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In   July   2009,   Muhammad   Yusuf,   the   founder   of  
Jama’atu  Ahlissunnah  Lidda’awaG  wal  Jihad,  or  “People  
CommiJed   to   the   PropagaGon   of   the   Prophet’s  
Teachings   and   Jihad,”   was   killed   while   in   police  
custody.1  Yusuf’s  movement,  known  in  local  parlance  as  
Boko   Haram,   or   Hausa   for   “Western   educaGon   is  
forbidden,”  had  been  part  of  a   five-­‐day  uprising  across  
four  Nigerian   states,   resulGng   in  over   700  deaths.  The  
army   was   called   in   to   quell   the   violence,   and   with  
Yusuf’s   suspicious  death,  many  assumed  the  movement  
was  broken.  

However,   a  prison  break   in   September  2010   heralded  Boko   Haram’s  return,2    and   the  movement  has  
morphed   into   a  significantly  more   lethal  enGty   than   under  Yusuf’s   leadership,   increasing   its   violence,  
expanding  its  geographic  scope,  and  broadening  its  external  connecGons.  Efforts  to  combat  Boko  Haram  
have  been  compounded  by  a  lack  of  knowledge,  and  the  movement’s  conGnued  evoluGon  poses  a  threat  
to  the  stability  of  the  Lake  Chad  Basin  region,  if  not  beyond.  Nonetheless,  a  number  of  underlying  factors  
make  northern  Nigeria   suscepGble  to  extremist  influence,  and  the  recent  emergence  of  a  splinter  group  
called  Ansaru  signals  that  extremist  ideology  in  the  region  extends  beyond  Boko  Haram  itself.
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Boko  Haram  leader  Muhammad  Yusuf,  shortly  before  his  
death  in  July  2009  –  Source:  Leadership.ng
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Boko  Haram  a1er  Yusuf

Since  its  reincarnaGon  in  mid-­‐2010,  Boko  Haram  has  undergone  many  changes.  Led  by  Abubakar  Shekau,  
a  deputy   to  Yusuf  who  was  assumed  dead  aber   the  2009  uprising,   the  movement  has  taken  a  deadly  
turn.   Though   liJle  open   source   informaGon   exists   regarding   Boko   Haram’s   structure   or  membership,  
analysis   of  Boko  Haram’s  operaGons  leads  many  to  assume  that  it  includes  a  Shura  council   of   up  to  30  
members.3    A   few  prominent  extremists,  such  as  Khalid  al-­‐Barnawi,  Adam  Kambar,  and  Mamman  Nur,  
have  also  been   linked  to  the  movement,  but  liJle  else  exists   in  terms  of  membership  knowledge.4   Size  
esGmates  of   the  group  vary   tremendously,   ranging   from  a  few  hundred  to  between   5,000-­‐8,000,   and  
members  are  thought  to  blend  in  extremely  well  with  the  civilian  populaGon.5

Boko   Haram’s   messaging   and   demands   have   not   always   been   clear,   but   center   around   a   few   core  
themes,  ranging  from  pragmaGc  to  ideological.  At  the  ideological  level,  Boko  Haram  has  called  for  Nigeria  
to  be  ruled  in  accordance  with  shari’ah  law;  democracy  and  the  Nigerian  ConsGtuGon  consistently  come  
under  aJack  for  incompaGbility.  AnG-­‐ChrisGan  messaging  has  also  been  a  prominent  theme;  spokesman  
Abul  Qaqa  famously   issued  an  ulGmatum  for  all  ChrisGans  to  leave  the  north  of   the  country  in  January  
2012.6   More  pragmaGcally,   the   sect   consistently  advocates  jusGce  for   its  martyred  founder  and  other  
members,   in  addiGon  to   compensaGon  and   the  rebuilding   of   mosques  and  other   buildings  destroyed  
during  the  2009  uprising.7     The  release  of  detained  sect  members,  along  with  women  and  children,  has  
also  been  a  key  demand.  Although  the  movement  has  praised  al   Qa’ida  and  referenced  global  jihad  at  
Gmes,  the  vast  majority  of  Boko  Haram’s  messaging  and  demands  have  revolved  predominantly  around  
local  Nigerian  issues.

Boko  Haram’s   capabiliGes  have  also  markedly   increased  from  its  humble  beginnings.  AJacks  aJributed  
to  the  group  increased  from  21  in   2010  to  186  in  2011,  and  soared  to  526  in  2012.  In  June  2011,  the  
organizaGon   conducted   the   first   suicide   bombing   ever   in   Nigeria.   A   few   months   later,   a   car   full   of  
explosives   rammed   into   a   United   NaGons   building   in   Abuja,   a   tacGc   now   used   frequently   against  
churches  in  central  and  northern  Nigeria  during  Sunday  services.  Boko  Haram  has  also  conducted  highly  
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coordinated   assaults,  displaying   enough  manpower  and  weaponry   to   temporarily   threaten   the  enGre  
ciGes  of  Damaturu/PoGskum  in  November  2011,  and  Kano  in  January  2012.8

However,   more   rouGne   Boko   Haram   aJacks   involve  
gunmen   armed   with   AK-­‐47s   on   motorcycles   or  
motorized   tricycles    (rickshaws).   Homemade   IEDs  
stuffed   into   packaging,   such   as   sob   drink   cans,   are  
another   common   and   crude   means   of   inflicGng  
violence.   In   this   sense,   while   Boko   Haram   has  
demonstrated   the   capability   to   engage   in   large-­‐scale  
terrorist   violence,   the   organizaGon   conducts   smaller-­‐
scale  aJacks  throughout  northern  Nigeria  on  an  almost  
daily  basis.
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The  advance   in   capabiliGes  has  occurred   in   concert  with  an  expansion   in  area  of   operaGons.   Though  
beginning   in   the  northeast  corner  of   Nigeria,  Boko  Haram  has   launched  aJacks  as  far  west   as  Sokoto  
state  and  as  far  south  as  Kogi  state,  while  increasing  its  presence  in   the  central  regions   (Kano,  Kaduna,  
Bauchi,  and  Plateau).  TargeGng  has  also  expanded  from  an  iniGal  focus  on  Nigerian  security   forces  and  
government   insGtuGons,   to   include   churches,   bars,   telecommunicaGon   infrastructure,   schools,  
tradiGonal  leaders,  and  even  the  media.              

Northern  Nigeria’s  Opera;ng  Environment

While  Boko  Haram  has  rapidly  transformed,  a  myriad  of  social,  cultural,  and  poliGcal  factors   help  explain  
its  rise  and  conGnued  ability  to  operate.  Several  local  underlying  condiGons   have  aided  its   emergence,  
and  must  be  considered  when  addressing  the  menace  posed  by  the  extremist  movement.

North-­‐South  Dynamics

The  north  of   Nigeria   is  significantly   different   from  
the   south,   a   split   roughly  mirrored   by   a  Muslim-­‐
ChrisGan  divide.  During  the  colonial  period,  indirect  
BriGsh  rule  in   the  north  buJressed   such  divisions,  
allowing   the  region  to  retain  a  degree  of   tradiGon  
at   the   cost   of   adaptaGon   to   a   changing  
env i ronment .   Th i s    i s    most   pe rGnent l y  
demonstrated   through  the  conGnued  emphasis  on  
Islamic   educaGon,   or   almajiri   schools,   which  
prioriGzes  rote  memorizaGon  of   the  Qur’an  at  the  
expense   of   developing   more   technical   skills   –  
playing  into  the  origins  of  the  name  “Boko  Haram.”

The   reinstatement   of   democracy   in   1999,  
underwriJen   by   an   implicit   “zoning”   bargain  
whereby  the  presidency  is  to  take  turns  alternaGng  
between   the   two   regions,   also   symbolizes   the   north-­‐south   divide.   However,  when   current   President  
Goodluck   Jonathan   (Bayelsa  state)   ran   for  re-­‐elecGon   in  2011  aber   former  President  Umaru  Yar’Adua,  
(Katsina  state)  died  in  office,  many  felt  cheated.  Rumors  abound  that  angry  northern  elites  uGlized  Boko  
Haram  as  a   means  to  express  their  displeasure.9  While  this   has   been  nearly  impossible  to  prove  and  links  
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during  the  infancy  of   the  Boko  Haram  movement  may  have  been  terminated  by  today,  some  poliGcians  
from  the  north  have  been  put  on  trial  for  alleged  support.10    

Periodic  bouts  of  unrest  between  Muslim  and  ChrisGan  communiGes   in  Nigeria’s  central  regions,  though  
largely   aJributed   to   resource   compeGGon,   also   reinforce   religious   divisions   and   underline   northern  
Muslim  fears  regarding   southern  dominaGon.  Boko  Haram  has  been  able  to  tap   into   these  grievances,  
and  present  the  movement  as  a  “defender”  of  Nigeria’s  Muslims.

Governance  and  Underdevelopment

Today  the  north  of  Nigeria   is   undoubtedly  poorer  than  the  south  in  almost  every  conceivable  measure.  
Combined  with   limited   resources  and  deterioraGng   environmental  factors,  such   as  a   rapidly   shrinking  
Lake   Chad,11    parts   of   northern   Nigeria   are   economically   desGtute   environments.   Poor   government  
leadership   and   corrupGon   have   contributed   to   the   socio-­‐economic   situaGon,   and   generate   an  
environment  lacking  viable  job  prospects  for  large  numbers  of  youth.  

The  heavy  handed  response  by   security   forces  towards  Boko  Haram  and  the  overall   lack  of   jusGce  has  
also   engendered   resentment   towards   the   Nigerian   state.   Reports   from   Human   Rights   Watch   and  
Amnesty   InternaGonal   have   detailed   allegaGons   of   mistreatment   and   the   disappearance   of   young  
Muslim   males,   generaGng   a   backlash   amongst   the   very   populaGon   security   forces    are   ostensibly  
deployed  to  protect.12  In  Maiduguri  for  example,  the  Joint  Task  Force  (JTF)   is  so  unpopular  that  during  a  
recent  visit  by  President  Jonathan,  residents  asked   for  its  removal  (a   request  he  denied),  preferring   to  
face  the  wrath  of  Boko  Haram  alone.13

Social

In  part,  as  a  response  to  the  socio-­‐economic  situaGon  and  decades  of  poor  leadership,  Zamfara  became  
the  first  Nigerian  state  to  introduce  shari’ah   law   in  1999  –  a  move  followed  by  11  other  states  in  short  
succession.   Local   support   for   shari’ah   was   driven   by   its    perceived   ability   to   reform   the   north   and  
generate  prosperity.  In  reality,  this  did  not  transpire,  allowing  Boko  Haram  to  argue  that  implementaGon  
has  been  inadequate  and  call  for  more  extreme  measures.14
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12  “Nigeria:  Trapped  in  the  Cycle  of  Violence,”  Amnesty  InternaGonal  (2012).    “Spiraling  Violence,”  Human  Rights  Watch  (October  2012).
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14  Cook,  David,  “Boko  Haram:  A  Prognosis,”  James  A.  Baker  InsGtute  for  Public  Policy  (16  December  2012):  7.
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In  addiGon,   northern  Nigeria  has  a  history  of  extremist  movements.   In  the  early  19th  century,   a  jihad  
waged  by   Usman  dan   Fodio   overthrew  ethnic  Hausa  elites,15   and  remains  a   source  of   inspiraGon   for  
extremist  groups  in  West  Africa  today.16  Furthermore  in  the  early  1980s,  Mohammed  Marwa,  a  preacher  
originally  from  Cameroon,  insGgated  the  Maitatsine  riots  that  killed  thousands   in  at  least  five  northern  
Nigerian   ciGes.17    Parallels   to   Boko  Haram  can  be  found   in   both  of   these  movements.   AddiGonally,   a  
number  of  other  occasionally  violent  religiously  conservaGve  groups  are  also  acGve  in  northern  Nigeria,  
including  the  Islamic  Movement  of  Nigeria  (IMN),  Izala,  and  Kala  Kato.  Taken  in  this  context,  Boko  Haram,  
albeit   perhaps   the   most   violent,   can   be   seen   as   one   amongst   a   number   of   similar   enGGes,   both  
contemporary  and  historical.

In   this   sense,   a   mulGtude   of   cultural,   social,   and   poliGcal   factors   define   Boko   Haram’s   operaGng  
environment.  Nonetheless,  factors  external  to  northern  Nigeria,  along  with   issues  like  porous  regional  
borders  and  conservaGve  religious  influence  from  Gulf  naGons,  also  contribute  to  Boko  Haram’s  success.  

External  Support  to  Boko  Haram

Advances  in  Boko  Haram  capabiliGes  have  led  many  to  speculate  that  the  movement  receives   significant  
outside  assistance  from  al  Qa’ida   affiliates   —  namely  al  Qa’ida  in  the  Islamic  Maghreb  (AQIM).  The  US  
Ambassador   to   Nigeria   recently   stated   “we  have  seen   reports  for   years   about  Boko  Haram  members  
traveling  to  northern  Mali  for  training  and  then  returning  to  Nigeria.”18  Various  regional  foreign  ministers  
and  officials  have  made  similar  comments,  including  US  AFRICOM  Commander  General  Carter  Ham,  who  
referenced  the  “growing  collaboraGon”  between  Boko  Haram  and  al   Qa’ida-­‐aligned  organizaGons  during  
a  March  2013  briefing  before  the  House  Armed  Services  CommiJee.19  Hard  proof  of  such  links  is  difficult  
to  obtain,  but  several  incidents  lend  credence  to  these  connecGons,  including:  

• The   arrest   of   seven   alleged   Boko   Haram   members   in   Niger   purportedly   en   route   to   meet   AQIM  
members  in  2011.20
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• Reports  of  AQIM-­‐sponsored  training  in  Algeria  involving  Boko  Haram-­‐linked  jihadists,  like  US  “Specially  
Designated  Global  Terrorist”  Adam  Kambar.21

• Occasional  Boko  Haram  messaging  praising  al  Qa’ida  or  global  jihadist  groups.  

Despite  probable  connecGons,  however,  Boko  Haram’s  acGons  and  statements  have  remained  primarily  
Nigeria-­‐centric.   The   aJack   on   the  United   NaGons   building   is   a   significant   outlier   event,   but   may   be  
explained  in  terms  of  UN  support  to  the  Nigerian  Government,  or  even  as  a  “one-­‐off’”  repayment  to  al  
Qa’ida  groups.22    In  this   sense,   Boko  Haram  appears   to  have   uGlized   external   training   and  support   in  
order  to  fulfill  local  goals,  or  simply  has  been  slow  to  adopt  a  more  global  outlook.

Boko  Haram  as  a  Regional  Threat

On   19   February   2013,   armed   gunmen   kidnapped   a  
family   of   seven  French   tourists,   including   four   children,  
near   Waza   NaGonal   Park   in   Cameroon,   close   to   the  
Nigerian   border.   While   foreign   targets   have   been   the  
subject  of  kidnappings  in  northern  Nigeria,  Boko  Haram  
previously   denied   involvement   in   such   operaGons.23  
However,   a   March   2013   video   featuring   Boko   Haram  
leader   Abubakar   Shekau   claimed   the   abducGon,  
signaling  a  shib  in  tacGcs.24  In  fact,  unGl  that  event,  Boko  
Haram  had  also  been   careful   to   avoid   violent   incidents  
on   the   turf   of   Nigeria’s   neighbors,   despite   increased  
reporGng   regarding   external   acGvity.   During   the   video,  
however,  Shekau  primarily  complained  about  the  detenGon  of   sect  members   in  Cameroon,  signaling  a  
locally   rooted  moGvaGon  for   the  incident.25   Nonetheless,   these  complaints  follow  a  similar   paJern  of  
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messaging   prior   to   iniGal  aJacks  in  Kano   on   20  January   2012  and  Sokoto  on   30   July   2012,   and  may  
presage  addiGonal  cross-­‐border  violence  in  the  near  future.

A  Prolifera;on  of  Boko  Haram  Groups

Various   breakaway   facGons   from   Boko   Haram   have   also   emerged,   the  most   prominent   of   which   is  
Ansaru,  or  Jama’atu  Ansaril   Muslimina  fi  Biladis  Sudan  (Vanguards  for  the  ProtecGon  of  Muslims  in  Black  
Africa).   Originally  announcing   themselves   in   January   2012  aber   a  massive   assault   in  Kano,   the  group  
appeared  to  distance  itself   from  Boko  Haram’s  track  record  of   killing  innocent  Muslims.26  OperaGonally  
quiet   for   several  months   aber   its   incepGon,   Ansaru   emerged   as  a   serious   force   in   November   2012,  
conducGng  mulGple  kidnappings  of   foreigners   and  other  aJacks.  Ansaru’s  messaging  and  acGons  have  
been   focused   more   externally   than   Boko   Haram   and,   in   parGcular,   frequently   reference   the   French  
intervenGon   in   Mali.   Ansaru’s   rapid   development   and   effecGveness   has   solidified   its   status   as   an  
emerging  enGty  in  northern  Nigeria,  and  considering  Boko  Haram’s  historically  more  localized  approach,  
may  currently  represent  the  greater  threat  to  Western  interests  in  the  region.

Other   breakaway   facGons   have   emerged,   but   none   have   enjoyed   as   much   success   as   Ansaru.   The  
Yusufiyya  Islamic  Movement  (YIM)  put  up  fliers  around  Maiduguri  in  July  2011  announcing  it  had  broken  
with  Boko  Haram  over  tacGcal  differences.27    However,  liJle  has   been  heard  from  the  group  since.  More  
recently,  a  self-­‐proclaimed  Boko  Haram  spokesman,  going  by  the  name  Abu  Mohammed  Abdulazeez   Ibn  
Idris,  claimed  to  represent  Shekau  and  declared  a  ceasefire  in  Maiduguri  in  late  January  2013.28  Rumors  
of   negoGaGons   with   the   Nigerian   Government   have   emerged   from   Gme   to   Gme,   and   Boko   Haram  
acknowledged  an  effort  led  by  prominent  Islamic  scholar  Dr.   Ibrahim  Da~   in  March  2012,  but  all  have  
ended  in  failure.29  It  is  difficult  to  aJribute  any  sort  of  legiGmacy  to  Abu  Mohammed,30  yet  considering  
the   reported   angst  of   some   since   Shekau  has   taken   the   reigns,31    Abu  Mohammed  may   represent  a  
facGon  of   baJle-­‐weary  members.  Nonetheless,  given  the  conGnued   rate  of   violence,  his  group  would  
appear  operaGonally  irrelevant  vis-­‐à-­‐vis  the  security  situaGon.  
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Key  Ques;ons  Going  Forward

Boko   Haram   has    emerged   from   indigenous   origins   to   present   itself   as   a   regional   threat,   with   the  
potenGal  for  cooperaGon  with  al  Qa’ida   goals.  A   number  of  underlying   factors  help  explain  its  rise  and  
ability   to   thrive,   and   the   emergence   of   Ansaru   signals   northern   Nigeria   as   an   evolving   hotspot   of  
extremist  acGvity.  There  has  been  liJle  evidence  to  suggest  that  Boko  Haram  poses  a  direct  threat  to  the  
United  States,  but  the  organizaGon  has  demonstrated  the  ability  to  mount  large-­‐scale  violence,  which  it  
could  potenGally   direct  at  Western   targets  in   the  region.   In  order   to  adequately   address  the  problem  
posed  by  Boko  Haram,  some  key  quesGons  remain:

Ideology:   Is  the  anG-­‐Western   senGment   espoused  by   Boko  Haram  deeply  rooted   in  northern  Nigerian  
society?   Will   the   eliminaGon   of   Boko   Haram   dissipate   support   for   such   ideology,   or   will   like-­‐minded  
groups  conGnue  to  find  room  to  operate?  

African   soluGons   to   African   problems:   Can   effecGve   regional   cooperaGon   miGgate   Boko   Haram’s  
expansion?  How  prepared  are  regional  governments  to  deter  the  movement?

Comprehensive  Counterterrorism  Approaches:  What  measures  beyond  military  acGon  can  the  Nigerian  
Government  take   to   disrupt   Boko  Haram?  Can   negoGaGons   bring   about   a  peaceful   resoluGon   to   the  
violence?   If   so,  what  economic,  governance,  and  social  programs  can  be  enacted  to  address  underlying  
issues?  

US  Involvement:  What  is   the  appropriate  role  for  the  United  States   to  play?  What  agencies  and  tools  can  
be  most  effecGve,  and  in  what  capacity?    

A  careful  examinaGon  of   the  above  will  require  close  collaboraGon  with  Nigerian  and  regional  partners,  
including   in  the  realm  of  intelligence  sharing,  in  addiGon  to  in  depth  study  of  social  and  poliGcal  issues.  
Examining   the  interrogaGon   records  of   arrested  Boko  Haram  members   or   paJerns  of   recruitment,  for  
example,  may  help  shed  light  on  some  key  quesGons.

Conclusion

The  Boko  Haram  movement  has  ebbed  and  flowed  in  its   short  history,  only  to  consistently  emerge  as  a  
strong  enGty.  The  uprising  of  2009  demonstrates  that  efforts  to  counter  Boko  Haram  must  be  done  with  
careful   calculaGon,   at   the   risk   of   aggravaGng   a   delicate   situaGon.   Nonetheless,   given   conGnued  
underlying   condiGons,  Boko  Haram  is  likely  in  a  posiGon  to  pose  a  serious  threat  to  stability   in  the  Lake  
Chad  Basin  region,  if  not  beyond,  for  years  to  come.
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