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Abstract: This paper is a concept that x-rayed the existing 

pattern of counterinsurgency methods taken by Nigeria’s 

government in combating an insurgent Boko Haram in Nigeria. 

The paper argued that the growth and sustenance of Boko 

Haram insurgency despite the successive counterinsurgency 

measures by the Nigeria’s government is rooted from the enemy 

centric approach of the government that resulted in 

unquantifiable destruction of human and material goods. The 

repressive military action characterise by dragnet arrest, 

indefinite detentions and disappearance, looting and burning of 

civilian properties raises suspicions on the military that resulted 

in their detachment from the communities they are policing. This 

therefore denied the government with vital intelligence about the 

insurgent movement, their modus operandi and their dens. As 

consequence, the paper argued it captivated further support for 

the Boko Haram group from the affected communities. The 

paper in its contribution recommend that to ensure speedy 

successes in combating the Boko Haram group, Nigeria’s 

government is to change its military centric counterinsurgency 

approach to civilian oriented measures that will incorporate the 

civilian groups in the affected communities into the 

counterinsurgency team. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

igeria since the returned of it democratic governance in 

1999 after about 16 years of non-stop military 

dictatorships, the country once regarded as giant of Africa 

appeared to a lingering security challenges posted by an 

insurgent group Boko Haram. Boko Haram,  a colloquial 

literally „western education is sin‟ is an Islamic 

fundamentalist whose aim is to establish an Islamic state 

within the Nigeria sovereign state that should be adjudicate 

with the spiritual laws of Qur‟an and Hadith, the holy books 

of Islam. In propagation of this objective, the group erupt into 

violence through fierce confrontation with the institutions of 

state [police, military and their appendices]. 

Since the eruption of it violence, Boko Haram was 

successfully enlisted as one the most dreadful threat in 

Nigeria‟s political history, particularly after the end of it civil 

war in the 1970s. In fact, accounts of human and collateral 

damages incurred on the state and the citizenry is scarce, this 

is because official records are skew and scholarly works are 

majorly on secondary data most through media collections, 

however, there is agreement that the damage incurred on the 

state cannot be underestimated. To date, conservative 

accounts have indicates that about 30,000 people were 

brutally murdered, and 2 million others forcedly displaced in 

their settlement. More so, key public and private institutions 

such hospitals, schools, markets, banks, power and gas 

stations were blatantly damage, some are unrepairable.  

Worst in the history of the Boko Haram violence is its 

defiance to most of the counterinsurgency [COIN] measures 

in its combat. Since 2009, Nigeria‟s authorities are caught in 

what can be best describe as „counterinsurgency dilemma‟ 

constantly navigating around series and sometimes conflicting 

COIN approaches to outroot the insurgency. These COIN 

measures includes of military and non-military measures, yet 

neither found ineffective as Boko Haram continue it violence 

with impunity.  

On a military front for instance, more than 100,000 members 

of the Nigeria‟s Army Force deployed to engage the group in 

conventional approach (Folade, 2016). This is number is 

reinforced by about 9000 regional military force 

„Multinational Joint Task Force‟ established by the countries 

of Nigeria, Chad, Niger, Cameroun and Benin Republics. On 

the non-military approach, options exploited include dialogue 

and amnesty arrangements, as well as political-legal measures 

of enacting counterinsurgency law and imposition of Marshall 

Law. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the concerted measures in combating 

the insurgent Boko Haram, growing evidence in the recent 

past however showed that the group continued to maintain 

relevance on the security landscape of Nigeria‟s state. This 

continues growth and sustenance has since risen concern 

among Nigeria‟s security stakeholders. This  therefore suggest 

the interest to look for an alternate COIN strategy. In the 

academy, moreover, volumes of literature evolved explaining 

contending issues about the COIN campaigns of the Nigeria 

state, yet, less found to have offer solution on how to combat 

the groups‟ violence. This study aim in this lacklustre. 

The study hence is a policy science aim at offering new 

counterinsurgency pattern that will assist in combating the 

decade old insurgency in Nigeria. In doing this, this paper 
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divided into five sections. The first section highlight the 

historical overview of the Boko Haram group, the second 

section highlighted the counterinsurgency approaches of the 

government, the third section is the explain the challenge that 

hindered the successes of the prevailing COIN approaches, 

and the fourth section is the conclusion and the suggestions of 

alternate COIN approach.  

II. BOKO HARAM; HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Boko Haram, literally “Western education is sacrilege” is 

officially Jamā‘atu Ahli is-Sunnah lid-Da‘watiwal-Jihādor or 

People Committed for the Propagation of Prophet‟s Teaching 

and Jihad is founded by Malam Mohammed Yusuf in the 

metropolitan city of Maiduguri, Borno state.  Yusufa native of 

Kanuri but was born in Jakusko local area of Yobe states, 

Nigeria. He started his ideological indoctrination in Maiduguri 

after his radical departure from Mohammed Indimi mosque in 

Maiduguri in 2003. Reasons behind his departure in the 

flamboyant mosque is inclined to dispute over an 

interpretation of specific verses of the Qur‟an and Hadith 

(Agbiboa, 2015).Among others issues on the disagreement 

includes obtaining western [colonial] education, equality of 

rights of men and women, constitution and civic duties such 

as voting in election and tax payments. Yusuf claim these 

practices contravene the ideal teaching of Islam and insist that 

whoever practice them has qualified to be an infidel.  

Therefore, in order to institutionalise it teaching and captivate 

support for it course, Boko Haram resorted to violence. The 

first skirmishes of the group noted in Kanamma in December 

2003 when an isolationist led by one Aminu Tashen Ilmi 

appeared in violence with Nigeria‟s police. The uprising that 

occurred over misunderstanding on rights to use farmland and 

fishponds with local population left two police officers 

murdered (Aghedo and Osumah, 2012). The group also looted 

police armouries and local food stores. Many young boys and 

girlsforcedly abducted to be use in the war. However, military 

clampdown inculcated severe damage to the movement and 

hence silenced the activities in the preceding years. 

Nevertheless, it was in July 2009, the violence impetus of 

Boko Haram arrived to national and international notice. In 

what spectators described as second of its kind after the 

Maitatsine movement in the 1980s, another extremist group 

led by Muhammad Marwa left hundreds of people death in 

most major cities including Maiduguri, Yusuf led a team of 

disgruntled youth in five days anti-government and anti-west 

uprising in Maiduguri, Borno state capital (Onuoha, 2012). 

The uprising whose official record of the damages incurred is 

scarce, butanecdotal claim about 1000 people brutally 

murdered and unquantifiable damages is done on physical and 

economic goods (Agbiboa, 2013; Shola, 2015). Among the 

deaths includes of Yusuf and Baba Fugu. The latter is the 

lovely in-law to the late Yusuf. Both men died in controversy 

while in police custody (Agbiboa, 2015). Police has however 

refute the allegation severally. In the recent past, the 

controversies surrounding the death has been point as the 

reason behind the resurgence of the group despite the severe 

damages incurred on it human and physical structure in 2009.  

Consequently, in what is widely acknowledged as an 

advancement of the insurgent situation, Boko Haram in 2011 

resurged branded with a new tactics. In contrast to it previous 

tactics of withdrawal and preaching against the government, 

Boko Haram resort to most lethal attacks including detonating 

bombs, mass kidnappings and conquering of towns and 

villages. These types of warfare are conspicuously strange to 

the Nigeria‟s society. In departure to its previous campaign, in 

June 2011 Boko Haram drive a bomb loaded car and blast it 

on the convoy of Nigerian Police General in Abuja. Barely 

two months after, on 26 August 2011another attacks was 

launched on the office building of United Nations, attack that 

left 21 people killed and 75 other severely wounded (Falode, 

2016). Since then, attacks frequencies and fatalities of group 

hike execrably.  

Unsurprisingly, arising from the excessiveness of it violence, 

in 2014 the Nigeria‟s Boko Haram was rate the most 

disastrous in the world both in terms of fatalities and attack 

frequencies(Global Terrorism Index, 2015). Since then the 

statistic keeps counting. Also horrific in the history of the 

groups‟ terror was the forceful abduction of 270 secondary 

school girls in their dormitory at Chibok in the most restive 

Borno state. The abduction of the girls has spurred massive 

national and international condemnation. Massive effort in the 

rescue operation by the Nigeria‟s army supported by United 

Kingdom and United States in logistics and intelligence 

reconnaissance prove abortive. However, most recent 

evidences shows some of the girls freed in exchange of 

prisoners and ransom, yet substantive number are still in the 

captivity of the group.  

Other daunting challenges in the history of Boko Haram 

violence is the conquering of Gwoza on 26 August 2014. In 

addition to massacre including of women, children and the 

aging, Boko Haram declared the town as the seat of its 

caliphate. Using Gwoza as its operational base, Boko Haram 

successfully seize and consolidate power in sizeable swathes 

of territorial lands in Borno, Yobe, Adamawa states. Some has 

equated the territorial land controlled by the group to the size 

of Belgium (Folade, 2016). However, it suffice to say that 

these catastrophic activities of the insurgent group prevail in 

spite of the myriads of COIN measures taken by the 

government. The following section will highlight on the 

COIN options taken by the government.  

III. COUNTERINSURGENCY APPROACHES OF 

NIGERIA GOVERNMENT 

Nigeria‟s government in its bid to combat the insurgent Boko 

Haram over the years has resorted to two options comprising 

the use of brute military force and non-military options. The 

military tactic to date is in fact the dominant COIN option of 

the government. This tactics according to Folade (2016) 

involve the use excessive force by the armies to crush the 
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insurgent and all their supporting elements. The priority of 

force by the Nigeria government firstemerged in 2003 at 

Kanamma in Yobe State. Subsequent events includes the 

formation of „Operation Flush‟ a special task force to hunt the 

fleeing insurgent that escape the clampdown at Kanamma in 

Yobe state (Adeniran, 2014). Since then the government 

continued to expand and strengthen the composition of its 

Army force in the northeast. Toward the end of 2015 for 

instance, there are about 100,000 members of the Nigeria‟s 

Armed Force engaging the insurgent Boko Haram in 

conventional front (Folade, 2016). This number was allege to 

be the largest deployment of troops to civil conflict since the 

end of the country‟s civil war. 

Supporting the Nigeria‟s army, in 2015, countries in the Lake 

Chad region [Nigeria, Chad, Cameroun, Niger and Benin 

republics] established 8700 military capacity Multinational 

Joint Task Force [MNJTF] to combat the insurgent group. The 

MNJTF With it headquarter in N‟djamena Chad is to ringed 

the insurgent group and prevent it cross-national exploits. The 

coordinated offensive by the Nigeria‟s army and MJTF 

initially was effective because it has resulted in liberating 

many towns occupied by the insurgent, however, it short live 

because the insurgent regroup and strike back to retake most 

of the reconquer territories.  

In addition to massive deployment of troops, Nigeria 

authorities has adopted several political legal measures to 

combat the insurgent. In 2011, the government enacted 

Counter-Terrorism law containing stringent punishments on 

the insurgent groups, collaborators, financiers and 

sympathizers. There is general believe that the 

counterterrorism law is the first of its kind since the country‟s 

political independence in the 1960s. To further crown the 

counterterrorism law, in May 2013, the then Nigeria‟s 

President Good Luck Jonathan declared emergency law in 

three states of Borno, Yobe and Adamawa, the hotbeds of the 

Boko Haram violence. 

In furtherance of its non-military strategy, in September 2011, 

Nigerian government engage former President Olusegun 

Obasanjo to broker peace between the government and the 

insurgent group. Sources indicates that Obasanjo‟s talks set 

phase  for compensation of families of decease Boko Haram 

members including the family of the erstwhile leaders 

„Mohammed Yusuf.‟ Agreement among others includes of 

amnesty for defecting fighters as well as rehabilitations and 

reconstruction of their spiritual mosque and Islamic complex 

in Maiduguri and other places. However, the Chief 

Obasanjo‟s broker short live because in less than one week 

after the payment of the compensation, disgruntle members of 

the insurgent gruesomely murdered the mediators, one of 

which is brother in-law to the slain Yusuf. The assassination 

therefore frustrated the situation and obstruct further attempt 

of negotiation. Even as another committee inaugurated in 

October 2012 under the chair of Ahmed Datti, the president of 

Nigeria‟s supreme council for Islamic affairs, negotiations 

were reportedly unsuccessful.  

In the recent past, particular with the assumption the Nigeria‟s 

leadership by Muhammadu Buhari, the Nigeria‟s army in 

collaboration with members of civilian vigilante group 

„Civilian Joint Task Force‟ supported by the MNJTF 

reconquered some of the territorial lands and towns controlled 

by the insurgent. This kind of achievement has even influence 

the president to claim to have technically defeated the 

insurgency. However, even after the presidents purported 

defeats of the insurgent, emerging evidences shows increasing 

attacks by the insurgent group show casting its relevance in 

the security landscape of the country. This continued 

significance of the group amidst the successive COIN 

measures has risen discusses on the presumable factors that 

challenge the COIN operation. 

IV. THE CHALLENGES OF EXISTING 

COUNTERINSURGENCY MEASURES 

The woeful performance of the successive counterinsurgency 

approaches in Nigeria attributed to the dominance of the 

enemy centric campaign that believe in killing and 

destructions of the insurgent group, their collaborator and 

sympathizers as well as labelling the entire community as 

suspect. This therefore culminated in waning the support of 

the population. The maligned support of the population 

undermine the military‟s access to actionable intelligence 

about the insurgent group. In fact, for most of the 

counterinsurgency scholars, to ensure ease defeat of an 

insurgent, the support of the population the necessary (Dixon, 

2009; Kilcullen; Galula, 1964). Mao Zedong, reflecting on the 

control of the population use river and fish analogy. He 

indicate the way that fish perish when a river is drain, is 

culpable to the insurgent if the population is withdrawn 

against it. However, this analogy does not reflect on the COIN 

campaign of the Nigeria‟s military. The application of the 

excessive force both on the insurgent members and on the 

local population that left hundreds of people killed along with 

enormous destruction of civilian properties has demonstrated 

the non-regard attitude to the population.  

In addition to blossoming media reports alleging on 

conspicuous damages incurred by the armies on the 

population, anti-war organisations such as Amnesty 

International [AI] has equally documented the brutality of the 

Nigeria‟s military in their COIN campaign. In addition to the 

serial reports of unprofessionalism such as extrajudicial 

killings, prolonged detentions without trials, and 

disappearance of suspects, horrific video footage by AIin 

2012 shows the armies supported by vigilantes slitting the 

throats of adult suspects confirms the extrajudicial acts of the 

military. This cruelty of the armies was further confirm at 

Baga in January 2014when the military set blaze several 

civilian houses ablaze. Satellite images displayed by AI shows 

about 2000 houses was raze to ashes mostly of an ordinary 

civilians. Anecdotal also indicate over 1000 people arebrutally 

slaughter. The records since then keeps counting. The 

resultant effect therefore in addition to not defeating the 
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insurgent group, moreover, captivate support for the 

insurgent. This confirms to the claim of some 

counterinsurgency scholars that using force in fighting 

guerrilla is counterproductive because it will extend support 

for the population (Kilcullen, 2006; Galula, 1964). 

Furthermore, where as the use of force is significant in 

undermining the successes of the military, it also significant in 

undermining the non-military approaches. With the depleted 

trust of the government due to the indiscriminate attacks by 

the military, the government is deny in accessing vital about 

the insurgent. Suspended trust of the government also stop 

credible people that are very close to the insurgent to mediate 

between the government and the insurgent. The reality of this 

is evident in fact in two scenario. The first is the rejection of 

Borno Elders Forum [sociocultural group] in Maiduguri to 

mediate in the dialogue when requested by the federal 

government. The rejection of the elders forum is partly inform 

by accusations bordering on dishonesty and integrity issues of 

the government to honour an agreements with the insurgent if 

they get involve. The second is abrupt withdrawal of Dr 

Ahmed Datti in the dialogue process in 2013.  Datti in 

addition to accusing the government of revealing immature 

conclusion to the public, also accused the government of 

refusal to entertain ceasefire agreement as precondition for 

furthertalks. Confirmatory to Datti‟s accusation, Abu Qaqa, 

the spokesperson of the Boko Haram challenge the integrity of 

the government and bowed not to engage in any dialogue 

again. Since then violence continued unprecedentedly. This 

therefore risen the need for the government to envisage 

alternate COIN pattern.  

V. CONCLUSION 

From the foregoing, it is clear that enemy centric approach of 

Nigeria‟s COIN is one of the hindrance of the successes of 

Nigeria in combating the insurgent Boko Haram. In this 

respect therefore, an alternate COIN that will focus on 

ensuring the support and control of the population is desirable. 

The imperativeness of this is glaring because previous works 

has confirm that insurgency and counterinsurgency is war of 

legitimacy and control of the population. Sun Tzu, Chinese 

military strategist claim that war at level is a deceit and 

surprise and he prophesize that to ensure unchallenged 

successes, the support of the population is inevitable. The 

support of the population can be render the insurgent helpless 

and as such can ensure easy isolation that may lead to their 

arrest. This hence implies that winning the support of the 

population cannot be through brute force, but partly though 

pacification strategy. Therefore, to ensure quick defeat of the 

insurgency, the following options recommended. 

1. Since Boko Haram as all other insurgencies are 

hibernating and benefiting the patronage of the local 

population to perpetrate its guerrilla, the government 

should pacify the population and win their support. 

This should be actualise by desisting the use of force 

and focusing on democratic principles that will build 

cordial relation with the locals. 

2. According to David Galula the support of the 

population is temporary. To ensure the defeat of the 

insurgent, he claim that the counterinsurgent must 

captivate and sustain.  In this respect therefore, the 

government, should guarantee utmost protection of 

the population by assembly troop that will build 

confidence on the population and prevent the re-

infiltration of the insurgent back into the population. 

3. To ensure accelerated defeat of the insurgent, the 

government has to co-opt the local population into 

the COIN operation. The advantage of doing this in 

addition to consolidation the trust of population, the 

locals by virtue of their topographical knowledge can 

assist in steady response to insurgent locations. This 

can also help in reducing fatalities by the military 

and minimise the cost of war.  
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