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Abstract 

 Boko Haram, a terrorist group that operates mainly in northeastern Nigeria, was able to 

carry out nearly 750 attacks between the years 2009 and 2013. What drives Boko Haram to carry 

out these attacks and what factors within Nigeria facilitated these incidents are a matter of 

debate. This paper will examine three common narratives concerning Nigeria and the rise and 

existence of Boko Haram: religion and culture, corruption and weak institutions, and 

socioeconomics. The paper will then correlate state-by-state data on these three topics with data 

from the Global Terrorism Database on 748 Boko Haram attacks between 2009 and 2013. Using 

statistics brought about by using Pearson correlations to correlate attack data with state-by-state 

Nigerian statistics, the paper will argue that Boko Haram has been able to carry out a much 

higher number of attacks in poorer, less developed, northern Muslim states. Issues related to 

institutions were not shown to have a significant relationship to the number of Boko Haram 

attacks, which indicates that the roots of the Boko Haram insurgency are primarily 

socioeconomic and cultural, and not related to issues with Nigerian institutions or state 

weakness. 

 

Introduction: Boko Who? 

 On April 14, 2014, an alarming story broke out of Nigeria, a large, populous state in West 

Africa: an Islamist terrorist group called Boko Haram had kidnapped more than 200 schoolgirls 

from a boarding school in the town of Chibok, located in a remote part of Borno State in 

northern Nigeria. 200 heavily armed fighters had arrived during the night; they stole supplies and 
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kidnapped the students from their beds1. The incident gained international attention: the United 

States, China, Britain, and France all sent various forms of aid2. US First Lady Michelle Obama 

even devoted a weekly national address to the issue, going so far as to be photographed with a 

sad expression with a handwritten sign bearing the “hashtag” phrase ‘bring back our girls’, a 

social media tag that was being used to promote awareness of the incident3. 

 The kidnapping of the schoolgirls brought to the international forefront a conflict that had 

been ongoing in Nigeria for nearly 15 years. Although Boko Haram had been familiar to 

followers of international security and terrorism issues for some time, the group did not gain 

international notoriety until the Chibok incident in April 2014. However, Boko Harm had been 

doing battle with the Nigerian government for well over a decade prior to the incident that made 

them internationally infamous. The schoolgirl incident caused, for the first time, questions to be 

asked among the Western public and media about Boko Haram’s origins and the roots of its 

grievances against the Nigerian government: why does Boko Haram exist? What factors within 

Nigeria have led to the group’s rise, creation, agenda, and tactics? Why is there an Islamist 

insurgency in a West African country? 

 This paper will attempt to answer some of those questions by examining three issues 

within Nigeria that are often cited as being related to the rise and existence of Boko Haram: 

religion and culture, institutional weakness and corruption, and socioeconomics. Drawing on the 

                                                
1 “Will Nigeria’s abducted schoolgirls ever be found?” BBC, May 12 2014, accessed April 29 
2015 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-27293418 
2 “Kidnapped Nigerian schoolgirls remain captives, despite international help,” CBC News, June 
25 2014, accessed April 29 2015 
 http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/kidnapped-nigerian-schoolgirls-remain-captives-despite-
international-help-1.2685717 
3 “Michelle Obama: Barack and I see our own daughters in Nigeria schoolgirls” The Guardian, 
May 10 2014, accessed April 29 2015 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/10/michelle-obama-nigeria-schoolgirls-
kidnapping-boko-haram 
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current literature on Nigeria and Boko Haram, the paper will first give a brief history and 

background on Boko Haram, outlining its origins, foundations, and grievances against the 

Nigerian state, before giving a short literature review. The essay will then trace the current 

religious divide in Nigeria, a country of 180 million that is split almost evenly between Islam and 

Christianity, and the crisis of identity this divide has caused. The paper will then briefly explore 

the issue of corruption and weak institutions within Nigeria by examining Nigeria’s various 

“scores” among international organizations who give numerical ratings to issues such as 

corruption and state frailty, before briefly touching on socioeconomic issues within Nigeria. 

 Following the qualitative narrative on Nigeria and Boko Haram today, the paper will 

explore the relationship between the three topics given above and Boko Haram attacks that 

occurred over a 5-year period. Using original research, the paper will discuss the results of a 

correlation of 748 Boko Haram attacks between 2009 and 2013 and various statistics on religion, 

socioeconomics, and institutions on a state-by-state basis. The paper will discuss the 

methodology and data used before exploring the relationship between various categories and the 

number of Boko Haram attacks in each state, drawing conclusions on what factors within Nigeria 

have had the greatest effect on or relationship with the number of Boko Haram attacks in certain 

states. The paper will conclude with comments on what the findings mean for Nigeria and the 

understanding of the origins of terrorist groups in general.  

 

Boko Haram: A Brief History and Overview 

 As stated by the International Crisis Group, Boko Haram is a militant Islamic 

organization whose principal goal is to create an Islamic state in northern Nigeria which it 

believes would alleviate the negative aspects of modern Nigerian society, including corruption 
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and bad governance. The group adheres to a strict interpretation of the Quran and the Hadith (the 

sayings and teachings of Islam’s prophet Muhammad), and are most concerned by what it means 

to be a good Muslim, including the “categorical distinction between what is licit (halal) and what 

is forbidden (haram)4. The group’s main goal can be summarized through a statement form Abu 

Oaqa, its most well known spokesperson: “Our objective is to place Nigeria in a difficult position 

and even destabilize it and replace it with Sharia…take Nigeria back to the pre-colonial period 

when the Sharia (Islamic) law was practiced”5. 

 The exact date when Boko Haram was founded remains uncertain and is debated among 

scholars. It is generally believed that Boko Haram grew out a group of radical Islamist youth 

who worshipped at the Al-Haji Muhammadu Mdimi Mosque in Maiduguri, Borno State, 

northeastern Nigeria in the 1990’s6. The group was established around 2002 by a man named 

Mohammed Yusuf, who propagated the beliefs that the seeking of knowledge must not 

contradict the principles of Islam, and that Western education is a product of Western culture and 

corrupts Muslims and society; this necessitates the restoration of an Islamic political order7. This 

issue has become one of the main bones of contention between Boko Haram and the Nigerian 

state today, as Boko Haram detests the Western system upon which Nigeria’s government is 

based, and sees this system as the root of many ills in Nigerian society. 

 The term ‘Boko Haram’ implies the definition “Western education is forbidden” in the 

Hausa language, which is spoken widely in the area of northeastern Nigeria where the group 

operates. However, this is not the name given to the group by its founders but rather “ a media 

                                                
4 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria (II): The Boko Haram Insurgency” 
Africa Report No. 216, April 3 2014, 9 
5 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria”… 9 
6 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria”…7 
7 Hakeem Onapajo and Ufo Okeke Uzodike, “Boko Haram terrorism in Nigeria: Man the state, 
and the international system,” African Security Review 21: 3 (September 2012): 27, 29 



 6 

construct that is derived from the perception of the public on the operation of the group”8. ‘Boko 

Haram’ is derived from a combination of the Hausa word for book, ‘boko”, and the Arabic word 

for forbidden, “haram”9. The formal Arabic name of Boko Haram is Jama’tu Ahlis Sunna 

Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (People Committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and 

Jihad)10. 

 Around mid 2003, a group of about 200 young men, composed of Yusuf’s students, 

decided to break away from the secular Nigerian state and found a religious community in Yobe 

State in northern Nigeria. They began launching deadly attacks in pursuit of their goal of a 

separate Islamic state in late December 2003, and continued a low level insurgency against the 

Nigerian government through 2009, when Yusuf was arrested and summarily executed during a 

military operation. Following Yusuf’s death, Abubakr Shekau, took over during the summer of 

2010, and during this timeframe Boko Haram transitioned from a militant insurgency to a group 

that carried out terrorist attacks and used terrorist tactics11. 

  In the years following Shekau’s the group developed ties to the global Islamic jihad 

movement that were a departure from its previous domestic orientation: on November 29 2012 

Shekau posted a video expressing solidarity with al-Qaeda, and Boko Haram reportedly formed 

ties with al-Qaeda’s African affiliate, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) around the same 

time. Boko Haram allegedly received tactical and strategic training from AQIM during 2012 and 

                                                
8 Onapajo and Uzodike, “Boko Haram terrorism...,”26 
9 Daniel Egiegba Agbiboa, “Religious Identity, Relative Deprivation, and the Boko Haram 
Terrorism,” African Security 6 (2013): 159 
10 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria”… 7 
11 Manuel Reinert and Lou Garcon, “Boko Haram: A Chronology” in Boko Haram: Islamism, 
politics, security, and the state in Nigeria, ed. Marc-Antoine Perouse de Montclos, African 
Studies Center (2014) 236-238  
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201312. However, in early 2015, Boko abandoned al-Qaeda and pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda’s 

rival, the Islamic State, a pledge which IS subsequently accepted13. At this point, the links seem 

to be purely ideological rather than tactical or operational.  Shekau leads Boko Haram today. 

 In sum, Boko Haram is a militant Islamic terrorist organization which was founded in 

northeastern Nigeria in the early 2000’s. It seeks the overthrow of the Nigerian federal 

government and the establishment of an Islamic state in Nigeria, and believes that the Western 

systems upon which Nigeria’s government is founded are corrupt and responsible for the ills of 

the country. The group has an extreme disdain for all things Western, and uses terrorist attacks in 

pursuit of its goals. The next section will explore some of the current literature on the rise of 

Boko Haram and the reasons given for its existence and grievances against the Nigerian state.  

 

Boko Haram Within Nigeria: What Does the Current Literature Say? 

 The current literature on the origins, rise, and ability of Boko Haram is varied. Some 

authors, such as Daniel Agbiboa, frame the rise and success of Boko Haram within Nigeria’s 

identity and religious divisions, and the roles that those identities and religions play in the 

functioning and happenings of the Nigerian state. Agbiboa argues that the practice and 

perception of religion and identity are directly related to Boko Haram14. Hakeem Onapajo and 

Ufo Okeke Uzodike frame the rise and success of Boko Haram within the traditional levels of 

analysis of the realist school of international relations theory: the individual, the state, and the 

international system. Within this argument, the personal beliefs of Boko Haram’s members and 

leaders (individual level), the failing of the Nigerian state (the state level), and the effects of the 

                                                
12 International Crisis Group, Curbing Violence in Nigeria”…22,28 
13 David Gartenstein-Ross, “The Islamic State’s African Long Con,” Foreign Policy, March 16 
2015 http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/03/16/islamic-state-boko-haram-nigeria/ 
14 Agbiboa, “Religious Identity, Relative Deprivation...” 159 
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global Islamic jihadi movement (the international level) have all contributed to the rise and 

success of Boko Haram15. In another article, Agbiboa, along with Benjamin Maiangwa, argues 

that, along with religious and ethnic divisions, the relative deprivation and poverty of the 

Nigerian northeast compared to the rest of the country has played a role in the success of Boko 

Haram16. 

 Emmanuel Ikechi Onah takes a similar track to Agbiboa but takes his argument in a 

different direction: he argues that “the Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria is a religious crisis 

that is flowing directly from the country’s political system. It is the political system in Nigeria 

that has brought about the present realities of corruption, poverty, and underdevelopment 

throughout the entire country”. In this argument, Boko Haram is a result of the systemic 

deficiencies of the Nigerian political system17. Marc-Antoine Perouse de Montclos also takes the 

political view in explaining the rise and success of Boko Haram: he argues that Muslims in 

Nigeria, due to the deficiencies of the state, have never succeeded in setting up a political 

platform to contest elections with a religious program, meaning that violence has become the 

alternative channel to pursue goals and address grievances18. 

 These analyses are useful, but they do not tell the whole story of Boko Haram and the 

reasons for its rise and existence. The following three sections will examine the three topics 

highlighted in the literature review above: religion, corruption and weak institutions, and 

socioeconomics. An overview of these issues, their context within Nigeria and relation to Boko 

                                                
15 Onapajo and Uzodike, “Boko Haram terrorism...,” 24-34 
16 Daniel E. Agbiboa and Benjamin Maiangwa, “Nigeria united in grief; divided in response: 
Religious terrorism, Boko Haram, and the dynamics of state response,” African Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 14 (2014), 77-78 
17 Onah Nigerian state equilibrium of violence 63 
18 Marc-Antoine Perouse de Montclos, “Boko Haram and Politics: From Insurgency to 
Terrorism” in Boko Haram: Islamism, politics, security, and the state in Nigeria, ed. Marc-
Antoine Perouse de Montclos, African Studies Center, (Leiden, Netherlands, 2014) 135  
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Haram will be given, before moving on to a statistical analysis of Boko Haram’s attacks in 

relation to these three categories.  

 

Religious and Identity Issues in Nigeria: Past and Present 

 The divide between Muslims and Christians in Nigeria is often given as a factor in the 

success of Boko Haram as the perpetuation of religious and ethnic differences have prevented the 

Nigerian state from functioning as a whole entity and promoting a singular “Nigerian” identity, 

which makes unifying the country difficult. This issue stems from two main factors: the 

historical use of Sharia, or Islamic law in much of northern Nigeria (and its concurrent absence 

in southern Nigeria), and the contemporary identity crisis in Nigeria as a whole. Both of these 

factors have roots in Nigeria’s pre-colonial and colonial ethnic, religious, and social 

organizations and divisions.  

Nigeria’s diverse ethnic and religious makeup 

 Nigeria is a diverse country. Over 250 different ethnic groups make up the population of 

nearly 180 million people. The largest and most influential ethnic groups are the Hausa/Fulani at 

29%, Yoruba at 21%, and Igbo (Ibo) at 18%. Religious makeup is estimated at 50% Muslim, 

with Christians at 40% and those holding other beliefs at 10%19. It is important to note that the 

numbers on Nigeria’s ethnic and religious makeup are estimates and unofficial. The last time the 

Nigerian government collected information on how many people of each religion or ethnic group 

there were was 1963; Nigeria’s last census in 2006 did not collect information on religion or 

ethnicity in order to remain apolitical, and the stated number of Muslims, Christians, Yoruba, or 

                                                
19 “CIA World Factbook Nigeria”, Central Intelligence Agency, accessed 3/10/15 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ni.html 
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Hausa/Fulani in the country differs by the organization conducting the survey20. For example, a 

2012 Pew Center Survey put the number of Christians at 49.3% and the number of Muslims at 

48.8%, which differs from the CIA numbers presented above. It can be generally assumed that 

the number of Muslims and Christians in Nigeria hovers at around 45% each, give or take a few 

percentage points. This basically even split is one of the reasons that Nigeria’s government has 

had such a hard time unifying the country, and one of the most cited of Boko Haram’s rise and 

agenda against the Nigerian government21. 

 

Pre-colonial Islam and Sharia law in northern Nigeria 

 The fact that Sharia law has a history of being practiced in many northern areas, and 

continues to be practiced in some way or another in 12 of Nigeria’s 36 states today, is one of the 

most divisive issues in Nigerian society, and one of the most cited explanatory factors of Boko 

Haram’s rise.  

 Islam gained its first converts in what is today northwestern Nigeria in the Kanem-Bornu 

Empire in the 8th century C.E., by the 11th century, the Empire had its first Muslim ruler, and by 

the 15th century, Islamic law was being used to govern the Empire22. In north-central and 

northwestern Nigeria, the Hausa people, one of the major ethnic groups of modern Nigeria, came 

into contact with and under the influence of Islam no later than the 15th century. Later, the 

Fulani, a devout people with origins in western Sudan, entered the Hausa areas. A Fulani scholar 

and preacher, Usman dan Fodio, led a political and religious revolt against the Hausa kings of the 

                                                
20 “Report of Nigeria’s National Population Commission on the 2006 Census,” Population and 
Development Review 33:1 (2007) http://www3.qeh.ox.ac.uk/pdf/nrn/BP1Ostien.pdf 
21 http://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/table-religious-composition-by-country-in-percentages/ 
22 Abdulmumini A. Oba, “Judicial Practice in Islamic Family Law and Its Relation to ‘Urf’ 
(Custom) in Northern Nigeria” Islamic Law and Society 20:3 (2013) 272-273 
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area in the late 18th century and established a Fulani-dominated caliphate ruled from the city of 

Sokoto, which is in modern day northern Nigeria. The Hausa and Fulani cultures of the area 

became so intertwined with extensive marriage that the people of the region today are usually 

referred to as Hausa-Fulani. The Fulanis ruled the Sokoto caliphate under Islamic law until the 

British conquered the area in 190323. 

 Meanwhile, in the southern and western portions of modern-day Nigeria, advanced 

societies emerged among the Yoruba and Bini peoples, with kingdoms at Oyo, Ife, and Benin. 

These southern, non-Muslim kingdoms used intricate systems of limited power, with the ruler 

often being chosen by a council of local chiefs24. These pre-colonial systems of government 

differed greatly from the Sharia system imposed by the Sokoto Caliphate and other Islamic 

kingdoms in the north; this divide is often given as a reason behind Boko Haram’s grievances 

against the state: the group is attempting to restore a form of government that was present in one 

part of modern-day Nigeria but not the other—what one portion of the country sees as a nostalgic 

return to roots, the other sees as the attempted imposition of an alien concept that has no 

historical grounding. 

Sharia law during colonialism 

 The system of two different ways of governing in northern and southern Nigeria 

continued during colonialism under the British, under who the entity of “Nigeria” was actually 

created—the northern and southern portions of what is today Nigeria had no history of unity 

prior to the advent of colonialism. Under the British, colonial authorities treated Islamic law “as 

a variant of customary law and “privileged the emirate system of administration and social 

                                                
23 Oladimeji Aborisade and Robert J. Mundt, Politics in Nigeria (New York: Longman, 2002) 2-
4 
24 Aborisade and Mundt, Politics, 4 
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organization” in northern Nigeria as well as the Middle Belt, the central portion of the country 

where the population was not so Islamic2526. This allowed Islamic law systems to remain in 

place, both in places where they were favored and in places where they were not27. During the 

colonial period, “Islamic scholars and clerics who once held sway in the caliphate state and 

courts assigned the name boko to northern elites who spoke, acted, ruled and operated the state 

like their Western colonial masters”. Today, “it is not uncommon to hear in discussions among 

Islamist scholars and average northerners that poverty and collapsed governance—the bane of 

the region—can be blamed on the failures and corrupt attitudes of yan boko (modern elites 

trained at secular schools) who have acquired a Western education and are currently in positions 

of power”28. The roots of the name Boko Haram and its grievances can be found here in the 

colonial Islamic practice and discussion among modern Nigerian Muslims outlined in the 

previous quote.  

Sharia in Nigeria: From independence to today 

 When Nigeria became independent from Britain in 1960, the British handed over power 

to northern feudalists, and “politics and administration continued largely to be mixed with 

religion as before, with the Sharia still prominent in the scheme of things”29. Following Nigeria’s 

return to democracy in 1999 with the Obasanjo administration, the new Nigerian Constitution 

                                                
25 Oba, “Judicial Practice” 273 
26 Moses Ochonu, “Colonialism within Colonialism: The Hausa-Caliphate Imaginary and the 
British Colonial Administration of the Nigerian Middle Belt” African Studies Quarterly 10: 2 
(2008) 102 
27 Ochonu, “Colonialism within Colonialism”:101-102 
28 Agbiboa, “Religious Identity, Relative Deprivation...” 160 
29 Emmanuel Ickehi Onah, “The Nigerian State as an equilibrium of violence: An explanation of 
the Boko Haram insurgency in Northern Nigeria” African Journal of Conflict Resolution 14 
(2014) 66 
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mandated that the government “shall not adopt any religion as a state religion”30. However, under 

a combination of religious, political, and social forces, Sharia law was re-introduced in some 

aspects across multiple states in the north31.  Prior to 1999, Sharia law had been applicable to 

civil proceedings in some northern states, and only in cases of Islamic personal law. Following 

the return to democracy, it was expanded by state governors and legislators to include criminal 

matters in 12 northern states: Sokoto, Kebbi, Niger, Kano, Katsina, Kaduna, Jigawa, Yobe, 

Bauchi, Borno, Zamfara, and Gombe32. The public turn to Sharia in the northern part of Nigeria 

post-military rule reflected dissatisfaction with deteriorating social conditions and the politics of 

opposition to the government in Abuja, this in turn created the drive for “the restoration of basic 

Islamic practice and values for the benefit of the community”33.  

Nigeria’s contemporary identity crisis 

 The history of Islamic law in northern Nigeria and its lack of history in the rest of the 

country have contributed to another factor that is often cited as being a driver of the rise Boko 

Haram: the crisis of identity in Nigeria today. The fact that Sharia law has existed as a system in 

northern Nigeria but not the south for centuries has created a divide between the two regions and 

made the creation of a singular “Nigerian” identity difficult for the government, which makes 

unity difficult as well, In Nigeria, identity is defined by affiliation to religious and ethnic groups 

in lieu of the national state—“construction of identity has ramifications for the link between 

identity and citizenship and group rights in Nigeria where citizenship is tied to group rights and 

thus inextricably tied to identity…religious affiliation tends to override citizenship”, with God 

                                                
30 “International Religious Freedom Report 2008: Nigeria” US Department of State, accessed 
4/3/2015 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2008/108385.htm 
31 “International Religious Freedom Report 2008: Nigeria”, Rasheed Oyewole Olaniyi, “Hisbah 
and Sharia Law Enforcement in Metropolitan Kano,” Africa Today 57: 4 (2011) 72 
32 “International Religious Freedom Report 2008: Nigeria” 
33 Olaniyi, “Hisbah and Sharia Law Enforcement in Metropolitan Kano” 72 
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being seen as the dominant source of power34. If God is being seen as the dominant source of 

power, that means that the state is not being seen as the dominant source of power. This would 

be a major stumbling block for any national government that is attempting to combat a 

religiously oriented insurgency. 

A history of religious division and a contemporary identity crisis: a lethal blend? 

 It is apparent why religious divisions and the Sharia dichotomy are often given as drivers 

of the origins and rise of Boko Haram. The lack of a consistent, nonreligious Nigerian identity 

prevents the government in Abuja from eliminating lines based on ethnicity and religion, which 

creates the culture of fear which would allow for the creation and existence of a group such as 

Boko Haram. The relation between the number of Boko Haram attacks and some statistics on 

religion and regionalism will be explained in the results section of the paper. In the following 

section, the paper will examine some of Nigeria’s “scores” on political corruption and common 

complaints about its institutions, as well as their relation to the Boko Haram insurgency today. 

 

Institutional Weakness and Corruption in Nigeria: A Driver of Terrorist Activity? 

 Corruption and weak institutions within Nigeria are often given as reasons behind the rise 

of the Boko Haram insurgency. A failure on the part of the Nigerian government to deliver good 

governance, driven by rampant corruption and state frailty, seem to fit the narrative of the rise of 

Boko Haram well: a weak state with corrupt elites who are interested only in enriching 

themselves and in not the good of the state creates the conditions for a terrorist group to be able 

to form and operate. It is easy to see why this narrative is popular: Nigeria consistently scores 

near the bottom of international rankings on state strength in corruption, and its government is 

                                                
34 Agbiboa, “Religious Identity, Relative Deprivation...” 155 



 15 

famed for corruption among elites.  In this section the paper will explore Nigeria’s “scores” as 

well as some of the common narratives about its government. 

“Nigeria as a weak state”: the scores 

 Nigeria consistently ranks near the bottom in terms of scores for corruption and state 

strength. On the Foreign Policy and the Fund for Peace’s Fragile States Index 2014, which 

measures state strength by assessing the categories of poverty, the legitimacy of the state, uneven 

development, demographic pressures, factionalized elites, group grievances, public services, 

refugee issues, and security, Nigeria scored a 97.9, good for 17th on the list (South Sudan topped 

the list at 112.9, with Finland being ranked as the least fragile state with a score of 18.7). Nigeria 

scored higher than each of its neighbors, with next-door Niger placing 19th and Cameroon 27th35. 

Likewise, on Transparency International’s 2014 Corruption Perceptions Index, an index which 

measures how corrupt a country’s public sectors are seen to be, Nigeria scored a 27, good for 

136 out of 175 countries, and tied with its neighbors Cameroon and Niger36.   

 This indicates that Nigeria is a weak, corrupt state, facing issues including a crisis of 

legitimacy, a lack of public services, human rights abuses, and over-reaching security 

apparatuses. It also indicates that Nigeria is not unique case of being a weak state in a strong 

neighborhood. Along with Niger and Cameroon, several nearby West and Central African 

countries round out the top of Foreign Policy’s list: the Central African Republic ranks 3rd, Chad 

comes in at number 6, Ivory Coast ranks 14th, and Liberia 24. The problems that face Nigeria 

seem to be endemic to the region as a whole.  

 

                                                
35 “Fragile States Index” Foreign Policy, accessed 3/25/15  
http://foreignpolicy.com/fragile-states-2014/ 
36 “Corruption Perceptions Index 2014: Results” Transparency International, accessed 3/25/14 
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results 
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“Nigeria as a weak state”: the narrative 

 It is easy to see by the scores above how Nigeria is seen as a weak and corrupt state, and 

that is reflected in the current literature and discourse on the Nigerian government. According to 

the International Crisis Group, “There is an intricate link in Nigeria between politics, 

government, corruption, poverty, and violence. Politics is largely driven by money. Elected 

officials are hardly accountable to citizens. The well-connected exercise undue influence 

according to the strength of their purse and the strings they can pull. The various elite factions—

political, economic/business, bureaucratic, traditional, and religious—have been drawn into a 

political economy driven by huge oil receipts and implicated in wide scale and systemic 

corruption”. The country is often widely acknowledged to have a huge issue when it comes to 

unequal distribution of oil revenues37. Elite corruption is one of Nigeria’s worst problems38. The 

issue has developed due to low salaries for public officials and strong kinship ties, with the result 

being that Nigeria has lost more than $400 billion to corruption since 1960, severely weakening 

the capabilities of the state39. If a state is losing $400 billion to corruption, it follows that that 

state may not be very strong or have good institutions, which is reflected in the two scores above. 

 Nigeria’s security services are also notoriously corrupt and inept, which has resulted in 

the undermining of trust, reputation, and credibility among the Nigerian people40. Nigerian 

security services routinely engage in bribery and extortion, charging illegal tolls and bail fees 

                                                
37 International Crisis Group, “Curbing Violence in Nigeria”… 2 
38 Emmanuel Obuah, “Combatting Corruption in Nigeria: The Nigerian Economic and Financial 
Crimes Commission” African Studies Quarterly 12:1 (2010), 17 
39 Obuah, “Combatting Corruption in Nigeria,” 21, International Crisis Group, “Curbing 
Violence in Nigeria” 2 
40 Osumah Oarhe and Iro Aghedo, “The Open Sore of a Nation: Corruption Complex and 
Internal Security in Nigeria,” African Security 3 (2010), 133 
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while planting, faking and distorting evidence41. Failure of the state and security agencies has 

transformed security from a public good provided by the government to a private good that 

individuals and groups have to provide for themselves42. The ineptness, weakness and failures of 

the Nigerian security services are evident in the fact that in 2012, the Nigerian government 

authorized $6 billion for a Joint Military Task Force known as ‘Operation Restore Order’, which 

was meant to crush Boko Haram43. However, in 2012, Boko Haram was able to carry out 389 

attacks in Nigeria, the largest number of attacks in any year in the dataset that will follow 

shortly, and an increase on the previous years total.  

 The spending of $6 billion on security and an increase in the number of terrorist attacks is 

hardly the hallmark of an effective or strong government; in fact, it shows how weak the 

government is and demonstrates the inability of Nigeria’s government to function properly. In  

Because of the scores listed at the top of this section, as well as the figures about the Nigerian 

government just presented, it is apparent how “corruption” and “state weakness” have been given 

as reasons for the rise of Boko Haram and the group’s ability to carry out attacks—Nigeria is a 

state with no trust in the security services, weak institutions and a corruption problem, just as it is 

a religiously divided one. The relationship between institutional weakness and the number of 

attacks will be analyzed in the results section. In the following section the paper will examine 

socioeconomics in Nigeria. 

Nigeria’s Socioeconomic Issues: It’s the Economy, Silly 

 Socioeconomic issues such as poverty, income inequality, and uneven development are 

the third factor most often cited in explaining the rise and continued existence of Boko Haram. 

                                                
41 Oarhe and Aghedo, “The Open Sore of a Nation,” 134 
42 Oarhe and Aghedo, “The Open Sore of a Nation,” 138 
43 Agbiboa and Maiangwa, “Nigeria: united in grief…” 82 
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This is mainly because of the poverty issue. Nigeria is the largest economy in Africa when 

measured by GDP: in early 2014 it passed South Africa and has been growing steadily at a rate 

of 7% for the past decade44. Nigeria is blessed (or cursed) with some of the largest oil reserves in 

the world, ranking 9th in proven reserves in 201345. However, despite this, many Nigerians 

remain poor, and the country is one of the most unequal in the world: the country ranks 24th on 

the World Banks’s GINI coefficient, a measure of income inequality46. It is estimated that 

Nigeria received over $428 billion from oil exports between 1981 and 1999, but the number of 

Nigerians living in abject poverty doubled between 1970 and 2000.  

 Today, many young Nigerians cannot find work as leaders have looted resources that 

could have been used for jobs, and these young people are often diverted into crime in order to 

support themselves47. Further statistics on Nigerian socioeconomics lend credence to the idea that 

poverty would necessitate a life of crime. On the 2011 United Nations Human Poverty Index, an 

index which measures the amount of people living in poverty in a certain country, Boko Haram 

ranked 156 out of 187 nations surveyed, below countries such as Cameroon, Tanzania, and 

Kenya. Nigeria’s per capita in come in 2000 was one third of its level in 1980, and Nigeria’s 

2012 GDP per capita was equal to 5% of the world’s average.   Boko Haram was founded in 

northern Nigeria, which is one of the poorer areas of Nigeria. It is easy to see why the correlation 

has been drawn between socioeconomic issues and the rise of a terrorist group: the narrative of 

                                                
44 “Africa’s new Number One” The Economist  April 12th 2014, accessed April 30 2015, 
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21600685-nigerias-suddenly-supersized-economy-
indeed-wonder-so-are-its-still-huge 
45 “Countries”  US Energy Information Administration, accessed 30 April 2015, 
http://www.eia.gov/countries/index.cfm?view=reserves 
46 “GINI index,” The World Bank, accessed 30 April 2015, 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI/ 
47 Daniel Agbiboa, “Corruption and Economic Crime in Nigeria: Social and economic 
perspectives” African Security Review 22:1 (2013) 55 
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“poor person has no other options, so does bad things to feed their family” is a common one, 

and, in light of the situation in Nigeria, one that seems to be applicable.  

 All three of the previous narratives seem to be applicable to the rise and existence of 

Boko Haram: Nigeria is a fragile, weak state with institutions that have been gouged by 

corruption. It is divided along religious and regional lines, with an Islamic history that is present 

in one part of the country but not in the other, which causes a split in identities between 

Nigerians. It is also socioeconomically unbalanced, blessed with a massive economy and an 

enormous amount of resource wealth while remaining incredibly unequal and mostly poor. The 

relationship between these factors and the existence of Boko Haram, specifically the number of 

Boko Haram attacks that occurred in a 5-year period, will be the focus of the data analysis which 

follows in the upcoming section.  

 

An Analysis of Boko Haram Attacks Between 2009-2013: Data Sourcing, Methodology, and 

Results 

 The purpose of this paper is to explore the relationship between 3 factors which are 

commonly given as being the drivers of the rise and existence of Boko Haram: religion, 

socioeconomics, and state weakness. To do this, this paper has analyzed a dataset of 748 Boko 

Haram attacks that occurred in Nigeria between 2009 and 2013. The paper analyzed 12 factors in 

the category of socioeconomics, and 5 each in the areas of religion and state weakness.  The 

paper will first discuss the data sourcing and methodology, before moving on to a presentation of 

the results. 

Data Sourcing and Methodology 

 The data on Boko Haram attacks for this project was pulled from the Global Terrorism 
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Database, a project out of the University of Maryland. The Global Terrorism Database (GTD) is 

an open source database that includes information on terrorist events around the world from 1970 

until 2013. The GTD is the largest unclassified database on terrorist events around the world, 

with information on over 125,000 attacks. 

 The data on Boko Haram that was used was pulled using the GTD’s “advanced search” 

function, which is available from the homepage of the GTD website. The database was instructed 

to find data on Boko Haram attacks between 2009 and 201348. Under the advanced search 

function, no region was specified. Under the “country” criteria, Nigeria was selected to eliminate 

Boko Haram attacks that have occurred in Chad, Niger, and Cameroon from the dataset. Under 

“perpetrator,” Boko Haram was selected. No criteria for weapon type, attack type, or target type 

was selected. Under specificity criteria, ambiguous cases were excluded, but unsuccessful attacks 

(attacks that were attempted but not successfully carried out) were included49. 

 The GTD returned data on 748 attacks by Boko Haram in Nigeria between 2009 and 

2013. The distribution of the attacks over 5 years was as follows: 

 

 The attacks were then broken down on a state-by-state basis. Between 2009 and 2013, 

Boko Haram carried out attacks in 21 of Nigeria’s 36 states, as well as in Nigeria’s Federal 

Capital Territory, Abuja.  There were no attacks in 15 states during this time period. 18 attacks 

had no given location and thus could not be categorized by state. The 5 states with the greatest 

                                                
48 The GTD does not have data on Boko Haram attacks prior to 2009, and does not have any data 
on the group past 2013. The update with data for 2014 is due out this year, at which point this 
paper can be updated accordingly. 
49 The GTD’s definition of what makes an unsuccessful attack is not specified. 

Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

# Of attacks 10 17 122 389 210 



 21 

number of attacks were as follows:  

 

  
 The data from the GTD was then correlated with various statistics on Nigeria in the 

categories of socioeconomics, institutions, and religion/regionalism. There were 12 categories 

for socioeconomics, 5 for institutions, and 5 for religion and regionalism. The categories were 

broken down on a state-by-state basis and correlated with the number of attacks from the GTD 

dataset using the Pearson correlation function in the program Microsoft Excel. A Pearson 

correlation shows a correlation between two groups of numbers, x and y. A perfect positive 

correlation is 1, which indicates that as x goes up, y goes up. A perfect negative correlation is -1, 

which indicates that as x goes up, y goes down, or vice versa. A correlation that is close to 0 

(usually in the range of -.1 to .1) is not considered to be statistically significant. This  

function/formula correlates numbers in two separate ranges of Excel cells. For example, if the 

data were as displayed below:  

 
  
 Then the correlation formula would be as follows: =CORREL(A2:A4,B2:B4). This 

correlates the range of the first column with the range of the second column. In this example, the 

correlation is 0.72057669, which indicates a very strong positive correlation: as the numbers in 

Column A go up, the numbers in Column B also go up. 

 This process was carried out for 22 separate categories across all 36 Nigerian states and 

the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja.   

State Borno Yobe Kano Kaduna Adamawa 
# Of attacks 366 111 77 34 26 

Column A Column B 
1 10 
2 7 
3 13 
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Results 

 The results of the 22 correlations, broken down by topic and category, were as follows: 

Socioeconomics	  (Figure	  A)	  
Category	   Correlation	  
%	  of	  children	  with	  no	  vaccinations	   0.693580666	  
Human	  Poverty	  Index	   0.477728458	  
%	  wood	  primary	  cooking	  fuel	   0.218090898	  
Unemployment	  rate	   0.19335209	  
Adult	  Literacy	  in	  any	  language	   -‐0.132901994	  
GDP	  per	  capita	   -‐0.178238943	  
%	  kerosene	  primary	  cooking	  fuel	   -‐0.23811739	  
%	  of	  births	  delivered	  in	  a	  health	  facility	   -‐0.305985463	  
%	  of	  births	  delivered	  by	  a	  health	  professional	   -‐0.311119052	  
Human	  Development	  Index	   -‐0.376926882	  
Access	  to	  cellular	  phones	   -‐0.417822197	  
Education	  Index	  (mean	  years	  of	  schooling	  and	  expected	  years	  of	  schooling)	   -‐0.44439144	  

 

Religion	  and	  Region	  (Figure	  B)	  
Category	   Correlation	  
Uses	  Sharia	  Law	   0.38914974	  
%	  population	  that	  is	  	  Muslim	   0.34605	  
Located	  in	  North	   0.28483397	  
Voted	  for	  main	  Muslim	  candidate	  2015	  Presidential	  Election	   0.221787766	  
%	  population	  that	  is	  Christian	   -‐0.303193	  

 

Institutions	  (Figure	  C)	  
Category	   Correlation	  
Length	  of	  federal	  roads	   0.443419024	  
total	  #	  of	  police	  officers	   -‐0.041119178	  
total	  #	  of	  police	  stations	   -‐0.059851214	  
Oil	  revenue	  proceeds	  by	  state	   -‐0.091467132	  
total	  #	  of	  post	  office	  boxes	  available	   -‐0.094647647	  

 

 

(All sources for data may be found in the second section of the bibliography) 
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Discussion of results 

 The correlation of the various data suggests that a high number of Boko Haram attacks 

was correlated with the poorer, less developed, less educated, more Muslim northern states of 

Nigeria, and that statistics related to Nigerian institutions have little correlation and thus little to 

do with the number of Boko Haram attacks. In short, socioeconomic and religion issues were 

strong predicators for the number of Boko Haram attacks between 2009 and 2013, while 

institutional weakness and state frailty issues were not. Let us examine the data more closely. 

Socioeconomics 

 The socioeconomic indicators (Figure A) showed some of the strongest correlations with 

the number of Boko Haram attacks, indicating that Boko Haram was able to carry out a high 

number of attacks in states that were poorer, less healthy, and less developed—as reflected in 

some of the literature discussed earlier. The strongest correlation in this category came when the 

number of attacks was correlated with the % of children who between the ages of 12 and 23 

months had not yet received any vaccinations, with a correlation of .69. Strong positive 

correlations were also shown in the Human Poverty Index (an indication of the number of people 

living in poverty) and % of residents using wood as the primary cooking fuel (a sign of 

underdevelopment). A slight positive correlation was shown with the unemployment rate, and 

slight negative correlations with GDP per capita, adult literacy in any language, and % using 

kerosene as the primary cooking fuel (seen as being more advanced than wood). Strong negative 

correlations were shown in the % of births delivered in a health facility or by a health 

professional, Human Development Index (an index which measures life expectancy, education, 
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and per capita income and puts a numerical score on a good standard of living)50, access to 

cellular phones, and Education Index (mean years of schooling vs. expected years of schooling). 

 The socioeconomic narrative on Boko Haram that was explored previously in this paper 

can then be said as being generally correct—the rise and continuation of Boko Haram (when 

measured by number of attacks) can be correlated quite strongly with poverty, a lack of 

education, a lack of health services, a lack of access to proper cooking fuel, and a lack of 

development overall. Borno state, which had the highest number of Boko Haram attacks (and is 

also where the group was originally founded), had some of the worst scores and statistics:  71% 

of children had no vaccinations, only 11% of babies were delivered by a health professional, and 

only 13% of babies were delivered in a health facility. The Human Development Index for Borno 

was lower than any other state in Nigeria except for Yobe (which was second in the number of 

attacks at 111). Borno also had one of the lowest rates of access to cellular phones. The fact that 

Borno is where Boko Haram was founded as well as the location with the highest number of 

attacks and worst socioeconomic scores says that Boko Haram’s rise and existence is at least 

partially tied to socioeconomic factors—it cannot be a coincidence that the state with the highest 

number of Boko Haram attacks between 2009 and 2013 is also the state where the group was 

founded and the state with development and poverty scores at the bottom of the class. The 

Nigerian government has evidently failed Borno state, as well as the rest of the poor population 

of Nigeria who reside in the poorer states that are adjacent to Borno which also show high 

numbers of Boko Haram attacks compared to the rest of the country.   

 An interesting question that is raised by the high numbers of attacks in Borno, a Muslim-

majority state, is why an Islamic terrorist group which claims to represent the interests of 

                                                
50 “Human Development Index,” United Nations, accessed April 30 2015, 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi 
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Muslims would attack areas that are home to many of its purported supporters. Although that 

analysis is outside the scope of this paper, it may be argued that so many of Boko Haram’s 

attacks occurred in areas with high numbers of Muslim residents simply due to ease of access 

and proximity to the groups foundations and home—it is easier to strike in an area of strength 

than in an area of weakness, such as a Christian state far to the south. However, the attacking of 

so many Muslim areas raises questions about the legitimacy and intentions of Boko Haram, 

although it maybe noted that out of the 748 attacks, 93 were against government targets, 25 

against the military, and 215 against the police, indicating that nearly half of the attacks were 

against government institutions, Boko Haram’s purported target (a state-by-state analysis of 

target type was not available in the timeframe of this paper). Boko Haram may be attacking the 

government in Borno, and not the Muslim citizenry. 

Religion and Region 

 The religion and region indicators (Figure B) also showed strong correlations with the 

number of Boko Haram attacks on a state-by state basis, indicating that Boko Haram carried out 

the most attacks in northern, more Muslim states, and was not as active in southern states with a 

higher Christian population. This helps demonstrate that the earlier narrative which discussed the 

history of Sharia and contemporary identity issues within Nigeria as having an effect on the 

Boko Haram insurgency can be said to be at least partially applicable. 

 The strongest correlation, .389, was shown in the 12 states that use Sharia law in some 

aspect of criminal and civil matters. Only 1 state that has Sharia law, Zamfara, did not 

experience a Boko Haram attack between 2009 and 2013. Positive correlations were also shown 

for states that had a higher population of Muslim residents, states that were located in one of 
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three northern geopolitical zones as designated by the Nigerian government51, and states that had 

a majority of votes for the main Muslim presidential candidate in the 2015 Nigerian presidential 

election, Muhammadu Buhari52. A negative correlation was shown in states that had a high 

Christian population (there were some issues with the data on religious populations that will be 

discussed in the following section), which is again indicative of Boko Haram’s inability or 

unwillingness to strike far from their base of operations in Borno.. Therefore, the rise and 

existence of Boko Haram is at least partially related to the religious divides that were previously 

discussed. For so many Boko Haram attacks to occur in Muslim areas and not Christian ones 

indicates that the roots of the insurgency are at least partially tied into Nigeria’s religious 

divisions and history of Sharia law in the northern part of the country.  

Institutions and State Weakness 

 The categories that were used to correlate Boko Haram attacks with corruption, 

institutional and state weakness (Figure C) had the weakest correlations in the entire dataset, 

which indicates that the state strength/corruption narrative which was discussed earlier in the 

paper can be considered the weakest of the three when attempting to trace the origins, rise, and 

success of Boko Haram. State institutional weakness was not shown to have a strong correlation 

with the number of Boko Haram attacks. While this does not mean that the corruption and state 

weakness narrative can be discarded (the reasons for this will be discussed in the following 

section), it does mean that in the context of measuring which factors within Nigeria have the 

strongest relationship to the Boko Haram insurgency (at least in terms of the group being able to 

                                                
51 Nigeria is divided into six geopolitical zones for administrative purposes: South South, South 
West, South East, North Central, North East, and North West.  
52 Buhari defeated incumbent Goodluck Jonathan, a Christian. Buhari became the first opposition 
candidate ever to win a presidential election in Nigeria in April 2015 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-32139858 
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carry out attacks), state institutional weakness has a much weaker relationship than 

socioeconomic or religious and cultural indicators. 

 4 of the categories used for state institutions (total number of police officers per state, 

total number of police stations per state, crude oil proceeds distribution, and total number of post 

office boxes per state) showed statistically insignificant negative correlations (between 0 and -.1 

in this case). This means that while the correlations were negative, the result was so close to 0 

that there was really no trend in the data, only a very slight negative turn which cannot be taken 

to mean anything significant. At least in terms of statistics, the regions with high numbers of 

Boko Haram attacks did not have any fewer police officers, police stations or post stations, 

meaning that the state was as strong (by those metrics) in these states as it was in states with 

higher numbers of Boko Haram attacks.  The only strong correlation, length of federal roads, was 

a positive one at 0.44, which meant that states with higher numbers of Boko Haram attacks 

actually had greater access to federal roads, and thus easier transportation throughout the 

country. 

 The most significant finding of the correlation done on institutional and state weakness 

was that there was no strong relationship between the distribution of crude oil proceeds and the 

number of Boko Haram attacks. Unhappiness and frustration with an unequal distribution of the 

massive revenues that Nigeria receives from selling its oil is often cited as one of the driving 

factors behind the unhappiness with the Nigerian government as well as the Boko Haram 

insurgency, this point was touched on during the narrative on corruption. However, when 

measured by the statistics of oil revenues to each state, there was no statistical significance 

between a high number of Boko Haram attacks and lower oil revenue distribution (although the 

correlation was -.09, this is close to 0 and is not considered significant).  Therefore, the narrative 
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that unfair oil distribution drives conflict in Nigeria and the growth of Boko Haram may not be 

as significant as previously thought—this may be said for the state frailty and institutional 

weakness argument in general, as the state was as strong in areas with high numbers of Boko 

Haram attacks as it was in areas with low numbers of Boko Haram attacks (using the metrics of 

this study).  This is not to say that the Nigerian government is not corrupt or weak—it is, as 

evidenced by the scores referenced above and the previous narrative. Corruption and state 

weakness are simply not significant players in this study.  

Limitations on Data and Methodology 

 There were multiple limitations in the data and methodology of this study that dealt 

mainly with the data that was available on Nigeria, including overall data and data on religious 

demographics. The limited availability of this data played a role in the types of statistics that 

were selected and used for this study, which means that certain indicators, such as corruption and 

the number of Muslim or Christian residents in each state, could not be properly measured. 

 The first issue with the data and methodology came in the type of location data that was 

available. When dealing with any sort of statistics, it is always best to use the smallest unit of 

analysis possible, and when this paper began, it was hoped that data on Boko Haram attacks 

would be able to be correlated with municipal or local data in Nigeria, as the data from the GTD 

initially returned the 748 attacks categorized by municipality. However, finding any sort of 

significant data on Nigeria at the municipal or local level was nearly impossible, the only sort of 

data which was readily available at this level was on population, which was not considered to be 

very useful for measuring socioeconomics, religious issues, or institutional weakness. The only 

significant data that was readily available was at the state-by-state level, and thus each of the 748 

attacks had to be tracked to the state it was located in (the GTD did not list states) so that 
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significant correlations could be made. If municipal data was used, stronger correlations could 

likely have been made, and a clearer picture of the relationship between certain indicators and 

the number of Boko Haram attacks could be shown.  

 The second issue with the data came in the availability of statistics on the religious 

makeup of the population of each state. The last Nigerian census that collected data on religious 

and ethnic figures was in 1963, 3 years after independence53. No Nigerian census has collected 

religious data since then. The international organizations such as the Pew Research Center who 

measure these metrics have only collected data at the national level, not on a state-by-state basis. 

The only other known count of Nigeria’s religious demographics on a state-by-state basis was 

conducted in 2002 by the World Christian Database54. However, this data was not publicly 

available at the time of the writing of this paper. A reference to the survey was done in a 

scholarly article that was found, but the article only provided the numbers of Muslims and 

Christians (as counted by the World Christian Database) in each Sharia state, not all the states of 

Nigeria. The lack of information on the non-Sharia states from the 2002 WCD survey made any 

sort of attempt to update the numbers or average them with the 1963 census impossible as the 

data on the non-Sharia states from 1963 census could not be played with. Therefore, the data 

used in this project on the numbers of Muslims and Christians in each Nigerian state is, 

unfortunately, from 1963. Although it is known that the states that had high numbers of Muslims 

in 1963 still have high numbers of Muslims today, the exact figures are not known. The paper 

would be better served with updated numbers, as new population figures would affect the 

correlations, although it is not expected that there would be any major changes in the numbers 

                                                
53 “Report of Nigeria’s National Population Commission on the 2006 Census,” Population and 
Development Review 33:1 (2007) http://www3.qeh.ox.ac.uk/pdf/nrn/BP1Ostien.pdf 
54 Philip Ostien, Sharia Implementation in Northern Nigeria (Idan: Spectrum, 2007), xix  
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which would turn the trend of Boko Haram having higher numbers of attacks in Muslim areas in 

the opposite direction. 

 The last major issue with the data was with the statistics that were available that could 

measure corruption or institutional weakness. While the corruption of the Nigerian government 

is well known, and Nigeria is widely considered to be a fragile state, there was a distinct lack of 

statistical indicators that could be used to correlate these factors with the number of Boko Haram 

attacks. The Fragile States and Corruption Index scores do not go below the national level, and 

corruption is hardly a statistic that the Nigerian government will be self-reporting. Therefore, 

certain indicators had to be chosen that would best represent the “strength of the state”. For this 

study, the number of police officers, police stations, and post office boxes, as well as the length 

of federal roads and oil proceed distributions were chosen. While these are not the greatest 

indicators of the “strength” of the state, police stations, roads, post offices, and the distribution of 

oil revenues at least indicates that the state is present (whether those police officers are paid or 

those post office boxes are functional is another matter entirely). In light of a lack of statistics on 

state weakness and corruption, a small improvisation had to be made. It is hoped that the 

presence of the state, though police stations, distribution of revenue, roads, and post offices, may 

be considered to be indicators of state strength for this study. It may be argued that “state 

presence” is not the same as “state strength,” and thus the findings on institutions could be a 

matter of debate. However, although the study acknowledges that the indicators for state strength 

may be weaker than the ones for socioeconomics and religion, the basic premise remains the 

same.   

 Lastly, it must be stressed that correlation does not equal causation. While the statistical 

analysis showed strong correlations between Boko Haram attacks and socioeconomic and 
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religious issues, these relationships, although indicative that these issues are in some way tied to 

Boko Haram, do not mean that socioeconomics and religion have caused Boko Haram. A causal 

relationship may be proven with further statistical analysis, but p-value analysis and other tools 

were not available in the software that was used for this paper.  

 

Conclusion: What Does This All Mean? 

 This paper has shown that out of the three factors of religion, institutional weakness, and 

corruption which are commonly given as playing a role in the rise of Boko Haram, 

socioeconomics and religion have strong relationship with the existence of the group (when 

measured in terms of attacks), while institutional weakness and corruption are not strongly 

related to a state having a high number of attacks. These findings mean several things for the 

Nigerian government and for the understanding of the rise and maintenance of terrorist groups in 

general. 

 First, Nigeria clearly has serious socioeconomic issues in terms of regional divisions and 

income inequality. The Muslim states in the north had a disproportionate number of Boko Haram 

attacks compared to the Christian states in the south: only 1 northern state with a majority 

Muslim population and Sharia law, Zamfara, had no attacks, while many of the southern 

Christian states had no attacks at all. The Nigerian government has clearly failed the northern, 

Muslim areas of the country, and must do much more to raise the levels of development and 

education while lowering the unemployment and poverty rates in these areas. It must also act to 

bring the separate sides together and soften the hardened identity lines that have divided the 

country. The fact that poor Muslim areas are disproportionately affected by Boko Haram attacks 

is likely to anger the residents of these areas and become a bone of contention between citizens 
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and the Nigerian government. Although high number of attacks does not indicate a direct link to 

recruitment, the fact that so many attacks are in areas with higher rates of poverty and lower rates 

of development means that there is at least some relationship between Boko’s rise and the 

indicators. Jobs, education, health services, and infrastructure must come to northern Nigeria, or 

the factors that have influenced the rise of Boko Haram will continue, and thus continue to 

perpetuate the insurgency. With no job opportunities and a poor standard of living, young 

Nigerians living in the poorer states may be compelled to turn to criminal activity to support 

themselves or their families, especially as Muslim areas continue to be disproportionately 

affected by Boko Haram attacks. There must be some sort of effort by the Nigerian government 

to fix this issue—a jobs program, reconciliation meetings between the two groups, an increase in 

health funding, etc.—or the crisis will only worsen.  

 Second, these findings indicate that the socioeconomic issue may be a bigger player in 

the rise of terrorist groups in general than previously thought. Whether “poverty causes 

terrorism” is a popular debate in international relations, with some scholars saying that a lack of 

economic opportunities is a clear driver of terrorist activities, while other scholars point to the 

engineering degrees held by 8 of the 25 9/11 hijackers as evidence that poverty does not drive 

terrorist activity55. The findings of this study are an indication that perhaps socioeconomics are a 

driver of, or at least related to, terrorist activity; correlations between socioeconomic statistics in 

Syria and Iraq and the number of attacks carried out by ISIS in those areas, or correlations 

between Taliban attacks and Afghan economic statistics may yield some interesting results. 

Socioeconomics may be the “dark horse” candidate for the explainer of the rise of terrorist 

                                                
55 Benjamin Popper, “Why do so many terrorists have engineering degrees?” Slate, accessed 1 
May 2015, 
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/science/2009/12/buildabomber.html 
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activity around the world. Less “sexy” than the explanations of anger at US foreign policy and 

religious fanaticism, it may behoove the field to more closely examine the socioeconomic factor 

when attempting to explain the rise of terrorist groups.  

 Although some of the statistics may have been lacking, and a deeper investigation into 

municipal data may yield slightly different results, the picture is clear: Boko Haram’s rise and 

existence are tied in some way to poverty, low human development, a lack of education and 

health services, and a history of Islamic law and presence of a high Muslim population. When 

measured by the metrics used for this paper, institutional weakness and corruption are not 

strongly related to the existence of Boko Haram. The common narratives on Boko Haram and 

Nigeria are thus 2 for 3 when measured using the methodology of this paper.  
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