ideas that were already  
circulating in the religious field, particularly during the period  
between 1999 and 2003, when northern Nigerian states were in
tensively implementing Islamic law (shari‘a)20— a development 
that is indispensable to understanding Boko Haram’s emergence.

Politics, for this book’s purposes, has two aspects. On one 
level, politics involves a struggle to control resources, resource 
flows, and decision making— a struggle over “who gets what, 
when, how.”21 This kind of politics necessarily involves an effort 
to build coalitions and marginalize opponents. Boko Haram 
has often been portrayed in analytical literature as the result of  
impersonal, abstract forces like economic deprivation, regional 

19 Thomas Hegghammer and Stéphane Lacroix, “Rejectionist Islamism in Saudi 
Arabia: The Story of Juhayman al ‘Utaybi Revisited,” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies 39:1 (February 2007): 103– 22.

20 For an analysis of shari‘a implementation, see Paul Lubeck, “Nigeria: Mapping 
a Shari‘a Restorationist Movement,” in Shari‘a Politics: Islamic Law and Society in the 
Modern World, edited by Robert Hefner, 244– 79 (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2011).

21 Harold Lasswell, Politics: Who Gets What, When, How (New York: Whittlesey 
House, 1936).
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12 ◗ Introduction

disparities, unemployment, corruption, poor governance, and  
educational backwardness. In Nigeria’s “do or die” politics, how
ever, these forces operate in intensely political and personal 
terms. The politics that helped birth (and sustain) Boko Ha 
ram had to do with stark questions of who wins and loses, 
who uses whom, and whose expectations are raised only to 
be met with bitter disappointment later. A focus on the poli
tics of “who gets what” illuminates critical features of life in  
northeastern Nigeria from the 1970s to the present. The com
bination of ferocious political competition and unaccountable  
politicians translated into bitterness among Boko Haram’s 
core constituencies.

On another level, politics is a struggle to define a commu
nity’s values,22 to make or unmake a consensus. In this sense, 
politics and religion are intimately related: religious blueprints 
for reorganizing society are inevitably political projects as well. 
Boko Haram’s leaders are political figures not just because 
they seek to control people and territory, but also because they 
want to redefine what it means to live in the Lake Chad region 
and what it means to be a Muslim there. The struggle to define 
values often plays out in the arena of symbols, and the Boko 
Haram crisis is no different— Boko Haram has sought to ap
propriate not only the Qur’an and the Sunna (model) of the 
Prophet Muhammad, but also figures from northern Nigeria’s 
past.23 Boko Haram’s leaders have repeatedly rejected central 
symbols of Nigerian national identity— the constitution, the 
pledge of allegiance, the national anthem— and have proposed 
countersymbols, including the “strange flags” flown by Boko 

22 David Easton, A Framework for Political Analysis (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 1965), 50.

23 On Boko Haram’s use of history, see Atta Barkindo, “How Boko Haram Exploits 
History and Memory,” Africa Research Institute, 4 October 2016, http://www.africa 
researchinstitute.org/newsite/publications/bokoharamexploitshistorymemory/.  
Barkindo’s contention that Boko Haram was peaceful until 2009, however, is inaccurate.
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Haram since 2003.24 Boko Haram has fixated on politics in 
the narrow sense of disrupting elections and challenging poli
ticians, but also in the broader sense of trying to remake the 
symbolic landscape of Nigeria and its neighbors.

There are significant gaps in what can be known about Boko 
Haram at present. Even basic facts, such as whether its official 
leader, Abubakar Shekau, is alive or dead, are contested. The 
group’s leadership structure, financial operations, internal cul
ture, and recruitment strategies remain largely opaque. Vari
ous conspiracy theories, most of which depict Boko Haram as 
a front for other actors, have distorted analysis of the group.25 
At the same time, there is a dangerous temptation to depoliti
cize movements like Boko Haram, and to erase the histories 
of backroom deals, impunity, and state violence that can drive 
jihadism. While unequivocally condemning Boko Haram, this 
book also contends that just as politics was part of the cause 
of the violence, so must politics— including controversial deci
sions about who wins and loses in the aftermath of the crisis—  
be part of the solution.

Boko Haram: What’s in a Name?

As a movement, Boko Haram has been known by many 
names.26 Parts of the movement have been labeled “Yusufiyya,” 
after its founder. The “Nigerian Taliban” label stuck for a time 

24 The quotation is from Goodluck Jonathan, “Jonathan Declares State of Emer
gency in Borno, Yobe, Adamawa States,” Channels Television, 14 May 2013, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=3GglRw0urlw.

25 See Mustapha, “Understanding Boko Haram,” for an adept rebuttal of various 
conspiracy theories.

26 This section is a modified and updated version of my blog post “Boko Haram: 
What’s in a Name?,” which appeared on Sahel Blog on January 7, 2013, https:// 
sahelblog.wordpress.com/2013/01/07/bokoharamwhatsinaname/.
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after the 2003– 4 uprising. The phrase “Boko Haram” is itself 
a nickname given by outsiders. One sect member has said:

This appellation appeared first among the general public. On 
one side, that was a result of their difficulties in pronounc
ing the true name, and from another side it is an appellation 
derived from what our scholars frequently mentioned in or
der to counsel people, especially parents and the students of 
institutions and universities, and the rest of those concerned 
with education.  .  .  . In any case we are dissatisfied with this 
appellation and we do not call ourselves by it. Calling us by it 
is a form of derisive nicknaming.

In the sect’s early days, the member continued, Yusuf “did not 
name the society by any name.” Even the group’s official Ara
bic name came only when Shekau took power.27

“Boko Haram” is often rendered in English as “Western edu
cation is forbidden.” That translation, however, sacrifices some 
nuance and depth. Haram is an Islamic legal term designating 
a forbidden act. Yusuf argued that Islam itself for bid Western 
style education: “These foreign, global, colonialist schools have 
embraced matters that violate Islamic law, and it is forbidden 
to operate them, support them, study and teach in them.”28 Yu
suf ’s invocation of colonialism was deliberate— he saw total 
continuity between northern Nigerian Muslims’ experience of 
subjugation to Britain from 1900 to 1960 and their position 
in postcolonial Nigeria. Muslims, Yusuf felt, needed to protect 
the purity of Islam from any other systems that might corrupt 
it. Hence Yusuf claimed that declaring Western style educa

27 “Wali Gharb Ifriqiya: Al Shaykh Abu Mus‘ab al Barnawi,” Al Naba’ 41 (2 Au 
gust  2016): 8– 9, https://azelin.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/theislamicstatee2809cal 
nabacc84_newsletter4122.pdf.

28 Muhammad Yusuf, Hadhihi ‘Aqidatuna wa Manhaj Da‘watina (Maiduguri: 
Maktabat al Ghuraba’, likely 2009), 84.
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tion haram was an obligatory religious act, rather than merely 
his personal opinion. Boko Haram has repeatedly resorted to 
the claim that it is merely implementing what Islam enjoins, 
rather than placing new demands on anyone.

Boko is a tricky word to translate. One false etymology holds 
that the word is a corruption of the English “book.” Linguists, 
however, believe that boko is an indigenous Hausa word. Orig 
inally, it meant “fraud,” “sham,” or “inauthentic.”29 It could be 
used as a verb meaning “doing anything to create [an] impres
sion that one is better off, or that [something] is of better qual
ity or larger in amount than is the case.” Boko boko could mean 
“hoodwinking.”30 During British colonial rule in northern Ni
geria, this original meaning of boko as “fraud” was attached to 
Western style schooling and to the Romanized script for writ
ing Hausa, known as Hausar Boko. Calling Western style edu
cation boko connoted a feeling that colo nial schools could mis
lead Muslims into accepting false knowledge. In present day 
northern Nigeria, some Muslims feel deep ambivalence toward 
Western style education: such schooling is sometimes viewed 
with suspicion, but it is also recognized as a path to worldly 
success.

More than just education is bound up in the word boko. The 
phrase ‘yan boko, where ‘yan means “people,” could be trans
lated as “representatives of Western education”— people who 
have graduated from Western style schools. But the phrase 
can have a broader connotation— “people who operate within 
Western style frameworks and institutions” or “representatives  
of Western culture” or even “Westernized people.” ‘Yan boko 

29 Paul Newman, “The Etymology of Hausa Boko,” Mega Chad Research Network,  
2013, http://www.megatchad.net/publications/Newman2013EtymologyofHausa 
boko.pdf.

30 G. P. Bargery, A Hausa English Dictionary and English Hausa Vocabulary, 2nd 
impression (London: Oxford University Press, 1951 [1934]), 117– 18.
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are elites, who hold power because they can navigate Western 
style institutions. And just as Western style education itself can  
simultaneously evoke suspicion and aspiration, so too can its 
products be both despised and admired.

Put all these ideas together, and “Boko Haram” means 
something like “Western culture is forbidden by Islam” or “the  
Westernized elites and their way of doing things contradict 
Islam”— not just in schools but also in politics and society. As 
the sect itself said in one statement:

Boko Haram does not in any way mean “Western Education 
is a sin” as the infidel media continue to portray us. Boko Ha
ram actually means “Western Civilisation” is forbidden. The 
difference is that while the first gives the impression that we 
are opposed to formal education coming from the West, that 
is Europe, which is not true, the second affirms our believe 
[sic] in the supremacy of Islamic culture (not Education), for 
culture is broader, it includes education but not determined 
by Western Education. In this case we are talking of Western 
Ways of life which include: constitutional provision as if re
lates to, for instance the rights and privileges of Women, the 
idea of homosexualism, lesbianism, sanctions in cases of ter
rible crimes like drug trafficking, rape of infants, multi party  
democracy in an overwhelmingly Islamic country like Nige
ria, blue films, prostitution, drinking beer and alcohol and many 
others that are opposed to Islamic civilisation.31

The word boko stood in for a system of ideas and institutions 
that the group not only rejected, but also considered diamet
rically opposed to the countersystem represented by its ver
sion of Islam.

31 “Boko Haram Resurrects, Declares Total Jihad,” Vanguard, August 14, 2009, http://
www.vanguardngr.com/2009/08/bokoharamressurectsdeclarestotaljihad/.
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Under Shekau, the group adopted the official Arabic name 
“Ahl al Sunna li l Da‘wa wa l Jihad.”32 The widespread trans
lation “People Committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s 
Teachings and Jihad” conveys the basic meaning but misses a 
few nuances.

First, it is important to examine the notion of ahl al sunna, 
short for ahl al sunna wa l jama‘a, meaning “the people of the 
Prophet’s model and the Muslim community.” Al jama‘a con
veys the notion of consensus within the community. To claim 
the title ahl al sunna is to claim the right to dictate who is and  
is not a true Muslim. The idea of ahl al sunna is particularly 
important for Salafi Muslims, a movement I discuss below. For  
Salafis, the phrase ahl al sunna functions to suggest that there 
should be no difference between being a Sunni and be  ing a 
Salafi. Salafis claim not just that they “propagate” the Prophet’s 
teachings, but that they alone embody them.

Nevertheless, spreading the message is important— hence 
the idea of da‘wa, “calling people to Islam.” Many Salafis con
sider da‘wa their core duty. The call extends to non Muslims, 
but it also involves enjoining other Muslims to bring their 
own practices and beliefs in line with Salafis’ understanding of 
Islam. By emphasizing da‘wa, Boko Haram sought to convince 
itself, other Salafis, and other Muslims that it had not aban
doned global Salafism’s missionary goal. But adding “jihad” to 
the group’s name conveyed a readiness to fight. The full Arabic 
name might be translated “Salafis for Preaching and Jihad,” or 
even “Orthodox Muslims Who Call People to True Islam and 
Who Engage in Holy War”— again, “True Islam” according to 
Boko Haram.

With its affiliation to the Islamic State in 2015, Boko Haram’s 
official name became Wilayat Gharb Ifriqiya, or “Islamic State 

32 Often rendered in clumsy, partly phonetic transliterations.
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West Africa Province.” This name positioned Boko Haram as 
an administrative unit within the Islamic State’s “Caliphate.” 
As with other “provinces,” the name intentionally ignored in
ternationally recognized boundaries— after all, Boko Haram 
did not become the Islamic State’s “Nigeria Province.”33 When 
it accepted Boko Haram’s allegiance, the Islamic State empha
sized the way its provinces were redrawing maps: “It was the 
rejection of nationalism that drove the mujahidin (fighters) in 
Nigeria to give bay’ah (fealty) to the Islamic State and wage war 
against the Nigerian murtaddin (apostates) fighting for the  
Nigerian taghut (idolatrous tyrant).”34 The Islamic State and its 
new affiliate sought to depict the conflict in Nigeria entirely in 
religious terms: all actors were judged to be genuine Muslims,  
“crusader” Christians, or “apostates.”35

Religious Ideologies: Salafism, Jihadism, 
and Salafi- Jihadism

To understand Boko Haram’s worldview and place the sect in 
its global, national, and local contexts, three terms are critical: 
Salafism, jihadism, and Salafi jihadism. These terms are widely  
used but seldom precisely defined.

“Salafism” derives from the Arabic salaf, meaning “prede
cessors.” The phrase al salaf al salih or “pious predecessors” 

33 Yet neither did the name hearken back to historical, pre colonial names for this 
region, such as bilad al sudan, “The Lands of the Blacks.” That geographical designa
tion was used by an offshoot of Boko Haram, Ansar al Muslimin fi Bilad al Sudan, 
“The Defenders of Muslims in the Lands of the Blacks.” Such rhetorical choices, how
ever, can be overemphasized: the main point is that Boko Haram, as of 2015, treated 
itself as a loose part of the Islamic State and as an entity that would ignore national 
boundaries.

34 “Foreword,” Dabiq 8 (Jumada II 1437/April 2015): 3– 6; 5.
35 “The Bay’ah from West Africa,” Dabiq 8 (Jumada II 1437/April 2015): 14– 16.
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has special resonance in Sunni Muslim communities, refer
ring to the earliest Muslims, whom contemporary Muslims 
see as pure. Salafis strive to emulate those early Muslims, but 
like other Muslims, they make choices about which aspects of  
the early community to highlight, and which to downplay. 
Theologically, Salafis emphasize a literalist understanding of 
the Qur’an and the Sunna (tradition or model) represented  
by the Prophet Muhammad. Salafis narrowly interpret the Is
lamic injunction to worship one God, and they try to “purify” 
other Muslims of alleged deviations in belief and practice.36 
Historically, Salafism in its present form dates to the twentieth 
century, when the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia began to act both  
as a hub, attracting Salafis to the kingdom from elsewhere, and 
a transmitter, disseminating Salafism to new areas.37 By the 
closing decades of the twentieth century, Salafism had spread 
throughout the world— but it had also become “localized” in 
various nations,38 including Nigeria.

“Salafi jihadism” is one major branch of the Salafi move 
ment,39 but jihadism’s origins are different than those of Salaf
ism. In Islamic history, jihad (meaning “to strive”) has encom
passed both military and nonmilitary meanings. Jihad was 
the subject of intensive legal debate that restricted its scope and 

36 Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” in Global Salaf
ism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, edited by Roel Meijer, 33– 57 (New York: Co
lumbia University Press, 2009).

37 Stéphane Lacroix, “Between Revolution and Apoliticism: Nasir al Din al 
Albani and His Impact on the Shaping of Contemporary Salafism,” in Global Salaf
ism, 58– 80; and Alex Thurston, Salafism in Nigeria: Islam, Preaching and Politics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). Henri Lauzière has argued that the 
words “Salafi” and “Salafiyya” did not acquire their contemporary connotations until 
the twentieth century. See The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth 
Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015).

38 Terje Østebø, Localising Salafism: Religious Change among Oromo Muslims in 
Bale, Ethiopia (Leiden: Brill, 2012).

39 Quintan Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” Studies in Conflict 
and Terrorism 29:3 (2006): 207– 39.
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imposed conditions for who could lead a jihad.40 “Jihadism,” 
in contrast, refers to an ideology that took shape between the 
1960s and the 1990s, initially among radicals inspired by the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s Sayyid Qutb (1906– 66). During these 
decades, jihadists took a complex legal and spiritual concept, 
reduced it to military action and ideological extremism, and 
oriented it toward new enemies. Few of the original jihadists 
were fluent in the theological world of Salafism.

For jihadists, many Muslim rulers are Muslim in name only. 
In jihadists’ eyes, these rulers’ reliance on “man made laws,” 
their repression of Muslim activists, and their alliances with 
the West expose them as infidels. Some jihadists identify the 
West— particularly the United States and Israel— as the “far 
enemy” or ultimate target, believing that Muslim societies 
cannot be purified so long as the United States maintains its 
global hegemony. “Salafi jihadism,” then, refers to the combi
nation of Salafi theology with jihadist ideology, a hybridiza
tion that solidified in the 1990s. For groups like Boko Haram, 
one consequence of that fusion has been a pronounced will
ingness to commit violence against Muslim civilians. If Salafis 
view non Salafi Muslims as being at risk of deviation, and if 
jihadists view most Muslim rulers as infidels who merit death,  
then Salafi jihadists treat ordinary Muslims as needing violent 
correction. And even if one views the Salafi jihadist ideology 
as a mere cover for jihadists’ material ambitions, the ideology 
is nonetheless important to understand in that it becomes a 

40 John Renard, “Al Jihad al Akbar: Notes on a Theme in Islamic Spirituality,” 
Muslim World 78:3– 4 (October 1988): 225– 42; Ayesha Jalal, Partisans of Allah: Jihad 
in South Asia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); Paul Heck, “Jihad 
Revisited,” Journal of Religious Ethics 32:1 (March 2004): 95– 128; Asma Afsaruddin, 
Striving in the Path of God: Jihad and Martyrdom in Islamic Thought (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); and Michael Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History: Doctrines and 
Practice (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).
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key way such groups attempt to communicate with the rest of 
the world.

Patterns of Islamic Authority and  
Dissent in Northern Nigeria

To situate Boko Haram in its religious context, it is helpful  
to understand the major players in northern Nigeria’s Muslim  
religious field. First, there are hereditary Muslim rulers or  
“emirs.” The emirs are descendants of families that came to prom
inence during the nineteenth century. In northwestern Ni
geria, the foremost hereditary ruler is the Sultan of Sokoto, 
descended from Uthman dan Fodio (1754– 1817). Dan Fodio es
tablished the Sokoto Caliphate, a Muslim empire, in the early 
nineteenth century, defeating local Hausa kings and uniting 
their territory under a system where his lieutenants ruled dif
ferent emirates.

Precolonial northeastern Nigeria, meanwhile, became the 
eventual epicenter of the Bornu empire, another Muslim pol
ity. In the nineteenth century, Bornu became a target of dan 
Fodio’s jihad. The empire turned to a Muslim scholar, Muham
mad al Amin al Kanemi (1776– 1837), for military help and re
ligious legitimacy. After Bornu successfully resisted the jihad, 
al Kanemi’s descendants displaced the ruling dynasty. The 
present Shehu of Borno, considered northern Nigeria’s second 
most senior hereditary ruler after the Sultan of Sokoto, is a de
scendant of al Kanemi.

Second, there are Sufi orders. Sufism offers spiritual disci
plines that aim to bring the believer into closer contact with 
God and the Prophet. In Nigeria as elsewhere, most Sufis  
are organized into orders that involve hierarchies of shaykhs. 
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Northern Nigeria’s most prominent orders are the Tijaniyya, 
which was founded in North Africa in the late eighteenth 
century by Ahmad al Tijani (1737– 1815), and the Qadiriyya, 
which traces its lineage to the Persian mystic Abd al Qadir 
al Jilani (1077– 1166). In Nigeria, Sufism was a relatively elite 
phenomenon until the mid twentieth century, when Sufi re
formers transformed the Tijaniyya and Qadiriyya into mass 
based organizations.41 Sufism now shapes the spiritual life of 
many Muslim communities in the north.

Long standing links between the emirs and Sufi shaykhs 
make these groups a “Muslim establishment” for northern Ni
geria. Groups that oppose the Muslim establishment of emirs 
and Sufis often find themselves marginalized. Sometimes, the 
status quo has been destabilized. For example, on the eve of 
the colonial conquest, a warlord from present day Sudan named 
Rabih al Zubayr conquered and ruled Bornu between 1893 
and 1900, when the French killed him in battle. The combina
tion of Rabih’s adventuring and the colonial conquest funda
mentally disrupted life and politics throughout the empire. 
This turbulence affected Bornu’s subsequent integration into 
British and French colonies, with both colonial powers openly 
manipulating succession within the ruling family of Bornu. 
But as an establishment, the emirs and the Sufi shaykhs sur
vived the disruptions of both the late precolonial period and 
colonialism itself.

British colonialism preserved, but also fundamentally al
tered, the position of the emirs in northern society. For the 
first time, the emirs were subjected to the authority of non 
Muslim outsiders, which altered the social contract between 

41 John Paden, Religion and Political Culture in Kano (Berkeley: University of Cali
fornia Press, 1973).
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the emirs and their subjects. In the postcolonial period, civil
ian politicians and military administrators sometimes openly 
challenged or manipulated the emirs. Many northern Muslims 
continue to respect their hereditary rulers. But some Muslims 
have come to see these rulers as creatures of the true political 
authorities, be they British colonialists in the past or Nigeria’s 
elected politicians in the present.

Third, there is the Salafi movement. Northern Nigerian Sa 
lafism originated with Abubakar Gumi (1924– 92). Educated 
in colonial schools, Gumi served as northern Nigeria’s senior 
Muslim judge after independence. After 1966, when Gumi’s 
political patron was killed in a military coup, Gumi shed his 
official roles and became an anti Sufi polemicist.42 In 1978, his 
followers founded Jama‘at Izalat al Bid‘a wa Iqamat al Sunna 
(the Society for the Removal of Heretical Innovation and the 
Establishment of the Prophet’s Model). Known as Izala, this 
mass organization spread anti Sufism throughout northern 
Ni  geria,43 including to Maiduguri, where Boko Haram origi
nated. Izala’s activism provoked bitter debates between Sufis 
and Salafis.

In the 1990s, generational change evoked intra Salafi com
petition. Young Izala preachers like Ja‘far Mahmud Adam 
(1961/2– 2007) studied at Saudi Arabia’s Islamic University of 
Medina in the 1990s. They returned home to find Izala di
vided after Gumi’s death. Drawing on the prestige of their ed
ucation, the Medina graduates built a following outside Izala, 

42 Abubakar Gumi, Al ‘Aqida al Sahiha bi Muwafaqat al Shari‘a (Beirut: Dar al 
‘Arabiyya, 1972).

43 Roman Loimeier, Islamic Reform and Political Change in Northern Nigeria (Evan
ston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1997); Kane, Muslim Modernity; and Ramzi 
Ben Amara, “The Izala Movement in Nigeria: Its Split, Relationship to Sufis and Per
ception of Shariʿa Re implementation,” Ph.D. dissertation, Bayreuth University, 2011.

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



24 ◗ Introduction

teaching texts they had studied overseas.44 They also recruited 
young preachers into their network. One of these recruits was 
Muhammad Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, although he  
soon became too controversial for the mainstream Salafi move 
ment. Adam and Yusuf ’s break was a major milestone on Boko 
Haram’s road to jihadism. Today, most Nigerian Salafis, includ
ing Izala and the Medina graduates, bitterly oppose Boko Haram.

Throughout the history of present day northern Nigeria— 
indeed, throughout centuries of history in northwest Africa 
as a whole— Islamic movements have arisen and demanded 
that the surrounding societies purify themselves, embrace Is
lamic law, and throw off the domination of outsiders. Uthman 
dan Fodio’s jihad began with such a purifying impulse. Other 
historical rebellions have included various “Mahdist” upris
ings, led by men who claimed to be the Mahdi, a figure some 
Muslims believe will appear near the end of time. Postcolonial 
Nigeria has seen its share of uprisings as well, most infamously 
the millenarian “Maitatsine” group that I discuss in chapter 1. 
Maitatsine followers wreaked havoc in northern cities off and 
on from 1980 to 1985.

Boko Haram has strategically drawn on some of the styles  
of previous movements, sometimes working to claim the man 
tle of dan Fodio.45 In a compelling study, Murray Last has com
pared movements of religious dissent in northern Nigeria.  
Such movements, Last found, typically first withdraw from the 
surrounding society to preach purification. Only after conflicts 
with authorities have the dissenting movements launched up

44 See Thurston, Salafism in Nigeria, for a more detailed discussion of this his
tory, and for a more technical definition of Salafism that classifies Gumi and parts of 
Izala as only partly Salafi. See also Andrea Brigaglia, “A Contribution to the History 
of the Wahhabi Da‘wa in West Africa: The Career and the Murder of Shaykh Ja‘far 
Mahmoud Adam (Daura, ca. 1961/1962— Kano 2007),” Islamic Africa 3:1 (Spring 
2012): 1– 23.

45 Kassim, “Defining and Understanding.”
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risings. Last has shown that over the past two centuries, au
thorities have often pursued one of two responses to dissent: 
ignoring it or crushing it.46 Boko Haram fits many of these 
patterns.

Other analysts, less subtle than Last, have portrayed Boko 
Haram as the second coming of dan Fodio, Rabih,47 or Mai
tatsine.48 There are problems with such approaches. For one 
thing, both Maitatsine and Boko Haram originated in an ur
ban setting, breaking with the rural character of previous up
risings. Additionally, Boko Haram is theologically distinct 
from dan Fodio (a committed Qadiri Sufi), Rabih (a Mahdist 
sympathizer), and Maitatsine (whose founder developed idio
syncratic readings of the Qur’an and claimed to be a prophet). 
Understanding Boko Haram requires attention not just to past 
religious uprisings, but also to the context in which Boko Haram 
emerged, including Nigerian politics at the turn of the twenty  
first century.

Nigeria’s Contentious Politics

Nigeria is one of the most important countries in the world. 
It has, by far, Africa’s largest population, 180 million or more 
people. By 2050, Nigeria may have 400 million people.49

46 Murray Last, “From Dissent to Dissidence: The Genesis and Development of 
Reformist Islamic Groups in Northern Nigeria,” in Sects and Social Disorder, 18– 53.

47 John Neville Hare, “How Northern Nigeria’s Violent History Explains Boko 
Haram,” National Geographic, 14 March 2015, http://news.nationalgeographic.com 
/2015/03/150314bokoharamnigeriabornorabihabubakarshekau/.

48 Abimbola O. Adesoji,” Between Maitatsine and Boko Haram: Islamic Funda
mentalism and the Response of the Nigerian State,” Africa Today 57:4 (Summer 
2011): 99– 119.

49 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Divi
sion, “World Population Prospects: The 2015 Revision, Key Findings and Advance  
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Analysts often portray Nigeria as a prisoner to the lega
cies of colonialism. It is true that British rule— which formally 
began in the south in 1861, and in the north in 1900— brought 
together diverse peoples. It is also true that the colonial gov
ernment administered northern and southern Nigeria in dif
ferent ways, even after the “amalgamation” of the two territo
ries in 1914. The north experienced “Indirect Rule” through  
the emirs. Indirect Rule left a multifaceted legacy with two prom
inent negative aspects: first, the imposition of Muslim rule over 
some non Muslim populations, which fostered lasting bitter
ness and contributed to postcolonial religious violence in the 
north;50 and second, a low level of educational and economic 
development for northern communities. The south dev eloped 
a more vibrant economy, more progressive politics, and better 
infrastructure.

These colonial differences generated postcolonial dispari
ties, with greater economic opportunity in the south. But it 
would be a mistake to stereotype Nigeria as an African state 
doomed to perpetual conflict because of “artificial borders.” 
Even when outsiders have been at their most pessimistic about 
Nigeria’s prospects, the country has surprised them: witness 
Nigeria’s historic transfer of power from one civilian party to 
another with the election of President Muhammadu Buhari 
in 2015. Nigeria, with as many as 550 linguistic groups51 and 
with grim legacies of intercommunal violence, will likely never 
eliminate the challenges of managing diversity and building 

Tables,” 2015, 21, http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/Key_Findings_WPP 
_2015.pdf.

50 Moses Ochonu, Colonialism by Proxy: Hausa Imperial Agents and Middle Belt 
Consciousness in Nigeria (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014).

51 Roger Blench, “An Atlas of Nigerian Languages,” 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Roger 
Blench, 3 December 2012), vi, http://www.rogerblench.info/Language/Africa/Nigeria 
/Atlas%20of%20Nigerian%20Languages%20ed%20III.pdf.
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national unity. Those challenges, however, have occasioned cre 
ativity as well as conflict.

Following its independence from Britain in 1960, Nigeria 
underwent tremendous political fluctuations: a civilian led 
parliamentary system from 1960 to 1966, a succession of mil
itary rulers and failed democratic transitions from 1966 to 
1999, and a period of unbroken multiparty civilian rule from 
1999 to the present (the Fourth Republic). Nigeria’s 1999 con
stitution established a strong presidency, a bicameral legisla
ture, and a federal system comprising thirty six states. The pres
ident and the country’s powerful governors are limited to two 
terms in office. Elections for national and state offices are held 
every four years. Democratization has amplified ordinary peo
ple’s demands for better and less corrupt government— even if 
those demands are seldom met.52

For understanding Boko Haram, four aspects of Nigerian 
politics are relevant: cutthroat elections; pervasive corrup
tion; severe inequality; and the violence and impunity that 
surround approaches to conflict management. Subsequent 
chapters detail how these trends operated at the level of the 
northeast, but for now a more general overview is in order.

Nigeria’s elections are highly contested but sometimes bla
tantly fraudulent. From 1999 to 2015, the People’s Demo
cratic Party (PDP) held the presidency and often controlled a 
majority of legislative seats and state governments. But poli
tics remained competitive. Around the country, gubernato
rial elections were and are often hard fought. In addition to 
pouring vast sums of money into these elections,53 governors 

52 Daniel Jordan Smith, A Culture of Corruption: Everyday Deception and Popular 
Discontent in Nigeria (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

53 Benjamin Aluko, “Political Finance Related Corruption and Its Implication 
for Governance and Peace Building in Nigeria,” Wilson Center Africa Program Re
search Paper no. 16 (February 2017), https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files 
/aluko_research_paper.pdf.
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and other political “godfathers” sometimes recruit youth and 
criminals to harass rivals and voters. The 2003 gubernatorial 
election in Borno State, a key event in the empowerment of 
Muhammad Yusuf, was part of a larger trend where godfa
thers recruited unsavory actors to help them take power, and 
then later turned on these allies.

Corruption is widely seen by Nigerians as their country’s 
biggest problem. Corruption afflicts the highest levels of gov
ernment. In 2006, the head of Nigeria’s Economic and Finan
cial Crimes Commission estimated that some $380 billion 
had been “stolen or wasted” since independence.54 A decade 
later, Nigeria’s minister of information alleged that $9 billion 
had been lost to corruption just during the 2010– 25 tenure of 
President Goodluck Jonathan, including $2.1 billion purport
edly stolen from funds allocated for fighting Boko Haram.55 
Corruption is not just at the top: it pervades everyday life. Po
lice officers systematically extort citizens.56 There are off the  
books fees for many bureaucratic processes.57 Corruption cre
ates resentment among many citizens and weakens the state’s 
ability to respond to insecurity.

In terms of inequality, Nigeria’s economy is usually one of  
the fastest growing in the world. In 2014, Nigeria became, 
temporarily, Africa’s largest economy and the world’s twenty 
sixth largest economy, with a gross domestic product of nearly 
$510 billion. Yet population growth— from 89 million in 

54 “Nigerian Leaders ‘Stole’ $380 Billion,” BBC, 20 October 2006, http://news.bbc 
.co.uk/2/hi/africa/6069230.stm.

55 Michelle Faul, “Nigeria: Minister Alleges $9 Billion Stolen from Economy,” As
sociated Press, 18 January 2016, http://bigstory.ap.org/article/6665615f06fe4b04b1d
719d5e551876b/nigeriaministeralleges9billionstoleneconomy.

56 Human Rights Watch, “ ‘Everyone’s in on the Game’: Corruption and Human 
Rights Abuses by the Nigeria Police Force,” August 2010, https://www.hrw.org/sites 
/default/files/reports/nigeria0810webwcover.pdf.

57 D. Smith, Culture of Corruption.
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1991 to over 140 million in 2006, to more than 180 million in 
2016— has outpaced economic growth. As of 2016, 43 percent 
of the population was under the age of fifteen years; another  
19 percent was under the age of twenty five.58 Economic 
growth has been mostly jobless. Under the Fourth Republic, 
government economic policies featured “limited focus on pov 
erty reduction, jobs creation and income generation.”59 The re
sult is that most Nigerians are poor. More than 60 percent live  
on less than a dollar per day.60 Official unemployment stood 
at 24 percent in 2011,61 and it is likely far higher.

If Nigeria’s economy looks deeply unfair at the national level, 
it looks even worse in the north. In the postcolonial period, 
northern agriculture— the region’s key employer— weakened 
amid dependence on oil and greater centralization of power 
and wealth at the federal level.62 When economic recession hit 
Nigeria after the oil boom of the 1970s, the north lost ground. 
Between 1980 and 2006, the poverty rate in the North East 
zone rose from 35.6 percent to 72.4 percent— making it the 
second poorest zone in the Nigerian federation after the North 
West (79.2 percent). Poverty rates in Nigeria’s three southern 
zones rose through the same period, reaching between 55.9 per 
cent and 63.1 percent in 2006, but have remained lower than in 

58 United States Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook— Nigeria,” 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/theworldfactbook/geos/ni.html.

59 Zainab Usman, “The Successes and Failures of Economic Reform in Nigeria’s 
Post military Political Settlement,” University of Oxford Global Economic Gover
nance Programme Working Paper 115 (March 2016), 45, http://www.globaleconomic 
governance.org/sites/geg/files/GEG%20WP_115%20The%20Successes%20and%20
Failures%20of%20Economic%20Reform%20in%20Nigeria%E2%80%99s%20Post 
Military%20Political%20Settlement%20%20Zainab%20Usman.pdf.

60 “Nigerians Living in Poverty Rise to Nearly 61%,” BBC, 13 February 2012, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/worldafrica17015873.

61 National Bureau of Statistics (Nigeria), 2011 Annual Socio economic Report 
(2011), 10– 11.

62 Michael Watts, Silent Violence: Food, Famine and Peasantry in Northern Nigeria 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2013 [1983]), 470.
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the northern zones.63 Meanwhile, birthrates in 2008 were 7.3 
children per woman in the North West and 7.2 children per 
woman in the North East, well above southern zones’ rates of 
fewer than five children per woman.64 As chapter 1 describes, 
the period from the 1970s to the 1990s saw massive disloca
tion and ad hoc urbanization in northern cities like Maidu
guri. Many youth were struggling or jobless at precisely the 
time when hereditary Muslim rulers were losing their long 
standing powers of surveillance and control.

Meanwhile, Nigeria has a de facto system of violence and 
impunity when it comes to rebellions and riots. When rebel
lions occur, Nigerian authorities pursue a straightforward pro
cess to restore order: first, deploy force (usually soldiers rather 
than police) to stop or slow the disturbance; second, make ges
tures of reconciliation, such as granting amnesty to combatants 
or releasing prisoners back into normal life; and third, exhort all 
parties to move on in a spirit of unity. Authorities seldom make 
systematic efforts to hold perpetrators of violence accountable.

Over the long term, this approach to conflict has left griev
ances unaddressed. And when the playbook does not work, 
politicians and security forces have difficulty adapting. Boko 
Haram arose partly because of the Nigerian government’s fail
ure to effectively resolve past incidents of inter religious vio
lence, and the prolongation of the Boko Haram conflict owes 
much to the widespread human rights abuses committed by 

63 T.K.O. Aluko, “An Evaluation of the Effects of the National Economic Empow
erment and Development Strategy (Needs) on Poverty Reduction in Nigeria,” in 
Nigeria’s Democratic Experience in the Fourth Republic since 1999: Policies and Poli
tics, edited by A. Sat Obiyan and Kunle Amuwo (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2013), 360– 79.

64 National Population Commission of Nigeria, “Nigeria 2008 Demographic and  
Health Survey: Key Findings,” 2009, http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/SR173/SR173 
.pdf.
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the security forces against actual and suspected sect members. 
Conflict management strategies from Nigeria’s past have not 
helped end the threat posed by a movement that questions the 
fundamentals of Nigeria’s existence, including the secularity 
of the state, the possibility that Muslims and Christians can 
live together in peace, the prospects for multiparty elections 
to ensure good governance, and the idea that the past can be 
forgotten. President Jonathan, in office for the most severe 
portions of the insurgency, made halfhearted efforts to talk to 
Boko Haram, but his administration’s overall approach em
phasized repression. President Buhari has shown more flex
ibility, but the Nigerian military continues to speak and act as  
though body counts and territorial control are the main met
rics of success.

In sum, Nigeria’s contentious politics, economic inequality, 
endemic corruption, and counterproductive conflict manage
ment strategies are part of the environment that contributed 
to Boko Haram’s rise. This book shows how environmental 
factors influenced the decisions of local actors. But Boko Ha
ram’s emergence was not inevitable, and the sect has interacted 
dynamically with the political dysfunction and economic mal
aise that surround it.

The Structure of the Book

Chapter 1, “The Lifeworld of Muhammad Yusuf,” examines in
teractions between religion and politics in Nigeria during the first 
three decades of Yusuf ’s life (1970– 99). Despite government led 
efforts to build national unity in the wake of Nigeria’s 1967– 70 
civil war, religion became more prominent in elite debates 
over policies and institutions, as well as in local, intercommunal 
clashes. Such clashes were seldom followed by serious efforts 
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to hold perpetrators accountable. At the same time, a host 
of new Muslim voices arose in northern Nigeria, where they 
competed for influence, sometimes by voicing strident opin
ions on politics.

Chapter 2, “Preaching Exclusivism, Playing Politics,” re
constructs Boko Haram’s activities and messages between its 
emergence in the early 2000s and its disastrous mass upris
ing in 2009. Yusuf and his companions defined Salafi Mus
lim identity narrowly and exclusively. At the same time, Boko 
Haram dynamically responded to fluctuations in the sect’s po
litical position. The movement also reacted to internal debates 
among its leaders and to disputes between Yusuf and other 
Salafis.

Chapter 3, “ ‘Chaos Is Worse Than Killing,’ ” examines Boko 
Haram’s initial resurgence under Abubakar Shekau. From 2010 
to 2013, the sect adopted terrorist tactics and brought its vio
lence into new parts of northern Nigeria. Shekau presented vi
olence as the only theologically legitimate option left for Boko 
Haram. Yet amid ideological justifications, the group pursued 
score settling and predation. Chapter 3 also reviews the story 
of Boko Haram’s loose relationship with al Qa‘ida and its  
affiliates.

Chapter 4, “Total War in Northeastern Nigeria,” recounts the 
transformation of the conflict, starting in 2013, from guerrilla 
warfare to broader forms of violence and contestation. Boko 
Haram’s approach evolved in response to the crackdown by 
Nigeria’s security forces and the emergence of the Civilian Joint 
Task Force, a government backed vigilante movement in north
eastern Nigeria. The pursuit of total war by both sides is critical 
context for understanding some of Boko Haram’s most brutal  
actions, including its kidnapping of the Chibok girls.

Chapter 5, “Same War, New Actors,” discusses the increas
ing involvement of external actors. These actors include Nige
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ria’s neighbors— especially Niger, Cameroon, and Chad— and 
a wider range of international players, from the United States 
and France to the Islamic State. As with the mutually rein
forcing violence of Boko Haram and Nigerian security forces, 
the involvement of Nigeria’s neighbors and outside actors has 
further intensified the conflict. Amid Boko Haram’s military 
defeats and its increasing violence against Muslim civilians, 
prominent voices within the group increasingly questioned 
Shekau’s leadership in 2016. These dissidents sought to soften 
the group’s message and reduce its insularity, refocusing its en
mity on the state and Christians.

At the time of writing, Boko Haram remains a serious se
curity threat for Nigeria. In 2015, the new administration of 
President Buhari promised to defeat the sect by the end of that 
year. In December, Buhari proclaimed the “technical” defeat of 
the group.65 A year later, Buhari announced the “final crush
ing” of Boko Haram.66 But it was clear that Boko Haram would 
continue to trouble Nigeria for some time to come. Even once 
the sect is defeated, the crisis will have long term humanitar
ian, political, and religious repercussions. If Boko Haram is 
partly a result of the failure of past efforts to resolve conflict 
through violence, then it will be vital for Nigerian authorities 
and citizens— and their partners in Africa and beyond— to ad
dress the aftereffects of the crisis in a way that reduces, rather 
than increases, the prospects for renewed conflict in the future.

65 “Nigeria Boko Haram: Militants ‘Technically’ Defeated— Buhari,” BBC, 24 De
cember 2015, http://www.bbc.com/news/worldafrica35173618.

66 Michelle Faul, “Nigeria: Boko Haram Is Crushed, Forced Out of Last En 
clave,” Associated Press, 24 December 2016, http://bigstory.ap.org/article/bee6467 
7ffbf4d968b05692a0d86d877/nigeriabokoharamcrushedforcedoutlastenclave.
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