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Introduction: 

Boko Haram is an Islamist terrorist organisation whose operations are centred on northern 

Nigeria.  It was founded in 2002 by radical cleric Muhammad Yusuf in the city of Maiduguri.  The 

name Boko Haram roughly translates to “Western education is forbidden” in Hausa, while the 

group’s full Arabic name translates to “People Committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s 

Teachings and Jihad”.1 

After seven years of opposition to Western education in Nigeria, Boko Haram started an in-

surgency in 2009, hoping to create an Islamic state in northern Nigeria.2  At various points during 

the insurgency, Boko Haram has succeeded in taking control of major towns and cities in northern 

Nigeria, kidnapped thousands of children and killed thousands.  It was declared to be a terrorist 

                                                
1 BBC News, “Who are Nigeria's Boko Haram Islamist group?” 
2 Ibid. 



group by the United States in 2013, and has officially pledged its allegiance to the Islamic State in 

Iraq and Syria (ISIS).3  The Boko Haram insurgency is estimated to have displaced as many as 2 mil-

lion Nigerians.4 

 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2015/01/daily-chart-10  

Brief History of Nigeria: 

 Nigeria has a long and rich history dating back many millennia.  As early as 5000 BCE, the 

area now known as central Nigeria was a regional trade hub for merchants from Niger and Egypt.5  

Southern Nigeria was later home to the Benin civilisation, noted for its artistic heritage. 

                                                
3 Ibid. 
4 CIA World Factbook, “Nigeria”. 



 Trade between Benin (not to be confused with the modern-day Republic of Benin) and Eu-

ropeans began in the 15th century, with Benin selling spices and slaves to Portuguese merchants in 

exchange for weapons.  By the 18th century, the British had overtaken the Portuguese in the transat-

lantic slave trade.  By the turn of the 19th century, the abolitionist movement had finally gained suffi-

cient traction to end the slave trade in the British Empire.6  Many of modern-day Nigeria’s most in-

fluential abolitionists were missionaries, who spread Christianity throughout much of the region. 

 Early 19th century Nigeria was marred by the first of many interreligious conflicts when the 

Fulani emirs of the north declared jihad against the Hausa.  Across northern Nigeria, the Fulani suc-

ceeded in creating an Islamic caliphate governed by Qur’anic law.  The Yoruba ethnic group of 

southwestern Nigeria sought protection from the Fulani by aligning themselves with the British, 

who annexed Nigeria’s largest city, Lagos, in 1861 by treaty, with the support of the Yoruba.7  In the 

decades that followed, more and more of Nigeria came under British control.  By the turn of the 20th 

century, the entire region had been incorporated into the British Empire following the defeat of the 

northern Sokoto Caliphate.8  Traditional regional and tribal leaders maintained a degree of autonomy 

and control under the general umbrella of the British colonial administration. 

 Through a largely peaceful political process, Nigeria gradually attained greater autonomy 

throughout the 20th century, with Nigerians gaining majority control of their own legislature in 1947.  

On 1 October 1960, the modern patchwork state of Nigeria came into being.9  

 In 1967, the eastern state of Biafra declared its independence from Nigeria and the Nigerian 

Civil War began.10  Biafra’s battle lines were based on ethnicity, between the Igbo group that formed 

                                                                                                                                                       
5 The Commonwealth, “Nigeria: History”.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid.  
8 BBC News, “Who are…”. 
9 The Commonwealth, “Nigeria: History”. 
10 New World Encyclopaedia, “Nigerian Civil War”. 



the majority in the region and the northern-dominated national government.  The French backed 

the Igbo, while the national government received support from the United Kingdom, United States 

and Soviet Union.  Over the course of three years, over 1 million Nigerians on both sides were killed, 

many by starvation.11  Since the Nigerian Civil War, the nation has remained deeply divided along 

ethnic and religious lines. 

 

Demographics of Nigeria: 

 With a population of 186 million, Nigeria is Africa’s most populous country.12  Its popula-

tion is also rapidly increasing, and is expected to approach 392 million by 2050.13  It is also deeply 

divided along ethnic and religious lines – Nigerians belong to 250 distinct ethnic groups, speak 500 

languages and practise dozens of faiths, with Islam (50%) and Christianity (40%) the most preva-

lent.14  Geographically speaking, the country is divided between the predominately Muslim north and 

the predominately Christian south.  Many of Boko Haram’s fighters belong to the Hausa-speaking 

Kanuri ethnic group indigenous to northeastern Nigeria.15   

 Nigeria’s economy has been growing rapidly in recent years, partly driven by oil revenues.  

However, the nation’s newfound wealth is not evenly distributed.  Much of it is held in the hands of 

a very small elite, centred in the capital Abuja.16  This economic disparity also has a regional compo-

nent – the rapid economic growth in the south has yet to permeate into Boko Haram’s stronghold 

of northern Nigeria.  In 2013, only 16% of southwestern Nigerians (the area around the nation’s 

                                                
11 The Commonwealth, “Nigeria: History”. 
12 CIA World Factbook, “Nigeria”.  
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 BBC News, “Who are…”. 
16 The Globe and Mail, “Boko Haram insurgency exposes extreme economic inequality”.  



largest city, Lagos) lived in poverty, compared to over 50% in the northeast.17  This economic ma-

laise has been a key driver of discontent in northeastern Nigeria, which has fuelled the rise of Boko 

Haram.18  It has also prompted accusations by some disgruntled northerners that southern Nigerians 

in government have not been doing enough to fight Boko Haram because the insurgency has not 

impacted them to the same degree.19 

 

Boko Haram Chronology: 

 In 2002, radical cleric Muhammad Yusuf founded Boko Haram in the northeastern city of 

Maiduguri by setting up a mosque and Qur’anic school.  He soon gained followers from across Mus-

lim Nigeria, and used this platform to build support for jihad and an Islamic caliphate.20  The current 

insurgency in northern Nigeria began in 2009, when Boko Haram attacked a number of government 

buildings in Maiduguri.  Hundreds died in the ensuing violence.  Government security forces killed 

Yusuf himself and declared victory over Boko Haram.  Yet this victory was short-lived; before long, 

the insurgency was revitalised by new leader Abubakar Shekau.21  For eight years, Boko Haram has 

continued to terrorise northern Nigeria, attacking villages and towns, abducting women and girls, 

destroying infrastructure and forcing men and boys to join their ranks.22  Amnesty International has 

also found evidence that the security forces fighting Boko Haram are also responsible for “extra-

judicial executions, deaths in military custody, enforced disappearances, the use of torture, looting 

and other violations”.23  By 2014, Boko Haram controlled enough territory for Shekau to declare a 

                                                
17 Economist Intelligence Unit, “Falling poverty and rising income inequality in Nigeria”. 
18 BBC News, “Who are…”. 
19 The Globe and Mail, “Boko Haram…”.  
20 BBC News, “Who are…”. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Amnesty International, “Boko Haram Summit: human rights must be foundation of regional re-
sponse”.  



caliphate in northern Nigeria.  Boko Haram has since aligned itself with the Islamic State of Iraq and 

Syria (ISIS), which named Boko Haram territories “Islamic State of West Africa Province”.24 

However, Boko Haram’s territorial ambitions were soon stunted by a regional counterinsur-

gency of 8,700 Nigerian, Cameroonian, Chadian and Nigerien25 troops, which limited Boko Haram 

to small pockets of the northeast in March 2015.26  Since 2015, the group has fallen into disarray.  A 

power struggle has erupted between Shekau and Abu Musab al-Barnawi, who was recently declared 

by ISIS to be the de facto leader of Boko Haram, despite Shekau’s insistence to the contrary.27  It has 

been reported that Shekau’s policy of killing moderate Muslims was the primary catalyst for this 

leadership change.28  Shekau has declared al-Barnawi to be an infidel.29  On 24 December 2015, Ni-

geria’s Muslim Prime Minister Muhammadu Buhari declared victory in the war against Boko Haram, 

claiming that the group was no longer able to carry out major attacks against security forces or cities, 

and that it was largely restricted to Borno Province in the northeast.30  In spite of this, however, 

bombings have continued; according to ISIS, whose reported statistics are notoriously inaccurate, as 

many as 100 attacks in November and December of 2015 alone.31  Furthermore, the group remains 

a military force – and the poverty, weak education system and popular discontent that fuelled Boko 

Haram’s meteoric rise under a decade ago remain just as strong.  Just as in 2009, the war against 

Boko Haram is far from over. 

 

Attacks on Education and Students: 

                                                
24 The Guardian, “ISIS tries to impose new leader on Boko Haram in Nigeria”.  
25 Demonym for Niger. 
26 BBC News, “Who are…”. 
27 The Guardian, “ISIS tries…”.  
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid.  
30 BBC News, “Nigeria Boko Haram: Militants ‘technically defeated’ – Buhari”. 
31 Ibid. 



 Boko Haram’s initial aim was to fight the rise of Western education in Nigeria, and their op-

position to education has been a hallmark of their modus operandi.  Since 2009, teachers, students and 

schools have been some of the group’s prime targets.  It is estimated that Boko Haram has killed 

over 600 teachers and forced an additional 19,000 to flee their homes – along with 950,000 school-

age children.32  Furthermore, students are overrepresented among Boko Haram’s estimated 2,000 

abductees, with many abducted from their schools.33  Owing to the insurgency, over 1,500 schools in 

northern Nigeria have been forced to close, including over 900 that were totally destroyed by Boko 

Haram.34 

 The best-known victims of Boko Haram’s gruesome crusade against education are the 276 

Chibok schoolgirls abducted by the group in 2014.  Their abduction was met with widespread inter-

national outrage, with public figures from Malala Yousafzai to Michelle Obama promoting the 

#bringbackourgirls movement.35  Despite global support for the campaign online, and intelligence 

support from the United States, the United Kingdom, France, the People’s Republic of China and 

Israel, 197 of the Chibok girls remained in captivity as of 1 January 2017.36  Those who have escaped 

or been released have told a harrowing tale of violence, starvation, forced conversion and sexual 

slavery.  On occasion, Boko Haram has successfully leveraged Chibok schoolgirls in prisoner swaps 

for its own fighters.37 

 

Pertinent Questions: 

                                                
32 Human Rights Watch, “They Set the Classrooms on Fire: Attacks on Education in Northeast Ni-
geria”.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 The Independent: “Bring Back Our Girls: Michelle Obama and Malala Yousafzai support cam-
paign for return of kidnapped Nigeria schoolgirls”. 
36 BBC News: “Nigeria Chibok abductions: What we know about the missing girls”.  
37 Ibid. 



1. Should the international community intervene to degrade Boko Haram’s capabilities?  

Should more have been done earlier? 

2. What can be done to prevent similar groups from gaining influence and/or territory else-

where?  What should the United Nations Security Council do? 

3. Many nations have joined military coalitions to fight against ISIS in the Middle East, but not 

so in the fight against Boko Haram.  Why – and is this right? 
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