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Addressing the Boko Haram insurgency in northern Nigeria requires policymakers to look
beyond Western security templates of Islamic terrorism to grasp the underlying causes of what
is primarily a Nigerian conflict. This policy brief examines the four explanatory factors behind
the insurgency: economic marginalisation, governance failures, extremist operations and
security failures. Economic causes are traced to poverty, unemployment and extreme inequality
between northern and southern Nigeria, while governance failures relate to national religious
polarisation, political brinksmanship among religious elites, and rampant corruption in the
face of mass poverty. The focus on extremist operations considers the shifting objectives and
recruitment strategies of Boko Haram, which tend to confound clear policy analysis, while an
assessment of security failures notes their role in driving rather than reining in radicalisation.
Recommendations for international policy interventions focus on four areas of constructive
engagement. These include diplomatic pressure on the Nigerian government to demonstrate
adequate political will to address the insurgency, supporting human rights training and provid-
ing appropriate equipment for the military, providing more socially differentiated support for
the generation of dignified livelihoods appropriate to both the educated and uneducated unem-
ployed, and more concerted support for the compensation of Boko Haram’s victims.

Introduction

Since 2009 Nigeria has been in the grip of a violent Islamic
insurgency by the extremist sect widely known as Boko
Haram. More than 12,000 people have been killed in Boko
Haram attacks across northern Nigeria and hundreds of
thousands displaced (Mustapha, forthcoming). Military
action and civil resistance have driven the group back into
the three north-eastern states of Borno, Yobe and
Adamawa, where a state of emergency has been in force
since November 2013. However, Nigerian security forces
have been unable to restore order, as evidenced by their
failure to rescue over 200 schoolgirls kidnapped in April
2014, the ongoing capture and destruction of towns in
Borno and Adamawa states, and continued bombings in
recent months in major cities across Nigeria, including the
capital, Abuja, and the southern city of Lagos.

Ending this violent insurgency requires a clear-headed
assessment of its causes and shifting character,

unburdened by the discourses of the so-called war on
terror or contending political agendas in the run-up to the
2015 Nigerian elections. From an international policy
perspective, constructive intervention in what remains

a shadowy and rapidly changing situation requires an
appreciation of Boko Haram as primarily a Nigerian
problem rooted in poverty and poor governance rather than
global Islamic terrorism. This policy brief will focus on four
key explanatory factors to guide more measured policy
interventions: economic marginalisation, governance
failures, extremist operations and security failures.

Economic marginalisation

A critical factor behind the rise of Boko Haram is the
profound poverty and deprivation affecting the Muslim
north of Nigeria. Although Nigeria as a whole has enjoyed
a decade of growth averaging 7% per year, the nature of
this growth has exacerbated rather than eased long-




standing patterns of regional inequality and social cleav-
ages between the Muslim-majority north and the
Christian-majority south. Owing to a history of educational
disadvantage in the Muslim north, the region has been
perversely affected by economic restructuring, leaving it
less able to seize the new opportunities created by
Nigeria’'s economic resurgence. Recurrent drought, neglect
of agriculture, deindustrialisation, and public sector
retrenchment have gutted the northern rural and urban
economy, while the more educated southern zones of
Nigeria have been able to benefit from liberalisation and
diversification into high-value services.

The result has been an accentuation of inequality and
disaffection between north and south. Poverty levels in the
north-east and north-west are 40% higher than those in
the south-west of the country, and unemployment is three
times as high. Lack of education is part of the problem

- barely one in five adults in the Muslim north are literate,
compared to 80% in southern Nigeria - but even educated
northern youth struggle to find work in the collapsing
northern economy. Even in the informal economy there is
growing competition over jobs. Unemployed graduates are
beginning to crowd out the traditional occupants of infor-
mal activities. In the once-vibrant northern cities of Kano
and Kaduna young men with post-secondary qualifications
can be found working as tailors, load carriers and hawkers,
while the poor and uneducated struggle to find even lowly
informal work (Meagher, 2014). This has unleashed
significant resentment against the failure of Western
education to deliver on the promise of dignified work as
well as anger over the incursion of Western graduates into
the little informal work available for the poor. This dual
frustration is reflected in the presence of both Western-
educated actors in Boko Haram’s membership and those
with no education (ICG, 2014).

At the bottom of northern Nigerian society, poverty,
unemployment, and rapid rural-urban migration are
unravelling communal support mechanisms and eroding
traditional Koranic education systems (Hoechner, forth-
coming). Membership of youth gangs has flourished, while
millions of itinerant Koranic students are subjected to
increasing deprivation and neglect, unleashing a growing
problem of feral youth across northern Nigerian cities.

Governance failures

The rise of Islamic terrorism is not simply a result of
poverty and inequality, but of how these issues have been
shaped by religious and political factors. Other Muslim
West African societies, such as those of Senegal and Niger,
have higher levels of poverty and unemployment than
Nigeria and a larger share of Muslims in their populations
yet remain peaceful. More extreme inequality in Nigeria is
part of the problem: while Senegal and Niger have an
inequality profile similar to Eastern Europe, Nigeria’'s
approximates that of Latin America. Escalating inequality is
accompanied by severe religious polarisation at the
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national level. A fairly equal proportion of Muslims and
Christians in Nigerian society has fostered a competitive
political brinksmanship between Christian and Muslim
elites in struggles over control of the country’s oil wealth,
fostering rising Christian-Muslim violence since the 1980s.
Religious polarisation between Christians and Muslims has
exacerbated an internal dynamic of religious fragmentation
and radicalisation in northern Nigerian Islam, manifested
in growing religious intolerance, extremist views and
discourses of violence among radical Muslim preachers.

Poor governance and rampant corruption have pushed
these social and religious tensions to the breaking point.
Resource-curse politics and the opulent behaviour of
northern elites amid mass poverty have fostered a deep
sense of popular grievance. Boko Haram initially emerged
as a protest against the poor governance and corruption of
northern leaders, which the movement sought to remedy
through demands for an Islamic state and strict adherence
to sharia law. The charismatic founder of the movement,
Mohammed Yusuf, was openly critical of northern leaders,
but Boko Haram’s move to terrorism only started after his
death in police custody in 2009. Despite some sympathy
among northern Nigerian Muslims with its critique of
political misrule, there is little support for Boko Haram’s
violent tactics. A 2014 survey by the Pew Foundation
showed that 80% of Nigerian Muslims have an unfavour-
able view of the movement (Pew Research Global Attitudes
Project, 2014).

Extremist operations

While poverty and corruption have created a fertile recruit-
ing ground for Boko Haram, the constant mutation and
evolution of the sect has frustrated any clear assessment
of its objectives and membership. The shift to violent
extremism since 2010 has been accompanied by changes in
both its objectives and recruitment tactics, as well as by

a fragmentation of the group itself. Initially, Yusuf attracted
followers through his fiery rejection of the corrupt secular
state while building a community based on sharia princi-
ples and the provision of basic needs. Boko Haram offered
one meal a day, arranged low-cost marriages, and provided
loans for petty commercial activities, thus offering basic
social dignity to the poor and unemployed. Following
alleged links with Borno State politicians in the run-up to
the 2003 elections, relations turned sour when the elected
governor failed to follow up on promises to implement full
sharia law, leading to increasingly vitriolic and bloody
clashes with the state (ICG, 2014).

The shift to terrorism followed the killing of Yusuf in police
custody and the deaths of 700 of his followers in 2009 in

a clash with police. Boko Haram returned as a more aggres-
sively terrorist organisation in 2010 under the leadership of
Abubakar Shekau. More violent attacks on churches,
drinking places, Muslim critics, and schools were accompa-
nied by new tactics such as suicide bombing and kidnapping,
suggesting imitation of and limited contact with global
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Islamic terrorists, but not necessarily incorporation into
global terrorist networks. The Boko Haram splinter group
Ansaru rejected terror tactics against fellow Muslims and
places of worship, targeting its attacks on security services
and Western interests (Mustapha, forthcoming).

Shifting recruitment tactics have also changed the composi-
tion of Boko Haram’s membership. Under Shekau'’s leader-
ship initial motives of religious radicalism have been diluted
by an increasing use of monetary inducements, family
pressures (especially for wives of members), fear of repris-
als, conscription and kidnapping (Sani & Erhardt, 2014). The
failure to rein in Boko Haram’s activities in the three north-
eastern states and the increasing devastation of the wider
northern Nigerian economy are facilitating an entrenchment
of the group in an environment of grievance, poverty,
insecurity and desperation. The “bad neighbourhood” effect
of Boko Haram'’s sphere of operations, which borders areas
containing marauding militias in Chad and the Central
African Republic, exacerbates the risks of the group’s
entrenchment and mutation into a violent regional militia.

Security failures

Heavy-handed military tactics that fail to deal with the
roots of the problem have proved counterproductive.

The terrorist shift of Boko Haram began with the extra-
judicial execution by police of the first Boko Haram leader
and the destruction of its main mosque. Ongoing abuses

- such as the arrests of families of Boko Haram members
and the destruction of their homes, or the random arrests
and killings of young northern men in security raids -
undermine cooperation with the military and foster
radicalisation and bitterness against the state. The forma-
tion of the Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF) that has helped
to combat Boko Haram in the Borno State capital,
Maiduguri, emerged as an effort by civilians to protect
themselves from the excesses of the military by rooting out
and handing over Boko Haram members, at great personal
cost to many civilians involved. In the process the CJTF
poses new problems of inadequate training and human
rights violations, as well as the challenge of constructively
reabsorbing CJTF members into society and the risks of
their potential capture by politicians during the 2015
election campaign (Sanda, 2014).

International policy options

Based on a recognition of the local complexities of causes
and motives, constructive international policy interventions
could focus on the following four areas:

Political will: External pressure on the Nigerian Federal
Government to demonstrate the necessary political will to
resolve the Boko Haram insurgency is of the essence.
Internal political tensions between north and south
combined with electoral calculations have encouraged

a disorganised and half-hearted approach to the problem.
Diplomatic pressure for the formulation of more concerted

military and social strategies to address the crisis could tip
the balance in favour of effective action. Creating forums
for dialogue across religious and social divides would help
to diffuse tensions and foster cooperation.

Supporting the security forces: Poor human rights training
and inadequate equipment constitute a serious problem in
the military. Tactical human rights training for the police
and military would improve their effectiveness in control-
ling the insurgency and enhancing civilian cooperation.
Assistance with intelligence and the procurement of
appropriate equipment for soldiers and police on the front
line is also crucial to improving tactical effectiveness and
morale, as well as reducing recourse to military excesses.

Dignified livelihoods: Greater international recognition that
the Boko Haram problem is not just one of extremist
Islamic values is key to its effective resolution. The mixed
educational backgrounds of Boko Haram members and the
economic bases of the group’s recruitment tactics highlight
serious imbalances in Nigeria’s current recovery strategy.
International support for livelihood programmes appropri-
ate to the varied needs and skills of those vulnerable to
radicalisation is crucial to addressing the incentives that
fuel insurgency. This ranges from public works pro-
grammes and social welfare support for the unemployed
and uneducated to the location of more agricultural and
industrial development programmes in the north, accom-
panied by technical training, to provide dignified livelihoods
to secondary and post-secondary graduates. International
actors should rethink standard youth employment pro-
grammes that channel unemployed graduates into an
already saturated informal economy, crowding out less-
resourced and -educated informal actors and intensifying
disaffection.

Support for victims: Support for programmes to compen-
sate and resettle victims of Boko Haram and military
violence would help to rebuild state legitimacy and stem
bitterness and desperation while avoiding the perverse
incentives of targeting assistance on perpetrators rather
than victims of violence. Funding and logistical support for
existing victims support committees should be comple-
mented by additional programmes for the resettlement of
the displaced and abducted, as well as assistance in
rebuilding towns, neighbourhoods, and villages destroyed
in Boko Haram and security forces attacks.
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