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Abstract:
The consequence of violent extremism on rural livelihoods has received less attention in academic
literature. This paper addresses three fundamental questions: What are the socio-economic causes
of terrorism and violent religious movements? What is the root cause of Boko Haram in Northeast
Nigeria? And what are the consequences of Boko Haram’s violence on rural livelihoods? Based on
a review of the literature and current studies in Nigeria, this paper contends that violent extremism
has a correlation with the socio-economic conditions in Northeast Nigeria, and there are direct and
indirect impacts of extremism on rural livelihoods. The paper concludes with a suggestion of
further studies on the drivers of violent extremism, and the rural livelihoods strategies for coping
with extremist activities in Nigeria.
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Introduction

The factors that generate and sustain violence from terrorist groups have been widely

studied all over the world. However, Denoeux and Carter (2009:1) points out that much of

what we know about violent Islamic extremist groups is based on the experience in the

Middle-East and North Africa (MENA), and South Asia. In contrast, there is less

information about violent Islamic militant groups in sub-Saharan Africa compared to

MENA and South Asia regions (Denoeux and Carter, 2009:1). Specifically, Paden (2009:3)

notes that Nigeria is the least well known of the Muslim world's pivotal states despite

having the sixth largest population of Muslims in the world, and the biggest economy in

Africa (The Economist, 2014). There is, therefore, a lack of adequate information about

violent Islamic militants in Nigeria, such Boko Haram (aka the Islamic State of West

Africa), and perhaps it's relationship with the socio-economic conditions in the country.

Though, recent scholarships have attempted to explain the link between socio-economic

conditions and terrorist activities (Krueger, 2007; De Mesquita, 2008; Meierrieks and

Gries, 2013; Abadie, 2006; Piazza, 2006; Berriberi, 2003). But the case of the Islamic

State of West Africa in Northeast Nigeria and the Lake Chad Basin, in general, remains

relatively understudied.

Nonetheless, the rise in violence from militant religious groups led Juergensmeyer

(2000:7) to say that he was puzzled, not because bad people do bad things, but rather why

bad things are perpetrated by people who otherwise appear to be good. Gopin (2002) also

questions why religion is a source of peace, and at the same time a source of violence. To

Emerson and Smith (2001), religion could have both a positive and a disruptive face,

"Religion can help to keep everything in place. But it can also turn the world upside-

down." This paper mainly stems from these synopses, though; it's not why people who



otherwise appear to be good do bad things, but on the nexus between violent Islamic

extremism and socio-economic conditions in rural Africa context. According to Newman

(2006), there is a causal relationship between social, economic, political and demographic

conditions and terrorist activities. Sandole (2010:107) explains that terrorism may be a

manifestation or a symptom of deep-rooted origins of political violence. Rubenstein (1988)

adds that terrorist is often responses of frustrated people, in his words; an average

terrorist is “the guy next door” living on the edge of despair (Rubenstein, 1988). These

assertions agree with the repercussions of the denial and deprivation of basic human need

(Burton, 1990). Ted Gurr also argues that people become dissatisfied if they feel that they

have less than they should and could have, and over time, such dissatisfaction leads to

frustration, anger, and rebellion (Gurr, 1970). These explanations have relevance to the

socio-economic conditions that led to the birth of Boko Haram.

Thus, understanding the relationship between violent Islamic extremist groups such as

Boko Haram and their socio-economic determinants is important in explaining the root

causes, consequences and response to the militant group. The specific questions

addressed by this study starting with a definition of terrorism and violent extremism are:

What are the socio-economic causes of terrorist movements? What are the causes of

violent religious movements? What is the root causes of the Islamic State of West Africa

(aka Boko Haram)? What is the consequence of Boko Haram’s violence on rural

livelihoods? and conclusion.

1.0Definition of Terrorism and Violent Extremism

According to Nasser-Eddine et al. (2011:5-9), the terms political violence, terrorism,

radicalization and violent extremism have been used interchangeably in academic



literature, but the basis for the understanding of the terms have mostly developed over the

years through scholarships, government, and security institutions. A sample of the

definitions of the key terms used in this document such as terrorism, violent extremism,

and radicalization are discussed below.

What is terrorism? Terrorism is “The unlawful use of force or violence against persons or

property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment

thereof in furtherance of political or social objectives” (FBI, cited by Sandole et al. 2004:4).

The Department of Home Land Security (DHS) also defines terrorism as political violence

perpetrated against civilians by sub-national groups or state agents, in order to influence

their target audience (cited by Sandole et al. 2004:4). Different scholars and practitioners

have also defined terrorism in various ways. However, an approach at harmonizing the

different definitions of terrorism was carried out by Schmid et al. (2005); they collected

and analyzed about 109 definitions of terrorism in literatures to identify their primary

component. The three most significant factors that they found and their frequencies were

violence (83.5%), political goal (65%), and inflicting fear and terror (51%) (Schmid et al,

2005). Cunningham et al. (2003) in response to this analysis said, while it provides an

objective understanding of what constitutes terrorism; it is too broad for an operational

definition. The difficulties in defining terrorism were widely expressed by scholars;

terrorism was regarded as a difficult term to define and has no precise or generally

accepted definition.

Also, the definition of violent extremism has generated interesting debates. According to

Holmer (2013), the term violent extremism means different things in different contexts.

The Australian National Counter-terrorism Committee Framework defines violent



extremism as "a willingness to use or support the use of violence to further particular

beliefs, including those of a political, social or ideological nature" (cited by Nasser-Eddine

et al., 2011:9). Neumann et al. (2011:16) defines extremism as political ideologies as well

as a method that oppose a society's core values and principles. Borum (2011) contends

with this definition, but asserts that it could be applied to an ideology that advocates the

religious supremacy and opposes the core principle of democratic governance and human

rights. These definitions of violent extremism emphasize the use of violence to further

religious ideologies, political or social goals.

The term radicalization is widely used, but poorly defined (Borum (2011:7). Borum (2011)

referred to radicalization as the exposure and acceptance of ideological messages, and the

change in individuals from mainstream beliefs to extremist viewpoints. The Department of

Home Land Security (DHS) also defines radicalization as “the process of accepting an

extremist belief system, and a willingness to support or facilitates violence as a method to

effect societal change.” From these explanations, it can be deduce that radicalization is a

process of accepting extremist belief and not violent action taken.

To sum up, the terms terrorism, violent extremism and radicalization are often used

interchangeably, but they do not mean the same thing. However, one can argue based on

the analysis above that terrorism entails the use of violence against civilians and other

target groups to achieve political objectives or social change. Also, Newman (2011) and

Borum (2011) rightly captured the difference between violent extremism and

radicalization; radicalization is a process, whereas violent extremism is an action taken.

These definitions apply to this project. Let us now discuss the socio-economic causes of

terrorism and violent extremism.



2.0 Socio-Economic Causes of Terrorism

The theories that have been used to explain the causes of terrorism include the failed state

theory (LeFree et al., 2008), structural theory (Crenshaw, 1990; Gultung, 1996), rational

choice theory (Eager, 2008), root cause theory (Newman, 2006), relative deprivation

theory (Gurr, 1970), basic human need theory (Burton, 1997), identity theory (Tajfel, 1971)

and others. However, Schmid and Jongan points out that these theories are like other

social science theories, reflections on the types of debate and conversations that are

occurring in the discipline and not a formal proposition that have been empirically and

conclusively tested (cited by Nasser-Eddine et al. 2011:10). Hence, these theories are not

devoid of gaps and limitations.

According to LeFaree, there is a correlation between state failure and terrorism (cited by

Sandole, 2010:105). The fail state theory according to Sandole (2010:105) is a conceptual

repository on multiple variables such as poverty, corruption, and unemployment that

makes an environment conducive to terrorism. This theory has been applied to explain

terrorism in some countries classified as a failed state, for example, Somalia (David, 2013).

However, this theory is inadequate in explaining the motivation of terrorism in countries

that did not fall into the failed state category. According to Onapajo and Uzodike (2012),

the Nigerian case is unique because it has some characteristic of "failed state". In 2013,

Nigeria ranked 16th in the world in the failed and failing state category (Fund for Peace,

2013). Onapajo and Uzodike (2012:12) contends that the inability of the Nigeria

government to deliver positive political goods such as infrastructures, security; healthcare

services and employment opportunities relegate its position to a failing state. However,

designating the country as failed state is debatable (David, 2013:7); giving the fact that



Nigeria has the biggest economy in Africa (The Economist, 2014).

The rational choice theory is often used to explain the economic motivation for

participation in terrorism. According to Eager (2008), involvement in terrorism is often

based on the assessment of the cost and benefit; if the benefit is high, individuals

participate. However, the flaw in this theory according to Eddine et al. (2011:10) is when

the group behavior is compared to individual choice. Eager (2008) maintained that

whether or not an individual participates in-group action, they could still benefit, thus

becoming a ‘free rider.' In the Nigeria case, Boko Haram has been associated with bank

robberies and thefts, but these criminal behaviors are at variance with the group’s overall

grievances against the Nigeria State. According to AFP, Boko Haram has warned "Nigeria

will not know peace until sharia (Islamic law) is strictly enforced.” Although it can be

argued that the proceeds from some illegal Boko Haram’s activities are channeled to fund

the sect’s activities. But it is difficult to reconcile the group's objective with any individual

member's goals. This deficiency questions the relevance of this theory to the Nigeria

context.

Most scholars cited the root cause theory and the relative deprivation theory as more

relevant to the explanation of the socio-economic causes of terrorism. According to

Newman (2006), there is a causal relationship between the underlying social, economic,

political and demographic conditions and terrorist activities. Newman (2006:751) further

adds, factors such as poverty, social inequality, exclusion, and political grievance, are the

independent variables on which the emergences of terrorist organizations are dependent.

Sandole (2010:107) also add that terrorism may be a manifestation or a symptom of deep-

rooted origins of political violence. More recent literatures have also emphasized the



significance of understanding and addressing the underlying causes of violent extremism

(Denoeux and Carter, 2009); as an effective preventive measure.

The relative deprivation theory is a belief that individuals or group are deprived of socio-

economic resources compared to others. Gurr (1970) argues that people become

dissatisfied if they feel that they have less than they should and could have, and over time;

such dissatisfaction leads to frustration, anger and then rebellion. Gurr (2005: 20)

concludes that structural poverty and inequality in some countries are the breeding

grounds for violent political motivated movements in general and terrorism in particular.

Many scholars cited the relative deprivation theory to explain the emergence of Boko

Haram. Aigbiboa (2013) maintain that the Boko Haram’s challenge can be resolved by

addressing poverty and economic deprivation in the northeastern region of Nigeria where

Boko Haram originated. He further said, "A swelling population amid economic despair

not only creates an environment in which radical extremist groups can thrive but also

legitimizes their actions." (Agbiboa, 2013). Let us now examine some empirical studies to

test these theories.

Generally, there are several approaches to understanding the causes of political violence,

terrorism and violent extremism – political, psychological, psychosocial and socio-

economic approaches (Crenshaw, 2010). However, the socio-economic causes have

generated interesting debates, particularly on the link between poverty, education, and

terrorism. According to Mesoy (2013:2), the debates on the relationship between poverty

and terrorism can be categorized into three groups: "No link" (Kreuger, 2007; Piazza,

2006), "weak link" (Hegghamer, 2010; Wiktorovicz, 2004) and "link" (Seddon and

Hussein, 2002; von Hippel, 2009). These different classifications represent the



divergence of opinions on the issue.

James Piazza (2006) assessed the hypothesis that poverty, inequality, and poor economic

conditions were the root causes of terrorism using a quantitative study of 10 countries

cases. He found that there was no correlation between economic development and

terrorism. Piazza study shows that factors like ethno-religious diversity and state

repression were important determinants of terrorism. This study agrees with the National

Commission on Terrorist Attacks on US Report 2004 "Terrorism is not caused by poverty"

(cited in Krueger, 2007:3). Krueger (2007) also used data from public polls and the US

counter-insurgency operations in Iraq and Afghanistan to support the position that

terrorism is not caused by poverty and low level of education. Krueger (2007:89)

maintains, “civil liberties are an important determinant of terrorism.” Thus, Piazza (2006)

and Krueger (2007) main argument is that poverty and low-level education does not

correlate with terrorist activities.

Contrarily, in the case of Maoists insurgency in Nepal, Seddon and Hussein (2002) found

that the failures of the ruling government created the pre-conditions – poverty, inequality

and social discrimination that led to widespread discontent, and ultimately Maoist

insurgency. Additionally, von Hippel (2004) uses the cases of Somalia and Pakistan,

where young people have been recruited to join extremist groups in poor communities to

argue that the poor can be lured to terrorist believes. According to von Hippel (2004),

terror groups can offer social services that the governments cannot provide thereby

attracts support from the poor and alienated populations. The main argument by Seddon

and Hussein (2002) and von Hippel is that there is a correlation between poverty and

terrorism, particularly in poor communities.



Hegghammer (2010) neither agree with Krueger (2007) nor von Hippel’s positions as

expressed above. His study shows that most members of al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia were

from the middle class and not poor backgrounds or elites in the society. De Mesquita

(2005b) also argued that terrorist organization recruitments are based on terrorist ability.

According to de Mesquita “Better educated people make better terrorist”, he concludes

that there is a positive correlation between socio-economic status and terrorist activities.

These different opinions make the debate on the relationship between terrorist activities

and socio-economic conditions interesting but inconclusive.

In an attempt to provide an explanation for these different opinions, Tom Parker explains

that terrorism and violent extremism come in many forms and has multiple and

overlapping causes and therefore poses tremendous challenges for explanation (cited in

USIP, 2014). Sinai (2007) also argues that the root causes are dynamic, fluid and

constantly changing. These attributes, therefore, make explanations of the underlying

causes difficult. Gurr and von Hippel suggested a way forward to the explanation of the

relationship between socio-economic conditions and terrorist activities. According to von

Hippel (2004), local contexts and groups must be studied individually to avoid complexity.

Gurr, (2005: 19) also asserts that “terrorism today has local and transnational costs, thus,

requires coordinated local, national, regional, and global policy responses.” Based on these

assumptions, it can be argued that explaining the underlying causes of terrorism is

complex, but Gurr and von Hippel suggested approaches to managing the complexity. Let

us now turn to the specific causes of violent religious movements.



3. Causes of Violent Religious Movements

Juergensmeyer (2000:10), made us understand that religion is not innocent, but at the

same time does not necessarily lead to violence. According to him, violence happens when

religion mixed with violent expressions of social aspirations, politics, and personal pride.

Seul (1999) in "Ours is the Way of God," maintains that religious conflicts are not

supposed to be about religion, and has non-religious causes. He argues that religion often

supplies the fault line for intergroup conflict by serving as mobilization factor, but there is

nothing like religious conflict (Seul, 1999: 558). The question of whether religious

violence actually exists has particular relevance to the Nigeria situation.

Tsogo (2011) suggested that the social movement theory (SMT) rightly explains the use of

religion as a unifying and mobilizing factor for violence in Nigeria. Nigeria is equally

divided between Islam and Christianity and the cleavages to these religions often supply

the fault line for ethnic, election and other political motivated violence in the country

(Tsogo 2011). However, Tsogo (2011) said that in the Nigeria case, the social movement

theory does not explain the specific root causes or motivations and triggers that induce

collective groups to take action; it only describes the use of religion as a mobilization factor

for mass violence. Thus, it can be deduced that religion is not the root cause of religious

conflict but can serve as the fault line for group mobilization for violence.

Nevertheless, the question that remains unanswered is the motivation for the current rise

in violent religious groups, such as Boko Haram and other Islamic militant groups. To

Kressel (2007), it is not only Islam that fosters religious extremism; Christianity and

Judaism have their share of anti-secularists also. Though, Kressel contends that Islamic



extremists are far more frequent and dangerous today than other religious fundamentalist

groups. The instrumentalist and expressive approaches have generally been used to

explain the motivations for the rise in violent religious movements (Rubenstein, 2002).

However, Rubenstein (2002) maintains that neither the instrumentalist nor the expressive

approaches explain the complexity of terrorist motivations and thinking. This agrees with

Juergensmeyer explanations about the limitations of the rational or emotional approaches.

Juergensmeyer said that picturing the terrorist, as rational actors will make it impossible

to communicate with them as well as to understand the roots of their struggle.

Jurgensmeyer further describes religious terrorism as a struggle that links political issues

with a timeless battle between the forces of good and evil, a phenomenon he referred to as

“cosmic warfare”. Rubenstein and Juergensmeyer conclude that the rational and

emotional explanations of the violent religious movements are inadequate.

Rubenstein further argues that modern religious terrorist groups like secular terrorism

can be understood as Respond of individual or group situation which they are dominated;

opportunities for which they are violent or non-violent are limited; and their oppression is

perceived as desecration, demanding purifying action. Rubenstein (2002:17) also argued

that a key precondition for the rise of religious terrorist movements is the absence of

potentially effective forms of mass resistance to oppression. He concludes that

depending on the circumstance; oppressed populations may respond violently or non-

violently to oppressions.

In contrast to Jugensmeyer argurement, Rubienstein (2002) said that it’s not clear if

religious violence is savage and relentless as described by Jugensmeyer. He maintained

that many characteristic considered peculiar to religious terrorism also characterize



secular struggles. He suggested identifying psychological state that correlates with socio-

political context of conflict and its religious dimension for a more practical approach at

resolving violent conflict with a religious dimension.

In this direction, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) Project

on the "Guide to Drivers of Violent Extremism," provides practical suggestions on how to

understand the root causes of violent Islamic extremism (Denoeux and Carter, 2009).

According to this framework, the drivers of violent Islamic extremism can be categorized

into three major categories: socioeconomic drivers, political drivers, and cultural drivers

(Denoeux and Carter, 2009: ii). This approach, according to Loada and Romanium (2014)

identifies a range of causal factors of violent extremism. Denoeux and Carter (2009)

further notes that these factors can also be disaggregated in the stage of analysis into

"push" and "pull" factors. Push factors are the root causes that supports in "pushing"

vulnerable people onto the path of violent extremism such as poverty, unemployment, and

illiteracy (Ibid). “Pull factors” are the attractive attributes and benefits that extremist

groups use to lure or "pull" vulnerable people to join them such as group's ideology beliefs

(Ibid). This approach provides a useful framework for understanding the root causes of

violent religious extremism. Nonetheless, it’s still new; there is need for additional

research in this regard.

4.0 The Cause of Boko Haram’s Violence in Northeast Nigeria

From a historical perspective, Falola and Heaton (2008) said that Nigeria’s recent troubles

could be explained through an examination of the history of its pre-colonial (pre-1900),

colonial (1900 – 1960), and post-colonial (1960 to date) periods. These periods in the



Nigeria’s history are critical to understanding the current dynamics of political, economic

and social issues in the country (Falola and Heaton, 2008). In line with this, Tsogo (2011)

used historical narrative to show that Nigeria is vulnerable to violent religious extremism

based on a long history of ethno-religious violence in the country. Before the current

Boko Haram’s problem, Adesoji (2011) said that the Maitatsine uprisings of 1980 to 1985

were the first major manifestation of Islamic fundamentalism in Nigeria. Isichei (1987)

asserts that over 4,179 people were killed during the Maitatsine conflict that lasted for

about five years. Without digging deeper into the Nigeria’s political and economic history,

let us review the socio-economic challenges in Nigeria in relation to the Islamic

fundamentalist movement in the country.

Socio-Economic Issues in Nigeria

In mid-2014, Nigeria rose to become the biggest economy in the African continent and the

world’s thirteenth largest crude oil producer (The Economist, 2014). Presently, the

Nigeria’s economy currently has a gross domestic product of over $500 billion per annum,

and a stable economic growth rate of 7 percent (Premium Times, 2014). However, Nigeria

is a delicate state; its economy is entirely dependent on the exports of oil and gas (ICG,

2006:1). According to Peter Lewis, the continued reliance on the petroleum revenues as

the sole export commodity makes the country vulnerable to economic shocks (Lewis,

2011:1). The International Crisis Group (ICG) also added that a failure to diversify the

economy of the country also exposed the country to “a development trap” (ICG, 2006).

More recent studies also emphasized that Nigeria’s economy is growing due to the

abundant oil resources, but poverty and other socio-economic problems are prevalent in

the country.



To the Council on Foreign Relations (CfR), Nigeria's economy is growing, but the standard

of living is falling in reverse order (CfR, 2014:16). According to CfR, 64 percent of

Nigeria's population is categorized as living under the poverty level, with an estimate of 73

percent poverty rate in the rural areas (CfR, 2014:6). Poverty affects more than half of

Nigeria's population, despite the abundant oil wealth, a malaise ICG (2006) referred to as

“want in the midst of plenty”. The ethnic and religious unrest and the Boko Haram’s

insurgency in Nigeria are manifestations of the falling standard of living and structural

disparities between North and South regions of the country (CfR, 2014:4). According to

McLoughlin and Bouchat (2013), the centrifugal forces that have acted against Nigeria’s

unity and the centripetal forces that have kept it together are not properly understood and

are rarely examined. This brings us back to what Paden (2009:3) said earlier that Nigeria

is the least understood among the Muslim world pivotal states, and a pointer to the need

for further investigation on the alleged link between the level of poverty in Nigeria to the

Boko Haram insurgency, despite the economic potentials of the country.

Nevertheless, there is also need to reconcile the alleged link of Boko Haram to poverty and

the falling standard of living in the country with the ideological statement by Osama bin

Laden in 2003. The deposed leader of Al-Qaeda, Osama Bin Ladin, in a translated speech

by the Associated Press (2013) said:

“I also assure those true Muslims should act, incite, and mobilize the nation in such great

events, hot conditions, in order to break free from the slavery of these tyrannic and

apostate regimes, which are enslaved by America, in-order to establish the rule of Allah on

Earth. Among countries ready for liberation are Jordan, Morocco, Nigeria, the country of

the two shrines (Saudi Arabia), Yemen and Pakistan”(Osama bin Laden, 2003, cited in AP



2003).

Nigeria was one of the countries mentioned by the late al-Qaeda leader to be ready for

Islamic liberation in sub-Saharan Africa. More so, Boko Haram (also known as Jama’atu

Ahlus Sunnah Lidda’awati wal - Jihad) emerged as an Islamic splinter group in 2002

(Meehan and Speier, 2011), shortly after 9/11 and the start of the global war on terror

(GWOT).

These different views from economic and ideological standpoints illustrate the complex

nature of the explanation of the causes of Boko Haram. Onapajo (2012) said that the

explanation of causes of Boko Haram’s is complicated due to the group’s shadowy

sponsors. Also, there is a need for an explanation about the economic growth that Nigeria

experienced in the last 5 years in-spite of the Boko Haram’s insurgency. According to

Meierrieks and Gries (2013:91), “the causal relationship between terrorism and economic

growth is apparently complex”. The unexpected rise in Nigeria’s economy despite the

insurgency contradicts Meierrieks and Gries (2013) finding that in a post cold war era

terrorism is detrimental to growth for African and Islamic countries with low level of

political openness, high level of political instability, and strong terrorist activity. They

reached the conclusion through an analysis of the causal relationship between terrorism

and economic growth using panel data. Let us turn to how the theories have helped or

failed to help us to understand the Boko Haram insurgencies and the questions that my

project will ask.

The Root Causes of the Boko Haram’s Insurgency

There are several explanations about the causes of the Boko Haram uprising; ranging from



political statements to theories and empirical studies. In February 2012, the past

Governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN), Sanusi Lamido said that structural

imbalance” between the north and south of Nigeria was responsible for the violent conflict

in the northern part of the country (The Punch, 2012). In line with this view, Herskovits

(2012) also asserts “the underlying cause of violence and anger in both North and South of

Nigeria is endemic poverty and hopelessness” (The Vanguard, 2012). A former American

President, Bill Clinton adds, “Poverty remained the primary driver for the attacks by Boko

Haram and needed to be addressed by strong local and Federal Government programs”

(The Punch, 2012). Mr. Jonnie Carson, former American under Secretary for Africa

concludes that the only way out of the trap of Boko Haram is for the Nigerian government

to address the extreme poverty in the northern region of the country. These statements by

notable politicians within and outside Nigeria link the root causes of Boko Haram to the

deplorable economic conditions in the North of Nigeria. However, these statements were

not supported by empirical evidence and did not tell us about the other contributory

factors. More so, the views were not specific to Northeast Nigeria, and the community

perspectives about the causes of Boko Haram were left out.

Notwithstanding, the politician’s statements reflect similar opinions made soon after the

9/11 attacks on the US. George Bush, a past president of the United States, said that

poverty, lack of education and failed governments are conditions that gave rise to

terrorists (cited by Krueger, 2007:12). Tony Blair, a former British PM also said: “The

dragon’s teeth of terrorism are planted in the fertile soil…….of poverty and deprivations”

(cited in Krueger, 2007:13). Lastly, James Wolfensohn, the past president of the World

Bank further said “The war on terrorism will not be won until we have come to grips with

the problem of poverty and thus the sources of discontent” (cited by Krueger, 2007:12).



These notable politicians linked the causes of terror to poverty. The views about the

causes of Boko Haram from the politician’s standpoint are similar to the statements made

after the 9/11 terror attacks on the US. However, the circumstances of the cases are

different; the US attack is internationally linked, but Boko Haram is a local terror

organization.

Contrarily, Krueger (2007) and Piazza (2006) used empirical studies to demonstrate that

there are no correlations between poverty and terrorism. In the Nigerian case, Pastor Ayo

Oritsejafor, the national president of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) disagrees

with the politicians on the link between poverty and Boko Haram. Oritsejafor said, “It’s an

insult to say that the poor people are turning to extremist because they are poor.” He

further cited the failed amnesty program and the subsequent emergency rules in three

states in Northeast Nigeria to support the fact that poverty is not the sole cause of

insurgency in Northern Nigeria. More so, according to the Associated Press (AP), Boko

Haram said that the Nigeria government would not know peace until it adopts sharia law.

This suggests that ideology plays a role in the group’s motivation, but the views of the

politicians did not reflect this dimension.

In addition to the political statements, there are several conspiracy theories about the

causes of Boko Haram particularly from the ruling and the opposition parties in Nigeria.

The ruling party, Peoples Democratic Party (PDP) view is that the opposition party, All

Progressive Alliance (APC) is the sponsors of Boko Haram, a ploy to discredit the present

government headed by a President from the southern region of Nigeria (Metuh, cited in

Premium Times, 2014). The APC on the other hand, argues that the Government is the

sponsor of Boko Haram, due to its failed effort to contain the group, some serving



government officers have also been linked to the group activities (Ameachi, cited in Sun,

2014). Although these views were considered politically and ethnically motivated, it did

not represent the opinion of the entire Nigerians. These views also require empirical

evidence to support the arguments.

The causal link between the Boko Haram insurgency and the underlying socio-economic

conditions in Nigeria can be explained by the root cause theory, basic human need theory,

and the relative deprivation theory (David, 2013; Agbiboa, 2013). Newman (2006)

postulates that there is a causal link between terrorism and the underlying socio-economic

conditions. Newman further asserts that factors such as poverty, social inequality,

exclusion, and political grievance, are the independent variables on which the emergences

of terrorist and extremist group are dependent (Newman 2006:751). Applying this to

Nigeria, it can be inferred that the primary causes of conflicts in Nigeria are the inability of

people to meet their basic needs (Burton, 1997). The CfR (2014) earlier points to the

falling standard of living in the country despite the growing economy. This is relevant to

Burton (1997) argument that if the basic needs are not met it cause frustration, and people

seek alternatives to satisfy them. Agbiboa (2013) further explains, “a swelling population

amid economic despair not only creates an environment in which radical extremist groups

can thrive but also legitimizes their actions.”

As a remedy to Boko Haram insurgency, Aigbiboa (2013) suggest that the Nigeria

government should look at the deplorable living condition; poverty and economic

deprivation especially in the northeastern region where Boko Haram originated. This

agrees with Gurr (1970) argument; people become dissatisfied if they feel that they have

less than they should and could have, over time, such dissatisfaction leads to frustration



and then rebellion. The relative deprivation theory enhances understanding of the

disparities between South and North of Nigeria, occasioned by the oil wealth in the

southern region. The rebellion from the northern parts of the country can be likened to

the perceived unfair benefits from the proceeds of the oil revenue (Aigbobia, 2013).

The structural disparities between South and North of Nigeria can be further explained

using the poverty and the unemployment profiles in Nigeria. The Central Bank of Nigeria

(CBN) poverty assessment report 2006 reveals that poverty was regarded as an important

phenomenon in the northern region of the country. The CBN report shows that the ‘top

ten’ poverty- riddled states in Nigeria are in the north; Jigawa state tops the list as the

poorest state in the country with 95% high incidence of poverty, followed by Kebbi with

89.7%, Kogi 88.6%, Bauchi 86.3%, Kwara 85.2%, Yobe 83.3%, Zamfara 80.9 % Gombe

77%, Sokoto 76.8% and Adamawa 71.7% (CBN, 2006).

A further analysis of the poverty statistics in Nigeria using the National Bureau of

Statistics (2011) data indicates that the northeastern region of the country where Boko

Haram originated ranked among the area with the worst poverty incidence in the country

as depicted in the table (1) below:

Table 1: Showing Poverty Profile in Nigeria by Regions (1980 to 2004)

S/N Regions 1980 1985 1992 1996 2004

1. South South 13.2 45.7 40.8 58.2 35.1

2. South East 12.9 30.4 41.0 53.5 26.7

3. SouthWest 13.4 38.6 43.1 60.9 43.0

4. North Central 32.2 50.8 46.0 64.7 67.0



Source: National Bureau of Statistics

(2011)

The table (1) shows the poverty profiles for the Nigeria regions for selected years from

1980 to 2004. The figure shows that the northeast and northwest zones of the country

have the worst poverty profiles in the country. In 2004, for example, the northeast

poverty level was 72.2 percent, compared to the south east of 26.7 percent.

Similarly, the analysis of the unemployment trend in the country shows that from 2008 to

2010 the rates of unemployment for all the northeastern states (38.0) were above the

national average (21.7) (National Bureau of Statistics, 2011). It shows that the Northeast

region ranks among the zones in the country with the highest poverty and unemployment

rates in the country. The period of the maximum unemployment rate also coincides with

the outbreak of violence in 2009 from the militant Boko Haram groups as indicated in the

NBS data (National Bureau of Statistics, 2011). These analyses show the disparities in the

poverty and unemployment rates between the North and South of Nigeria.

The root cause theory, basic human need, and the relative deprivation provide relevant

explanations about the link between the alleged Boko Haram insurgency and the socio-

economic conditions in Nigeria. The evidence from the Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN)

2006 and the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 2011 data sheds light on this causal

relationship. However, the other contributory factors such as ideologies were not captured

in these explanations. More so, these explanations did not tell us about the impact of

5. North East 35.6 54.9 54.0 70.0 72.2

6. North West 37.7 52.1 36.5 77.2 71.2



insurgency on livelihoods and how the affected rural populations are coping with the

events. The communities or the affected population perspectives are also lacking. These

issues, in my opinion, are the gaps in these studies. Although, Denoeux and Carter (2009)

categorize the drivers of violent extremism into three broad categories: socioeconomic

drivers, political drivers, and cultural drivers. They further said that these drivers could be

separated at the level of analysis into “Pull” and “Push” factors. But this framework has

not been applied to Nigeria. My project will utilize this framework to provide a robust

explanation of the root causes of Boko Haram in Northeast Nigeria.

5. 0 The consequence of Boko Haram’s violence on rural livelihood

Carolyn Nordstrom in her book “A Different Kind of War Story,” said, the devastating

impacts of terror warfare on people, societies, and cultures are shared across nations

(Nordstrom, 1997: xvii). However, in the case of Tamil in Srilanka, Nordstrom said that

she was frustrated because there was no information in the literature on how to carry out

ethnographic study in violent areas. In relation to the Darfur conflict, Young et al. (2005:

vii) asserts, “livelihoods are integral to the causes of conflict and the impact it has had, and

therefore will be central to any lasting solutions to the conflict”. Young and Osman (2006)

conclude, “Conflict and peoples livelihoods are inextricably linked”. Thus, it can be

inferred that there are similarities across nations on the impact of violence on livelihoods.

Therefore, it can be assumed that the effect of Boko Haram can be understood through a

review of similar contexts. Let us now examine some studies on the consequences of

conflict on livelihoods and their limitations.

In a high-level meeting of the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), Justino (2012:2)



said, conflict and violence impact on the lives and livelihoods of individuals, households

and communities directly and indirectly. Nigel (2002) adds, “Conflicts destroy livelihoods,

either directly through causing death and destroying property, or indirectly by limiting

freedom of choice and adaptive behavior, thereby hampering the pursuit of successful

survival strategies.” Justino (2012:2) further note that direct effects of conflict include

changes in household composition and economic status; whereas indirect channels

includes changes in local and national markets and social relations. With regards to

poverty, Collier (2007) asserts that the violent conflict creates cycles of conflict and

poverty. Thus, it can be deduced that violence can have direct or indirect consequences on

livelihoods, as well as short and long-term effects. However, irrespective of the nature of

the impact of conflict, Justino (2012:3) conclude that violent conflict kills and disables

people, destroys productive assets, and block individuals and households access to their

sources of livelihood and economic survival. Let’s examine the impact of Boko Haram’s

insurgency in Northeast Nigeria.

The UN Security Council report (2014) acknowledges the increasing insurgent attacks

targeting civilians and livelihoods in the northeastern states of Nigeria, seizing towns and

compelling large numbers of people to flee to neighboring countries of Cameroon, Chad,

and Niger. The Human Rights Watch report (2014) adds, the Boko Haram attacks have

been on the increase since the beginning of this year, with almost daily killings, bombings,

kidnappings, thefts, and the destruction of livelihoods, Churches, Mosques, schools,

homes, bridges and businesses. The Human Rights Watch also asserts that the effects of

violence are more pronounced in local communities in Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa States.

According to USAID (2005:3), the effects of conflict are increasingly felt in the rural

community and the individual levels. However, a survey of literature shows that there



have not been empirical studies on the consequence of Boko Haram on rural communities

in Northeast Nigeria due to security challenges in the region.

Nevertheless, the studies on the impacts of conflict on livelihoods in Liberia, Rwanda,

Nepal and Srilanka provide relevant information on the effects of conflict on rural

populations. Longley et al. (2003) described the impact of war on rural livelihoods in

Kambia District, Liberia, notes that there were huge displacements, but at the same time

some communities were resilient in negotiating peace and reconciliations. In the case of

Burundi and Rwanda, there were increases in the prices of staple foods as a result of the

destructions of agricultural lands and subsequent scarcity of farm produce (Bundervoet,

2006; Verpoorten, 2009). Seddon and Hussein (2002) on the impact of Maoists

insurgency in Nepal said the main local effects of the conflict are: rural exodus on the part

of the local elite, and the local government officials, and the destruction of economic

activities and local infrastructures. These three cases points to: Direct effects

(displacements in Liberia) and indirect effects (rise in prices in Burundi and Rwanda) and

associated responses (mass exodus in Nepal) by the affected populations, among others.

Contrarily, Korf (2001) in a study of the livelihood strategies of war-affected communities

in Sri Lanka, concludes that war can be both a threat and an opportunity; hence, civilians

in conflict situations are not all victims. Schafer (2002) supports this argument, notes,

“certain livelihood strategies are part of the dynamics that can contribute to, and sustain

conflict and instability.” According to Keen (1998), people affected by violent conflict can

also benefit from the proceeds of looting during armed conflict. These suggest that

livelihood strategies can also contribute or fuel conflict. Thus, it can be inferred that

conflict has a negative and positive impact on some populations, unlike the negative



effects as its in the cases of Liberia, Rwanda/Burundi, and Nepal. In the case of Sri-Lanka,

livelihoods strategies, also feed into the conflict. In the case of Northeast Nigeria,

Campbell (2012) alleged that Boko Haram is having support from the impoverished and

alienated Northern Nigeria communities, but it lacks empirical evidence.

On the coping mechanisms, Patricial Justino asserts that people usually leave places of

more severe fighting to refugee and displacement camps, or move to safe areas or travel

abroad (Justino, 2012:2). However, Justino also contends that numerous people stay

behind in conflict zones and survive, carrying on their daily livelihood tasks in the midst of

conflict and violence. In the case of Somalia with a dysfunctional government and weak

institutions, FAO notes that: “Somalis rely on their resilience as individuals, households

and communities to protect their lives and livelihoods.” De Waal, (1997) concludes that

local coping strategies are the most important component of people’s survival in many

conflict situations. It can be deduced that people often flee from violence, but at the same

time some are resilience. The rationale for the different choices is therefore important,

particularly on the source of resilience or copying mechanism.

In the case of Nigeria, The UNHCR estimates that as of October 2014, 4.6 million people

have been displaced in Northeast Nigeria, and many children are suffering from

malnutrition. However, there are little information about those that remains in the

affected areas in Northeast Nigeria, and most important, how they are coping with

livelihoods tasks in the midst of the militants. These points to the need to understand the

sources of resilience and the livelihood strategies use by the communities to cope with

extremist events.



6. Conclusion

This paper discusses the socio-economic causes and cosequences of terrorism and violent

religious extremism with particular reference to the Boko Haram’s violence in Northeast

Nigeria. The study contends that the theory of basic human need and the relative

deprivation theory is relevant in explaining the socio-economic disparities that have led to

the emergence of Boko Haram in Northeast Nigeria. However, this study argues that the

drivers of violent extremism, the consequences on livelihoods, and the strategies adopted

by rural communities cope with the Boko Haram’s insurgencies in Northeast Nigeria

remains relatively understudied. The study contributes to literature on countering violent

extremism programs in Northeast Nigeria in particular and the sub-Saharan n

communities in general.
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