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Kidnapped girls are forced to marry, are raped, used as sex slaves, forced to commit suicide attacks, and told they will go to paradise. It sounds like it could be a story of ISIS or al Shabab. Instead, it’s the story of girls being abducted by Boko Haram, a militant group mostly unknown in the west save for its kidnapping of girls from schools. When studied closely, Boko Haram’s history diverges from that of groups like ISIS. While it is a radical Islamist group, its roots lie in the very particular history of Nigeria where Islam dates to the 1400s. One can look back to colonial times when the British imposed a system that emphasized decentralization over unity. Post-independence, the Nigerian state struggled immensely with problems of corruption and instability through successive military regimes. Meanwhile, in the Islamic northeast, radical groups like the Maitatsine movement of the 1970s and 1980s took advantage of people’s dislike for the supposedly corrupt state. By the time Boko Haram came about in the mid-1990s, Nigeria had gone through internal debates about the role of secularism or Shariah law. State institutions appeared to be corrupt. Radicals took advantage of people’s anti-government feelings and began a series of violent clashes with government forces, with ordinary citizens, especially girls, caught in the middle and abducted or forced to fight. Therefore, the Islamic fundamentalist extremism of Boko Haram is and was a symptom of Nigeria’s longstanding problems with regionalism and corruption at the expense of unity; decentralized patterns formed in colonial times under British rule repeated themselves regularly after independence and resulted in the rise of Islamic terrorist groups such as Boko Haram that felt huge resentment over the blatant ineffectiveness of the national government. 

Most North Americans wouldn’t know anything about Nigeria, except perhaps about Boko Haram kidnappings of girls. Boko Haram is an Islamist insurgent group in Nigeria, a country made up of 50 percent Muslims and 40 percent Christians
. Their name translates as ‘western education is forbidden.’ They wish to pursue an Islamic state (or caliphate) in northern areas of Nigeria. The most well-known thing about Boko Haram, at least in the west, is its April, 2014 kidnapping of 275 girls from Government Girls Secondary School in Chibok in Borno State in northeast Nigeria, the insurgent group’s home area of operation. The girls were taken and not heard from, prompting the “Bring Back Our Girls” movement
.  In May, 2017, a prisoner swap with the Nigerian government led to the release of 82 girls from Chibok 
. What Westerners may not know is that a cycle of violence has been ongoing between the Nigerian government and Boko Haram. In 2015, Boko Haram began making attacks in the Cameroon border region, subsequently destroying the town of Bagu. This was only the beginning of their most recent campaign now involving suicide bombings
.  There are said to be some 2.4 million people in the Lake Chad area who have fled Boko Haram violence. Kidnappings are not the limit of its tactics: “It has caused 15,000 schools to be closed, 950,000 children to be denied access to education, and 13,000 churches to be abandoned, closed, or destroyed. Finally, it has abducted 2000 children and recruited 10,000 boys,” says Osita Afoaku, professor of politics at Indiana University at Bloomington
.The Nigerian government has invested resources into a counter-insurgency against Boko Haram but it has not been fully successful, and, at the same time, this has amplified complaints about corruption. Going back to 2015, Muhammadu Buhari, a former military leader, was elected president of Nigeria. He had pledged to take a hard line on the insurgent group, especially given that the election campaign was going on during the 2015 expansion of the insurgency into border regions
.  He established a joint military operation with Chad, Cameroon, Niger, and Benin to fight against Boko Haram
. Previously, President Goodluck Jonathan had tried counterinsurgency methods through the military. But they were deemed inefficient due to issues of poor training and morale reflecting long-standing issues of corruption in the security services. Analysts consistently identify problems with lack of government oversight, and implications of personal profiting above the interest of the state.  Relatively recent information from October, 2017 is that the Nigerian court has held secret, mass trials and convicted 45 Boko Haram members. The charges are not even known. This is significant for two reasons - it indicates a step up in government reaction and it may signal yet more corruption in that the trials were secret
. Nigeria’s current struggles with Boko Haram involve more than just the kidnapping of girls. 
The current situation facing Nigeria is quite extreme and it has long roots. The government has its hands full countering the radicalism and violence of Boko Haram. The conditions that gave rise to the group indirectly date back to the 1800s with the rise of an Islamic caliphate in the region of what is now northern Nigeria. Following this, in the early 1900s, the British colonial era began. It, in turn, laid foundations for the rise of Boko Haram by establishing a strong regional climate as opposed to a national sentiment of unity.  Another factor in the establishment of Boko Haram is the consistent environment of corruption in the state, since its independence in 1960. Boko Haram has taken advantage of the strong disdain for inefficient, corrupt state institutions, such as education, in the north. The remainder of this essay will pin-point the origins of Boko Haram
. 

Decentralization of Nigeria, a theme that relates to Boko Haram, can be traced back to British colonial times. Sir Frederick Lugard’s work with the Royal Niger Company laid the roots for British colonialism, and consequently decentralization, in Nigeria.  The British overthrew the Sokoto caliphate in 1903; the caliphate dated back to 1808
. Thus began the British colonial entry into Nigeria. The origins of regionalism can be identified in the actions of High Commissioner of the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria from 1900 to 1906, Frederick Lugard. Nigeria was divided into three different zones or regions. Previous to the Protectorates being established by the British, Lugard had worked for the Royal Niger Company, a private business, not a state-sponsored entity 
. While there he had negotiated treaties with some towns. When those towns, Saki and Kishi, became embroiled in boundary disputes between different British Protectorates, in this case the Yoruba region and Lugard’s northern region, Lugard selfishly felt that the towns naturally belonged to his region because of his previous actions there
. His actions were not in the interest of Nigeria as a whole. It was clear that Lugard was driven by economic interests, namely palm oil and the railway, which he focused on in his protectorate, rather than on the unity of the three protectorates. Lugard sought to replace the slave trade as the local economic driver with the trade of palm oil
.  He wanted to subdue the Muslim Fulani states that he accused of being wealthy, powerful traders based on slavetrading. He wanted to rule them indirectly. Lugard’s forces invaded Kano in 1902, then Sokoto. They were successful because they had much more sophisticated weaponry than the Muslims there. Some reformers in London were not happy with his strong-arm tactics
. Lugard had even planned to build a railway that would bypass having to pay import taxes in the southern Nigeria region 
. In sum, the British colonial history in Nigeria laid the groundwork for decentralization of the future independent state.
Lugard’s colonial administration set the stage for decentralization and magnified the ethnic/religious divide in Nigeria. Lugard became a towering figure in British imperialism, representing the British government not only in Nigeria but also in Hong Kong. The following is an excerpt from his book, The Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa, originally published in 1922. It centres on the need for British rule to free the ‘natives’ from subjugation by the Muslim rulers the British overthrew in 1903. 

The Fulani of Northern Nigeria are, as I have said, more capable of rule than the indigenous races, but in proportion as we consider them an alien race, we are denying self-government to the people over whom they rule, and supporting an alien caste-albeit closer and more akin to the native races than a European can be. Yet capable as they are, it requires the ceaseless vigilance of the British staff to maintain a high standard of administrative integrity, and to prevent oppression of the peasantry. We are dealing with the same generation, and in many cases with the identical rulers, who were responsible for the misrule and tyranny which we found in 1902. The subject races near the capital were then serfs, and the victims of constant extortion. Those dwelling at a distance were raided for slaves, and could not count their women, their cattle, or their crops their own. Punishments were most barbarous, and included impalement, mutilation, and burying alive.

In Lugard’s mind, the peoples of the Nigerian protectorates belonged to different groups and were not a whole. Thus, in retrospect, it can be said that Nigeria’s history under the British empire contributed much to its current decentralized state.
British colonialism indirectly set the long-term context for the struggle that exists to this day in Nigeria in making regionalism more powerful than nationalism. A social force such as regionalism was nearly as powerful as an individual such as Lugard. One way of looking at it is to say that Lugard unleashed the force of regionalism. Lugard’s relevance is that he established the policy of treating the three protectorates of Nigeria almost as if they were separate states. This had lasting, probably unintended, consequences for internal relations amongst the three former areas after independence and up until this time when northern states see themselves as distinct and in direct conflict with the central, more supposedly secular state of Nigeria. There is also continuity in the pattern of relations between Muslim states and non-Muslim states in Nigeria. The British saw ethnicity as a key factor that in turn was built up to be a major cause of conflict between the groups. Thus, one stem of the conditions that gave rise to Boko Haram lies within the imperial past of Nigeria. 
Instability and corruption in Nigeria have been pervasive even to the point of near 
state failure, making it possible for extremist groups such as Boko Haram to form and thrive. Nigeria existed under military rule from independence in 1960 almost until 1999, demonstrating instability and contributing to an atmosphere ripe for the rise of extremism. Nigeria gained its independence from Britain in 1960. The form of government that was established then included an elected prime minister and a symbolic president. However, the military intervened in 1965 after an election scandal; this was followed by a counter-coup. Civil war followed from 1967 to 1969 as the Biafra secession movement raged. Military rule was replaced with a presidential system in 1979 when the Nigeria People’s Party came into power. Unfortunately, there was another military coup in 1983, then another in 1986. The military controlled political parties and the entire government. A free election in 1993 that produced results contrary to what the government expected led to another military government. With the death of a military leader in 1993 came more talk of return to civilian rule. It finally arrived in 1999 after years of turmoil that were surely contributing factors to the rise of extremism
. In addition, law enforcement and security institutions have long not operated in a moral or legal way. Nigeria has had a long-standing issue of corruption of government officials who use their positions to benefit themselves. In 2002, the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) was established to deal with this issue. However, even with lots of indictments, it has achieved few convictions and even if convicted, people face minimal punishments. According to Human Rights Watch, a international non-governmental organization, employees of EFCC say they used extra-legal methods to get some convictions. As well, it looked like the commission was going after the president’s political enemies just ahead of an election in 2007 
. Human Rights Watch’s main argument is that: 
In a broader sense, high-level corruption in Nigeria is so widespread and so central to the day-to-day workings of government that it undermines the effectiveness of public institutions at all levels, from the national police to local government primary education authorities
.
In addition to corruption, the gap between rich and poor has been increasing, with a low standard of living, despite Nigeria’s oil wealth. There is a huge gap between the country’s wealth from oil and people’s low standard of living. Social indicators are very low: life expectancy is only 52.8 years. 62 per cent of the population live on less than $1.25 (US) per day. This contributes to a feeling of dislocation, especially in the poorer north where Boko Haram originated
. Nigeria’s post-independence climate has been characterized by political instability through military rule, political corruption and extreme economic inequality.
Boko Haram rose from this unstable and corrupt environment. Academics have argued that when institutions are corrupt, people turn to radical solutions, especially ones that are critical of the government. In this case, in northern Nigeria, people have turned to Boko Haram
.  Social conditions, not just groups or individuals, have created a situation where radical groups take up arms to demonstrate their antagonism toward the corrupt state. Feeling used and frustrated, as victims do, they unleash their anger. They don’t turn to government to help: it is seen as corrupt. The amount of money that has been “looted” in Nigeria is so large and systemic that victims feel even more hopeless. When victims are part of a “militant” sect they might reject the entire state order. Especially criticized is western education, which the elites have isn’t perceived as a benefit to victims of corruption. This in turn aids in the rise of radical groups such as Boko Haram
.  There is a constant, repeated issue of whether the country can maintain its supposed unity, or not. Instability from military rule over nearly 40 years certainly contributed to the climate that gave rise to militant groups such as Boko Haram. Boko Haram has been fed by Nigeria’s history of instability, corruption and economic inequality. 
Another factor that facilitated the advent of Boko Haram was the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in northern Nigeria. Northern Nigeria had a history of conflict between Muslim rulers and outsiders and between Muslim leaders and the central state. The roots of northern Nigeria’s desire for a caliphate go back to the revolution led by Uthman dan Fodio. Islam came to the majority Hausa people of the area in the 1400s
. Uthman Dan Fodio was a Muslim teacher who accused the sultan in his region of being corrupt. He and his followers moved to another part of the area and called a jihad (imitating Mohammed’s migration and jihad) against the sultan. In 1808 they defeated the sultan, who fled. They formed their own town, Sokoto
. After dan Fodio died in 1817, his son, Muhammad Bello, became caliph. The movement that followed tried to model itself on the original form of Islam and wrote stories to be recited in local languages that followed the traditions of Mohammed
. Britain, after putting down the caliphate in the north, forced the various and religiously different regions to come together in an uneasy whole. This established the precedent of a nation of separate peoples working together
 which played a role in the north’s feeling of isolation and inequality
. Later, the issue of Shariah implementation in northern states became contentious. Islam became a topic of national debate in Nigeria in the 1970s when there was what was called the ‘Constituent Assembly wording debate’; the states and the president debated the wording of the constitution regarding Shariah (Islamic) law courts in the north. Islamic courts were desired there but ran counter to the wording in the constitution that already indicated that state and religion were to be separate. The Adebo compromise was made that allowed for Shariah law but not full implementation, meaning it applied only to personal issues, not civil issues
. In 1999, many northern states enacted full implementation of Shariah law. There were now more restrictions on women, prohibition of Christians in government, and language about ridding states of western influence. Catholic bishops warned the president (now a non-military figure) and he, Olusegun Obasanjo, said he’d suspend Shariah in the north.  But nothing happened. In 2002, the first Shariah penalty of amputation was carried out 

. As can be seen, Islamic fundamentalism, as rooted in its past, became a hotly debated issue in Nigeria. 

The Islamic-rooted Maitatsine movement in the 1970s and 1980s foreshadowed the rise of Boko Haram. The Maitatsine movement was led by Muhammadu Marwa from Cameroon who wanted to purify Islam and who was extremely critical of the Nigerian government. In fact the existence of the secular state itself was the thing he “damned”; Maitatsine means “the one who damns.”
 He declared himself a prophet
. Marwa declared the Koran the only acceptable book to read
. Like Boko Haram, the members of Maitatsine participated in riots against and clashes with the government in the northern states of Nigeria. These ultimately resulted in the deaths of up to 4000 people. Also like Boko Haram, they were especially critical of western education and technology
. All of these things occurred at a time when the north was suffering economically
. The much less known Maitatsine movement is a crucial forerunner of Boko Haram because of its resentment of the supposedly corrupt secular state.

Similarly, the rise of Boko Haram since 1995 is a reflection of the entrenched position of Islamic fundamentalism in northern Nigeria. Boko Haram’s origins can be linked to Borno state when Imam Abubakar Lawan started a Muslim youth organization at the University of Maiduguri. Yusuf was an Islamic scholar and leader. He befriended a man running for the position of governor of Borno state, who won in 2003 with support from youths who would act as electoral thugs. Yusuf then got permission to build a mosque and Islamic school in Maiduguri. At this time, Yusuf began building up his organization by channeling money for purchase of arms. From 1999 to 2003, Yusuf was a member of Borno State Sharia Implementation Committee to bring Shariah to northern states. Fatefully, in 2003, Boko Haram moved out to the countryside with followers and began attacks on police and government institutions in the northern states
. The trigger event for today’s incarnation of Boko Haram came in 2009 when Nigerian police – representatives of the secular state – stopped Boko Haram members who were riding motorcycles without helmets. This led to days of fighting, 1000 deaths, including the death of Yusuf himself. In response, in 2011, Boko Haram bombed churches and attacked people running for government office. This escalated to bombing of a UN office in Abuja
. When it came to government institution, Boko Haram believed the corrupt elite has used schools in the north to do their bidding. Thus, they felt schools needed purification along Islamic lines
.  Boko Haram’s origins highlight the influence of Islamic fundamentalism in northern Nigeria. 
Both the Maitatsine movement and Boko Haram are long-term, now entrenched, results of Islam’s strength in the north. Islam in the north is not a new phenomenon. In part, the rise of Boko Haram was made possible by the early desire for an Islamic state in the north. Neither Maitatsine nor Boko Haram introduced Islam to the north; it was already there in strength. After independence, as the state developed its problems with corruption, the people in the north had especially negative feelings toward the central government and were thus more responsive to the Maitatsine and Boko Haram messages of purification of Islam.  Boko Haram was not a consequence of the Maitatsine movement of the 1970s; rather, it was and still is a continuity of it in a slightly different form. Both extremist organizations were violent and had the same distaste for the secular state. Therefore, Islamic fundamentalism, with its deep roots, was a key source of inspiration for radical groups from the 1970s to today.
Boko Haram is much more complicated than it seems; its Islamic militant roots lie in the history of the region which also played host to a brand of colonialism that established the theme of decentralization to which the post-independence state added corruption and instability.
Boko Haram exists in a country that inherited decentralization from its colonial past, causing states to differ from each other very much in modern Nigeria. What followed was instability and corruption for decades after Nigeria’s independence. Boko Haram played into this. As well, the pre-existence of Islamic fundamentalism made attractive radical movements such as Maitatsine and eventually Boko Haram. Meanwhile, given the national debate over secular state versus Shariah law, Boko Haram could enter the picture and terrorize the population of northern Nigeria. Dionne Searcey, a New York Times journalist who writes from and about Nigeria, including about women forced to act as suicide bombers – has found that in the hometown of this radical group, Maidugari, the people are complex and resilient in fighting back. The same could be said for Nigeria as a whole to have survived such a complicated and unstable history.
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