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Abstract- Global Islamic terrorism, as exemplified by al-

Qaeda, ISIS, the Taliban, and their regional affiliates, 

continues to pose severe challenges to state security, 

governance, and human rights in the 21st century. This 

paper examines the structural dynamics of global Islamic 

terrorism and their implications for Nigeria, with a 

particular focus on Boko Haram and the Islamic State 

West Africa Province (ISWAP). Using a qualitative 

document-analysis methodology, the study draws on peer-

reviewed scholarship, institutional reports, and policy 

documents to develop a theoretically grounded 

comparative framework. The analysis is guided by two 

complementary theories: State Fragility Theory, which 

explains how weak institutions and governance deficits 

create conditions for extremist exploitation, and Relative 

Deprivation Theory, which accounts for the 

socioeconomic grievances that fuel radicalization. 

Through comparative case studies of Afghanistan, Iraq, 

and Syria, the paper demonstrates that military-centric 

counterterrorism strategies are insufficient without 

parallel governance reforms and socioeconomic 

inclusion. Applied to Nigeria, these findings reveal that 

the persistence of Boko Haram and ISWAP reflects 

institutional weakness, corruption, and entrenched 

inequality rather than ideological factors alone. Nigeria's 

2025 redesignation as a Country of Particular Concern 

(CPC) by the United States further underscores the 

reputational and diplomatic consequences of governance 

failure. The paper concludes with a holistic policy 

framework emphasizing regional intelligence 

cooperation, institutional accountability, expanded 

deradicalization programs, and socioeconomic investment 

as essential pillars of a sustainable counterterrorism 

strategy. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

When the United States designated Nigeria a Country 

of Particular Concern in November 2025, it placed 

Africa’s most populous democracy alongside Iran 

and China as a state failing to protect its citizens from 

severe violations of religious freedom. That 

designation is the most recent and most 

internationally visible consequence of a governance 

crisis that has been building for over two decades. 

Since 2002, when Mohammed Yusuf founded Boko 

Haram in Maiduguri, Nigeria has been drawn 

progressively deeper into the dynamics of global 

Islamic terrorism, a phenomenon rooted not in 

religious conviction alone but in the structural 

conditions of state fragility, socioeconomic 

deprivation, and institutional failure that extremist 

movements exploit wherever they find them 

(Crenshaw, 2011; Gerges, 2016). Groups such as al-

Qaeda, the Taliban, and ISIS have demonstrated 

across multiple continents that terrorism is not a 

localized pathology but a transnational system that 

transfers ideology, tactics, financing, and legitimacy 

across borders with a speed and adaptability that 

purely military responses have consistently failed to 

match (Moghadam, 2017; Byman, 2015). 

 

Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country and largest 

economy, has not been immune to these global 

currents. The rise of Boko Haram in the early 2000s 

and its subsequent evolution into the Islamic State 

West Africa Province (ISWAP) illustrate how global 

terrorism trends manifest locally. Boko Haram’s 

insurgency, which escalated in 2009 following the 

extrajudicial killing of its founder, Mohammed 

Yusuf, has resulted in widespread violence, 

displacement, and destruction of infrastructure, 
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particularly in the northeastern region of the country 

(Onuoha, 2014). The group’s pledge of allegiance to 

ISIS in 2015 further underscores the 

interconnectedness of global and local terrorism, as 

Nigerian extremists draw ideological legitimacy, 

tactical guidance, and financial support from 

transnational networks (Zenn, 2020). The 

implications of global Islamic terrorism for Nigeria 

are profound. Beyond the immediate security threats 

posed by insurgent violence, terrorism undermines 

governance, erodes public trust in institutions, and 

exacerbates socio-economic inequalities. It also poses 

regional challenges, as instability in Nigeria spills 

over into neighboring countries within the Lake Chad 

Basin. These dynamics highlight the need for Nigeria 

to adopt a cautionary framework informed by global 

counterterrorism experience. Lessons from 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria demonstrate that 

military responses alone are insufficient; effective 

strategies must integrate governance reforms, socio-

economic development, and citizen engagement 

(Byman, 2015; Lister, 2015; UNDP, 2020). 

 

Recent developments further underscore Nigeria’s 

vulnerability and the global scrutiny it attracts. In 

November 2025, the United States redesignated 

Nigeria as a Country of Particular Concern (CPC) 

under the International Religious Freedom Act, citing 

“particularly severe violations of religious freedom” 

(U.S. Department of State, 2025). This designation 

reflects concerns about targeted violence against 

Christian communities and governance failures in 

protecting minority rights. Advocacy groups and 

some U.S. lawmakers have described Nigeria’s crisis 

as a “Christian genocide,” pointing to mass killings, 

church burnings, and kidnappings of clergy (Open 

Doors, 2024). Nigerian officials, however, dispute 

this characterization, framing the violence as farmer–

herder conflicts and generalized insecurity 

(International Crisis Group, 2023). Regardless of the 

terminology, the CPC designation underscores how 

terrorism and governance deficits carry reputational 

consequences, shaping Nigeria’s international 

standing and diplomatic relations. 

 

This paper argues that Nigeria’s counterterrorism 

strategy has been structurally misdirected: 

overwhelmingly military in orientation, it has 

repeatedly failed to address the institutional and 

socio-economic conditions that make insurgency 

possible and sustainable. Drawing on comparative 

case studies of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, and 

guided by State Fragility Theory (Rotberg, 2004) and 

Relative Deprivation Theory (Gurr, 1970), the paper 

constructs a holistic cautionary framework for 

Nigeria’s security and governance agenda. The 

analysis proceeds as follows: Section 2 states the 

research problem; Section 3 outlines the 

methodology; Section 4 establishes the theoretical 

framework; Sections 5 and 6 examine global 

terrorism and Nigeria’s specific experience; Section 7 

analyses governance challenges; Section 8 draws 

lessons from global cases; Section 9 examines the 

CPC designation; Section 10 advances policy 

recommendations; and Section 11 concludes. 

 

II. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 

Despite more than fifteen years of military 

engagement against Boko Haram and ISWAP, 

Nigeria’s insurgency remains unresolved. The 

persistence of the crisis highlights a critical gap: 

Nigeria’s counterterrorism strategies have been 

overwhelmingly security-focused, failing to 

adequately integrate governance reforms, socio-

economic development, and lessons from comparable 

global conflicts (Byman, 2015; Lister, 2015). Boko 

Haram and ISWAP continue to exploit institutional 

weakness, corruption, and socio-economic 

deprivation to recruit, expand, and sustain operations 

across the Lake Chad Basin (Moghadam, 2017; 

Transparency International, 2023). Nigeria’s 2025 

redesignation as a Country of Particular Concern 

(CPC) by the United States further exposes the 

governance deficits enabling extremist violence and 

the reputational consequences of inaction (U.S. 

Department of State, 2025). This study therefore 

addresses the following gap: there is insufficient 

scholarly engagement with how global Islamic 

terrorism’s structural patterns, specifically, the 

exploitation of state fragility and relative deprivation, 

apply to Nigeria’s case, and with what a 

comprehensive, globally-informed counterterrorism 

framework for Nigeria would look like. Addressing 

this gap is essential if Nigeria is to move beyond 
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reactive military responses toward a sustainable 

peace strategy. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

This study employs a qualitative research design 

grounded in systematic document analysis. Sources 

reviewed include peer-reviewed journal articles, 

institutional and policy reports, official government 

statements, and reports from human rights and 

advocacy organizations. Sources were selected based 

on three criteria: scholarly or institutional credibility, 

direct relevance to Islamic terrorism and the Nigerian 

insurgency, and publication between 2009 and 2025, 

with seminal works from earlier decades included 

where they were foundational to the theoretical 

framework. No sources were excluded on ideological 

grounds; competing interpretations, including the 

genocide framing and the governance failure framing 

of Nigeria’s violence, are directly engaged in Section 

9. 

 

The comparative case study methodology follows the 

logic of “most similar systems” comparison 

(Przeworski & Teune, 1970): Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

Syria were selected because they share with Nigeria 

the structural features identified by the theoretical 

framework, namely state fragility, governance 

deficits, and socio-economic deprivation, while 

differing in the specific forms of intervention applied. 

This design enables the identification of transferable 

lessons rather than context-specific anomalies. 

Somalia, Mali, and Yemen were considered as 

alternative cases but excluded on the grounds that 

their insurgencies are less directly connected to the 

global ISIS-al-Qaeda nexus that shapes Nigeria’s 

specific experience with ISWAP. 

 

Thematic analysis was used to synthesize findings 

across sources. Three primary themes were identified 

deductively from the theoretical framework: 

institutional weakness and state legitimacy; socio-

economic grievance and radicalization; and 

counterterrorism strategy and its outcomes. A fourth 

theme, religious freedom and international 

designation, emerged inductively from the 2025 CPC 

redesignation. A key limitation of this study is its 

exclusive reliance on secondary sources. To enhance 

the robustness of future research, scholars should 

incorporate recent primary data, such as interviews 

with security officials, community leaders, and 

affected populations, as well as up-to-date statistics 

from Nigerian security agencies and humanitarian 

organizations. These additions would strengthen 

empirical grounding and reduce the risk of bias 

inherent in secondary analyses. These limitations are 

discussed further in the conclusion. 

 

IV. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In examining global Islamic terrorism and its 

implications for Nigeria, two interrelated theories are 

particularly relevant: State Fragility Theory and 

Relative Deprivation Theory. 

 

a. State Fragility Theory 

State Fragility Theory draws on a body of scholarship 

developed over several decades, synthesizing insights 

from social contract theory, comparative politics, and 

development studies to explain how institutional 

weakness creates conditions for extremist 

exploitation (Rotberg, 2004; Zartman, 1995). The 

theory’s central proposition is that terrorism and 

insurgency thrive not primarily because of ideology 

but because of structural conditions: weak 

institutions, ineffective governance, poor service 

delivery, and the state’s failure to monopolize the 

legitimate use of force. When the state cannot or will 

not provide security, justice, and basic services, 

extremist groups fill the vacuum, establishing parallel 

governance structures that confer on them a degree of 

popular legitimacy the state has forfeited. 

 

This framework applies with particular precision to 

Nigeria’s northeast. ISWAP’s deliberate strategy of 

providing basic services to civilian populations, 

collecting taxes, and avoiding attacks on Muslim 

civilians is not a tactical aberration but a textbook 

illustration of State Fragility Theory in action: a non-

state actor exploiting the governance vacuum left by 

a state that has failed to deliver security or 

development to its citizens (Zenn, 2020; Moghadam, 

2017). The theory, therefore, directs analytical 

attention not to the ideology of the insurgents but to 

the state’s institutional failures, and it directs policy 
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attention toward governance reform as the primary 

instrument of sustainable counterterrorism. 

 

b. Relative Deprivation Theory 

Relative Deprivation Theory, formally developed by 

Ted Robert Gurr (1970), explains terrorism as a 

response to perceived socioeconomic and political 

inequalities. When groups feel marginalized or 

excluded from economic opportunities and political 

participation, they may resort to violence to express 

grievances. Extremist movements often exploit these 

perceptions, framing their struggle as resistance to 

injustice. This theory is highly applicable to Nigeria, 

where poverty, unemployment, and inequality are 

concentrated in the northeast. Boko Haram’s rhetoric 

against Western education resonated with 

communities that felt excluded from Nigeria’s 

economic progress. The group’s recruitment of 

unemployed youth illustrates how relative 

deprivation fuels radicalization. Addressing 

terrorism, therefore, requires policies that reduce 

inequality, expand opportunities, and promote 

inclusive governance. 

 

c. Integration of Theories into the Study 

Together, State Fragility Theory and Relative 

Deprivation Theory provide a comprehensive 

framework for analyzing Nigeria’s terrorism 

challenge. State Fragility Theory highlights the 

institutional weaknesses that allow terrorism to 

thrive, while Relative Deprivation Theory explains 

the socio-economic grievances that extremists 

exploit. By integrating these theories, this study 

demonstrates that Nigeria’s counterterrorism strategy 

must go beyond military action to address 

governance deficits and socio-economic inequalities. 

 

V. GLOBAL ISLAMIC TERRORISM: 

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY 

PERSPECTIVES 

 

The phenomenon of Islamic terrorism has deep 

historical roots, traceable to political, social, and 

religious upheavals in the late 20th century. While 

terrorism itself is not unique to any religion or 

ideology, Islamic terrorism refers specifically to 

violent movements that claim legitimacy through 

distorted interpretations of Islam. Understanding its 

historical evolution and contemporary manifestations 

is essential to contextualizing Nigeria’s experience 

with Boko Haram and ISWAP. 

 

i. Historical Origins 

The modern wave of Islamic terrorism is often linked 

to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. The 

Afghan jihad mobilized thousands of fighters from 

across the Muslim world, creating transnational 

networks that later evolved into al-Qaeda (Byman, 

2015). These networks were marked by ideological 

radicalization, military training, and financial support 

from sympathetic states and private donors. The 

Soviet withdrawal in 1989 left a cadre of experienced 

militants who redirected their struggle toward other 

perceived enemies of Islam, including Western 

powers and secular governments in the Middle East 

(Gerges, 2016). Al-Qaeda, founded by Osama bin 

Laden in 1988, became the most prominent symbol 

of global jihad. Its attacks on U.S. embassies in East 

Africa in 1998 and the September 11, 2001, attacks in 

New York and Washington, D.C., marked the 

globalization of Islamic terrorism. These events 

demonstrated extremist groups' capacity to project 

violence across borders and challenge the security of 

even the most powerful states (Crenshaw, 2011). 

 

ii. Expansion and Transformation 

The U.S.-led “War on Terror” after 9/11 disrupted al-

Qaeda’s central leadership but also contributed to the 

decentralization of jihadist movements. Local 

affiliates emerged in regions such as Yemen, 

Somalia, and North Africa, adapting global jihadist 

ideology to local grievances (Moghadam, 2017). This 

decentralization made Islamic terrorism more 

resilient, as groups could operate independently while 

maintaining ideological ties to al-Qaeda. The rise of 

the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in the 

aftermath of the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 marked 

another transformation. ISIS distinguished itself by 

establishing territorial control and declaring a 

caliphate in 2014. Its ability to govern territory, 

collect taxes, and provide services sets it apart from 

earlier jihadist movements (Lister, 2015). Moreover, 

ISIS leveraged digital technology to recruit followers 

globally, disseminate propaganda, and inspire lone-

wolf attacks in Europe, North America, and Asia. 

The ISIS-Boko Haram nexus exemplifies this 
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transnational dynamic: Boko Haram’s 2015 pledge of 

allegiance to ISIS deepened the group’s ideological 

radicalization and provided access to tactical training 

and global jihadist networks (Bukarti, 2022). 

 

iii. Contemporary Trends 

Contemporary Islamic terrorism is marked by several 

key trends: First, digital platforms have 

revolutionized recruitment and radicalization. Social 

media networks such as Twitter and Facebook, along 

with encrypted messaging apps, have become tools 

for spreading extremist narratives and coordinating 

attacks (Weimann, 2016). Second, the phenomenon 

of “foreign fighters” illustrates the transnational 

appeal of jihadist movements. Thousands of 

individuals from Europe, Africa, and Asia traveled to 

Syria and Iraq to join ISIS, creating security 

challenges upon their return (Byman, 2015). Third, 

Islamic terrorism increasingly exploits fragile states 

and regions with weak governance. Countries such as 

Somalia, Libya, and Mali have become breeding 

grounds for extremist groups due to political 

instability, poverty, and weak institutional capacity 

(Moghadam, 2017). Finally, the shift toward 

localized insurgencies shows how global jihadist 

ideology adapts to regional contexts. Groups such as 

al-Shabaab in Somalia, AQIM in North Africa, and 

Boko Haram in Nigeria illustrate the fusion of global 

ideology with local grievances. 

 

iv. Implications for Nigeria 

Nigeria’s experience with Boko Haram and ISWAP 

reflects these global patterns. Boko Haram’s initial 

focus on local grievances, such as corruption, 

poverty, and marginalization, was later infused with 

global jihadist ideology. Its 2015 pledge of allegiance 

to ISIS exemplifies the transnational connections that 

sustain local insurgencies (Zenn, 2020). Nigeria’s 

vulnerability to these influences underscores the 

importance of situating its counterterrorism strategies 

within the broader global framework. 

 

VI. IMPLICATIONS OF GLOBAL 

TERRORISM FOR STATE SECURITY 

 

International terrorism, particularly in its Islamic 

extremist form, poses profound challenges to the 

sovereignty, stability, and legitimacy of modern 

nation-states. The implications extend beyond 

immediate security concerns, affecting governance 

structures, economic development, and social 

cohesion. For Nigeria, understanding these global 

patterns is critical to developing effective 

counterterrorism strategies that safeguard national 

and regional stability. 

 

i. Erosion of Sovereignty and State Authority 

One of the most significant implications of global 

terrorism is the erosion of state sovereignty. Terrorist 

organizations often establish parallel governance 

structures, providing services, enforcing laws, and 

exercising authority in areas where the state is absent 

or weak. The Islamic State’s territorial control in Iraq 

and Syria from 2014 to 2019 exemplifies how 

extremist groups can undermine state authority by 

creating alternative governance systems (Gerges, 

2016). Similarly, Boko Haram’s occupation of towns 

in northeastern Nigeria demonstrated the 

vulnerability of states with weak institutional 

capacity (Onuoha, 2014). This erosion of sovereignty 

delegitimizes governments and fosters public distrust, 

creating fertile ground for further radicalization. 

 

ii. Cross-Border Insurgencies and Regional 

Instability 

Global terrorism also highlights the transnational 

nature of extremist movements. Porous borders and 

weak regional security frameworks facilitate the 

movement of fighters, weapons, and resources across 

state borders. For example, al-Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb (AQIM) operates across Algeria, Mali, and 

Niger, exploiting vast desert regions with limited 

state presence (Moghadam, 2017). In Nigeria, Boko 

Haram and ISWAP have extended their operations 

into Chad, Niger, and Cameroon, destabilizing the 

entire Lake Chad Basin. This regional dimension 

underscores the need for cooperative security 

arrangements, intelligence sharing, and coordinated 

military responses among neighboring states 

(International Crisis Group, 2023). 

 

iii. Humanitarian Crises and Economic Disruption 

Another implication of global terrorism is the 

creation of humanitarian crises. Terrorist violence 

often leads to mass displacement, refugee flows, and 

widespread destruction of infrastructure. The Syrian 



© JUL 2026 | IRE Journals | Volume 10 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2456-8880 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.64388/IREV10I1-1719865 

 

IRE 1719865          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 1713 

civil war, exacerbated by ISIS’s activities, displaced 

millions of people and created one of the largest 

refugee crises in modern history (Lister, 2015). In 

Nigeria, Boko Haram’s insurgency has displaced 

over 2 million people, disrupted agricultural 

production, and devastated local economies (Zenn, 

2020). These humanitarian consequences strain state 

resources, weaken development efforts, and increase 

dependency on international aid. 

 

iv. Case Studies: Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria 

The experiences of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria 

provide cautionary lessons for Nigeria. In 

Afghanistan, the Taliban’s resurgence after two 

decades of international intervention illustrates the 

resilience of extremist movements in contexts of 

weak governance and corruption (Byman, 2015). 

Iraq’s instability following the U.S. invasion in 2003 

created conditions for the rise of ISIS, demonstrating 

how governance vacuums can be exploited by 

terrorist groups (Crenshaw, 2011). Syria’s prolonged 

conflict highlights the dangers of fragmented state 

authority and the devastating humanitarian 

consequences of unchecked extremism (Lister, 2015). 

These case studies emphasize that military 

interventions alone cannot defeat terrorism; 

sustainable solutions require governance reforms, 

socio-economic development, and inclusive political 

processes. 

 

v. Implications for Nigeria 

In Nigeria, the implications of these global patterns 

are direct and specific. The erosion of sovereignty in 

the northeast mirrors the Taliban’s exploitation of 

governance vacuums in Afghanistan; the regional 

spillover of ISWAP into the Lake Chad Basin mirrors 

al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb’s exploitation of the 

Sahel; and the humanitarian consequences of 

displacement and infrastructure destruction mirror the 

civilian costs of the Syrian conflict. Each of these 

parallels points to the same structural conclusion: 

counterterrorism strategies that prioritize the military 

degradation of insurgent capacity without 

simultaneously addressing the governance and 

socioeconomic conditions that regenerate that 

capacity are strategies for managing insurgency 

indefinitely rather than resolving it. 

 

VII. NIGERIA’S EXPERIENCE WITH BOKO 

HARAM AND ISWAP 

 

Nigeria’s encounter with Islamic terrorism is most 

prominently embodied in the rise of Boko Haram and 

its splinter faction, the Islamic State West Africa 

Province (ISWAP). These groups represent the local 

manifestation of global jihadist movements, adapting 

extremist ideologies to Nigeria’s sociopolitical 

context. Their evolution, tactics, and impact illustrate 

the complex interplay between global terrorism 

trends and domestic vulnerabilities. 

 

i. Historical Emergence of Boko Haram 

Boko Haram, officially known as Jama’atu Ahlis 

Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (“People Committed to 

the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and 

Jihad”), was founded in 2002 by Mohammed Yusuf 

in Maiduguri, Borno State. Initially, the group 

operated as a religious movement, criticizing Western 

education, corruption, and the government’s neglect 

of northern Nigeria (Onuoha, 2014). Yusuf’s 

teachings resonated with marginalized youth who felt 

excluded from Nigeria’s political and economic 

systems. After Yusuf’s death in police custody in 

2009, Boko Haram transformed into a violent 

insurgency under Abubakar Shekau’s leadership. The 

group adopted increasingly radical tactics, including 

suicide bombings, kidnappings, and attacks on 

schools and churches. Its ideological opposition to 

Western education and governance earned it the 

nickname “Boko Haram,” commonly translated as 

“Western education is a sin” (Zenn, 2020). 

 

ii. Tactics and Operations 

Boko Haram’s operations have been marked by 

extreme violence and symbolic attacks. The 2011 

bombing of the United Nations headquarters in Abuja 

signaled its intent to challenge both domestic and 

international institutions (Aghedo & Osumah, 2012). 

The 2014 abduction of over 270 schoolgirls from 

Chibok drew global attention, highlighting the 

group’s use of kidnapping as a tool of terror and 

propaganda. Boko Haram also targeted markets, 

mosques, and military installations, creating 

widespread fear and insecurity. The group’s tactics 

reflect broader global jihadist strategies, including the 

use of suicide bombers, improvised explosive devices 
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(IEDs), and propaganda videos. These methods 

mirror those employed by al-Qaeda and ISIS, 

underscoring the transnational influence on Boko 

Haram’s operations (Gerges, 2016). 

 

iii. Emergence of ISWAP 

In 2015, Boko Haram pledged allegiance to ISIS, 

prompting the formation of ISWAP as a splinter 

faction. ISWAP distinguished itself from Shekau’s 

Boko Haram by adopting a more structured approach 

to governance and community relations. Unlike 

Shekau’s indiscriminate violence, ISWAP sought to 

win local support by providing basic services, 

collecting taxes, and avoiding attacks on Muslim 

civilians (Zenn, 2020). This strategy mirrored ISIS’s 

model of territorial governance in Iraq and Syria, 

further illustrating the global-local nexus of 

terrorism. ISWAP’s alignment with ISIS provided it 

with ideological legitimacy, tactical training, and 

financial resources. The group expanded its 

operations across the Lake Chad Basin, destabilizing 

Nigeria’s neighbors, including Chad, Niger, and 

Cameroon. This regional dimension highlights the 

transnational nature of Nigeria’s insurgency and the 

need for cooperative security responses (Moghadam, 

2017; International Crisis Group, 2023). 

 

iv. Impact on Nigeria 

The impact of Boko Haram and ISWAP on Nigeria 

has been devastating. Since 2009, the insurgency has 

resulted in over 35,000 deaths and displaced more 

than 2 million people (UNDP, 2020). According to 

the Global Terrorism Index, terrorist attacks in 

Nigeria alone accounted for approximately 6% of 

global terrorism deaths in recent years (Institute for 

Economics and Peace, 2023). Entire communities in 

Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa states have been 

destroyed, with schools, hospitals, and markets 

reduced to rubble. The insurgency has disrupted 

agricultural production, exacerbating food insecurity 

and poverty in the region. Beyond the humanitarian 

toll, Boko Haram and ISWAP have eroded public 

trust in government institutions. The inability of the 

Nigerian state to protect citizens and deliver basic 

services has fueled resentment and created fertile 

ground for extremist narratives. The insurgency has 

also strained Nigeria’s military, which faces 

challenges of inadequate funding, corruption, and 

low morale (Onuoha, 2014; Ugwueze et al., 2022). 

 

v. Regional Spillover 

The insurgency’s regional spillover underscores its 

transnational implications. Boko Haram and ISWAP 

operate across the Lake Chad Basin’s porous borders, 

exploiting weak governance and limited state 

presence. Their activities have destabilized Chad, 

Niger, and Cameroon, creating a regional security 

crisis. This spillover mirrors global patterns of 

terrorism, in which extremist groups exploit fragile 

states to expand their influence (Moghadam, 2017). 

 

VIII. GOVERNANCE CHALLENGES AND 

TERRORISM IN NIGERIA 

 

The persistence of terrorism in Nigeria cannot be 

understood solely through the lens of extremist 

ideology or military capacity. Rather, it is deeply 

intertwined with governance challenges that weaken 

the state’s ability to respond effectively to security 

threats. Issues such as corruption, socio-economic 

inequality, ethnic and religious divisions, and weak 

institutional capacity have created fertile ground for 

extremist groups like Boko Haram and ISWAP to 

thrive. These governance deficits not only exacerbate 

insecurity but also undermine public trust in the 

Nigerian state. 

 

i. Weak Institutions and Corruption 

Nigeria’s governance structures have long been 

plagued by institutional weakness and corruption. 

Transparency International consistently ranks Nigeria 

among countries with high levels of perceived 

corruption, particularly in the public sector 

(Transparency International, 2023). Corruption 

within the military and security agencies has been 

especially damaging, as funds intended for 

counterterrorism operations are often 

misappropriated. This has led to inadequate 

equipment, poor morale among soldiers, and 

ineffective responses to insurgent attacks (Aghedo & 

Osumah, 2012). Extremist groups exploit these 

weaknesses by portraying themselves as alternatives 

to a corrupt and ineffective state, thereby gaining 

legitimacy among marginalized populations. The 

failure of conventional military strategies to contain 
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Boko Haram has been widely attributed to this 

governance deficit, reinforcing the case for integrated 

civil-military approaches (Ogunnubi & Aja, 2022). 

 

ii. Socio-Economic Inequalities 

Socioeconomic inequality is another critical factor 

fueling terrorism in Nigeria. The northeastern region, 

where Boko Haram originated, is among the poorest 

in the country, with high rates of unemployment and 

illiteracy, as well as limited access to basic services 

(UNDP, 2020). These conditions foster 

marginalization and hopelessness, leaving youth 

particularly vulnerable to recruitment by extremist 

groups. Boko Haram’s early rhetoric against Western 

education resonated with communities that felt 

excluded from Nigeria’s economic progress, 

underscoring the link between socioeconomic 

deprivation and radicalization (Onuoha, 2014). 

 

iii. Ethnic and Religious Divisions 

Nigeria’s diverse ethnic and religious composition 

has often been a source of tension, and extremist 

groups have exploited these divisions to advance 

their agendas. Boko Haram frames its struggle as a 

defense of Islam against Western and Christian 

influences, thereby deepening religious polarization 

(Zenn, 2020). Ethnic divisions also complicate 

counterterrorism efforts because mistrust among 

communities undermines cooperation with security 

forces. 

 

iv. Distrust in Government and Security Forces 

Public distrust of government institutions and 

security forces further exacerbates Nigeria’s 

terrorism challenge. In the northeast, communities 

often view the military as heavy-handed, corrupt, or 

indifferent to civilian suffering. Reports of human 

rights abuses, including extrajudicial killings and 

arbitrary arrests, have eroded confidence in the 

state’s ability to protect its citizens (Human Rights 

Watch, 2019). This distrust discourages cooperation 

with security agencies, limiting intelligence gathering 

and weakening counterterrorism operations. 

Extremist groups exploit this gap by positioning 

themselves as defenders of marginalized populations, 

thereby strengthening their appeal. 

 

 

v. Governance Deficits as Drivers of Terrorism. 

Taken together, these governance challenges 

precisely match the structural prerequisites for 

insurgency identified by State Fragility Theory: a 

state that lacks legitimacy, capacity, and 

accountability to perform its basic functions creates a 

vacuum that extremist groups fill. Relative 

Deprivation Theory further explains the recruitment 

dynamic: in communities where poverty, 

unemployment, and political exclusion are 

concentrated, the perception of systemic injustice 

produces the grievances that Boko Haram and 

ISWAP have consistently and effectively exploited. 

Nigeria’s counterterrorism strategy must therefore be 

understood, at its core, as a governance reform 

agenda. More explicit integration of these theories 

with Nigeria’s empirical realities, using up-to-date 

field data and recent local case studies, will help 

clarify how structural deficits translate into specific 

patterns of recruitment, violence, and resilience 

among extremist groups. 

 

IX. LESSONS FROM GLOBAL TERRORISM 

FOR NIGERIA 

 

The global experience with Islamic terrorism offers 

valuable lessons for Nigeria as it confronts Boko 

Haram and ISWAP. Although the Nigerian context is 

unique, parallels with Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and 

other conflict zones highlight strategies to strengthen 

Nigeria’s resilience. These lessons underscore the 

importance of intelligence cooperation, balanced 

counterterrorism approaches, community 

engagement, and institutional accountability. 

 

i. Importance of Intelligence and Regional 

Cooperation 

One of the most consistent lessons from global 

terrorism is the need for intelligence sharing and 

regional cooperation. Terrorist groups operate across 

borders, exploiting porous borders and weak regional 

security frameworks. The success of multinational 

coalitions against ISIS in Iraq and Syria demonstrates 

the effectiveness of coordinated intelligence and joint 

military operations (Byman, 2015). For Nigeria, 

collaboration with Chad, Niger, and Cameroon 

through the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) 

has been critical to disrupting Boko Haram’s regional 
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networks (International Crisis Group, 2023). 

Strengthening these alliances and investing in 

intelligence infrastructure will enhance Nigeria’s 

ability to anticipate and counter extremist threats. 

 

ii. Balancing Military Responses with Governance 

Reforms 

Global experience also underscores the limits of 

purely military responses. In Afghanistan and Iraq, 

heavy reliance on military interventions without 

parallel governance reforms created conditions for 

extremist resurgence (Gerges, 2016). Nigeria faces 

similar risks if counterterrorism strategies focus 

solely on military operations. While military action is 

necessary to degrade insurgent capacity, it must be 

complemented by governance reforms that address 

corruption, improve service delivery, and strengthen 

institutions. The United Nations Development 

Program (2020) emphasizes that sustainable peace 

requires addressing the root causes of extremism, 

including poverty, inequality, and political exclusion. 

 

iii. Community Engagement and Deradicalization 

Another lesson from global terrorism is the 

importance of community engagement and 

deradicalization programs. Extremist groups often 

exploit local grievances to recruit followers, 

underscoring the need for community trust to achieve 

counterterrorism success. In Saudi Arabia and 

Indonesia, deradicalization initiatives that combine 

religious education, vocational training, and 

psychological support have proven effective in 

reintegrating former extremists (Moghadam, 2017). 

Nigeria’s Operation Safe Corridor (OSC) has 

attempted a similar approach but has been criticized 

for institutional shortcomings, including failing to 

balance the treatment of repentant militants with the 

needs of victims of insurgency and for excluding 

women from the program (Sowale & Aduloju, 2023; 

Ugwueze et al., 2022). Nigeria must therefore reform 

its deradicalization framework to be more inclusive, 

community-centered, and gender-sensitive. 

Empowering youth through education and 

employment opportunities will further reduce 

vulnerability to radicalization. 

 

 

 

iv. Institutional Accountability and Transparency 

Global terrorism also underscores the need for 

institutional accountability and transparency. In 

contexts where governments are perceived as corrupt 

or abusive, extremist groups gain legitimacy by 

positioning themselves as alternatives. Nigeria’s 

governance challenges, particularly corruption and 

human rights abuses by security forces, risk 

undermining counterterrorism efforts (Human Rights 

Watch, 2019). Lessons from global experience 

suggest that building accountable institutions, 

promoting transparency, and ensuring respect for 

human rights are essential to long-term stability. 

Strengthening oversight mechanisms and fostering 

trust between citizens and the state will reduce the 

appeal of extremist movements. 

 

v. Application to Nigeria 

The convergence of these lessons into a single 

structural conclusion is analytically significant: 

across Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and 

Indonesia, the determining variable in 

counterterrorism outcomes is not military capacity 

but institutional quality. When governance reforms 

accompanied or preceded military operations, 

insurgent movements were degraded, and their 

recruitment pipelines narrowed. When military 

operations proceeded without governance reform, 

insurgencies proved resilient, adaptive, and 

ultimately self-regenerating. Nigeria’s policy 

trajectory has, to date, followed the latter pattern. The 

lessons from global experience demand a deliberate 

and sustained reversal. 

 

X. NIGERIA’S CPC DESIGNATION AND 

THE CHRISTIAN GENOCIDE DEBATE 

 

Nigeria’s November 2025 redesignation as a Country 

of Particular Concern (CPC) under the International 

Religious Freedom Act is the most consequential act 

of international scrutiny Nigeria’s terrorism crisis has 

drawn. The designation, which places Nigeria 

alongside Iran, China, and North Korea as states 

committing “particularly severe violations of 

religious freedom,” carries concrete diplomatic and 

financial implications: it opens the door to bilateral 

sanctions, restricts certain categories of U.S. foreign 

assistance, and signals to international investors and 
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multilateral donors that Nigeria’s governance 

environment is deteriorating rather than improving 

(U.S. Department of State, 2025). Understanding 

what the designation means, what it does not mean, 

and what it demands of Nigerian policymakers 

requires engaging directly with the three competing 

frameworks through which Nigeria’s violence is 

currently interpreted. 

 

The first framework is the genocide narrative, 

advanced by advocacy organizations such as Open 

Doors (2024) and supported by numerous U.S. 

congressional voices. This framework holds that 

Boko Haram, ISWAP, and Fulani armed militias 

have engaged in a systematic, religiously motivated 

campaign of violence against Christian communities 

in the Middle Belt and the northeast, citing tens of 

thousands of Christians killed, thousands of churches 

destroyed, and the kidnapping of Christian 

schoolgirls and clergy since 2009. The legal 

threshold for genocide under the 1948 UN 

Convention requires proof of intent to destroy a 

group “as such.” Proponents of this framing argue 

that the pattern of targeting, the scale of destruction, 

and the impunity enjoyed by perpetrators collectively 

satisfy that threshold (Open Doors, 2024). 

 

The second framework is the governance-failure 

narrative, advanced by the International Crisis Group 

(2023) and most academic conflict analysts. This 

framework holds that the violence in Nigeria’s 

Middle Belt is primarily the product of competition 

over land and resources between farming and herding 

communities, exacerbated by climate change, 

population growth, and the collapse of traditional 

conflict-resolution mechanisms. On this reading, the 

religious dimension of the violence is real but 

secondary: Christian farmers and Muslim herders are 

killing each other not because of theology but 

because the Nigerian state has failed to adjudicate 

their competing claims to land, protect either 

community from the other, or provide economic 

alternatives to violent resource competition 

(International Crisis Group, 2023). The genocide 

framing, on this view, misidentifies the cause, risks 

deepening religious polarization, and diverts attention 

from the governance reforms that would actually 

reduce the violence. 

The third framework, and the one most directly 

supported by this paper’s theoretical approach, is the 

state-fragility interpretation. Both the religious 

persecution and governance failure narratives capture 

real dimensions of Nigeria’s crisis, but neither is 

analytically sufficient on its own. State Fragility 

Theory (Rotberg, 2004) provides the deeper 

explanation: the violence is possible, persistent, and 

escalating because Nigerian state institutions have 

failed to perform the most basic functions of a 

sovereign state, namely protecting all citizens from 

violence and ensuring the equal application of the 

law. Whether the immediate perpetrators are jihadist 

insurgents, armed militias, or criminal gangs, the 

structural condition that enables them is the same: a 

state whose legitimacy has been hollowed out by 

corruption, whose security forces are inadequately 

resourced and poorly accountable, and whose 

political class has found it more profitable to manage 

ethnic and religious tensions than to resolve them. 

The CPC designation is therefore not primarily a 

statement about religion; it is a statement about 

governance. 

 

The practical implications for Nigeria are significant. 

The designation increases the diplomatic cost of 

inaction: continued failure to prosecute perpetrators 

of violence against religious minorities, whether 

Christian or Muslim, will further damage Nigeria’s 

international standing and risk be triggering the 

sanctions mechanisms available under the 

International Religious Freedom Act. More 

constructively, the designation creates an opportunity 

for Nigeria to demonstrate governance reform by 

strengthening the institutional accountability 

mechanisms that both the genocide and governance 

failure narratives agree are absent. Prosecuting 

perpetrators of communal violence, reforming the 

land-use frameworks that fuel farmer-herder 

conflicts, and integrating religious freedom 

protections into counterterrorism strategy are not 

concessions to foreign pressure; they are the 

governance reforms that State Fragility Theory 

identifies as essential to any sustainable reduction in 

violence. Applying Relative Deprivation Theory 

(Gurr, 1970) further underscores that communities 

that perceive themselves as systematically 

unprotected by the state, whether Christian minorities 



© JUL 2026 | IRE Journals | Volume 10 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2456-8880 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.64388/IREV10I1-1719865 

 

IRE 1719865          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 1718 

in the Middle Belt or Muslim youth in the northeast, 

are communities where the grievance narratives of 

extremist recruiters will find a receptive audience. 

The CPC designation, properly understood, is not a 

verdict on Nigeria’s religious character but a warning 

about the consequences of continued institutional 

failure. 

 

XI. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Nigeria’s experience with Boko Haram and ISWAP 

demonstrates that terrorism is not only a military 

challenge but also a governance and development 

crisis. Drawing on global lessons and Nigeria’s 

domestic realities, a set of comprehensive policy 

recommendations can be proposed to strengthen 

Nigeria’s resilience to terrorism. These 

recommendations emphasize integrating security, 

governance, socioeconomic development, and 

international cooperation. 

 

i. Strengthening Border Security and Intelligence 

Sharing 

Nigeria’s porous borders with Chad, Niger, and 

Cameroon have facilitated the movement of fighters, 

weapons, and resources. Strengthening border 

security through surveillance technologies, joint 

patrols, and intelligence sharing is essential. The 

Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) provides a 

framework for regional cooperation, but its 

effectiveness depends on sustained political 

commitment and resource allocation (International 

Crisis Group, 2023). Nigeria should invest in modern 

intelligence infrastructure, including cyber 

capabilities, to anticipate and disrupt extremist 

networks. 

 

ii. Investing in Socio-Economic Development 

Socio-economic deprivation in northeastern Nigeria 

has been a major driver of radicalization. Addressing 

poverty, unemployment, and lack of education is 

critical for reducing vulnerability to extremist 

recruitment. Development programs should prioritize 

job creation, vocational training, and infrastructure 

development in conflict-affected regions (UNDP, 

2020). Special attention should be given to youth 

empowerment, as young people constitute the 

majority of Boko Haram’s recruits. By providing 

alternatives to extremism, Nigeria can weaken the 

appeal of terrorist narratives. 

 

iii. Combating Corruption and Strengthening 

Institutions 

Corruption within Nigeria’s governance and security 

sectors undermines counterterrorism efforts. Funds 

intended for military operations are often 

misappropriated, leading to inadequate equipment 

and poor morale among soldiers (Transparency 

International, 2023). Strengthening anti-corruption 

measures, enhancing oversight mechanisms, and 

promoting transparency are essential for building 

public trust. Independent institutions such as the 

Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) 

should be empowered to investigate and prosecute 

corruption cases within the security sector. 

 

iv. Promoting Inclusive Governance and Citizen 

Participation 

Inclusive governance is vital for countering extremist 

narratives that exploit feelings of marginalization. 

Nigeria should promote political inclusion by 

ensuring that diverse ethnic and religious groups are 

represented in decision-making processes. Citizen 

participation in governance, particularly at the local 

level, can foster trust and cooperation between 

communities and the state (Onuoha, 2014). Civil 

society organizations and religious leaders should be 

engaged in counterterrorism strategies, as they play a 

crucial role in shaping public opinion and countering 

extremist ideologies. 

 

v. Expanding Deradicalization and Community 

Engagement Programs. 

Deradicalization programs that combine religious 

education, psychological support, and vocational 

training have proven effective in other contexts, 

including Saudi Arabia and Indonesia (Moghadam, 

2017). Nigeria should expand similar initiatives to 

rehabilitate former extremists and reintegrate them 

into society. These programs must be more inclusive, 

addressing the specific needs of women, children, 

and marginalized groups, whose vulnerabilities and 

experiences are often overlooked. Community 

engagement is equally important, as local populations 

are often the first to detect extremist activity. 

Building trust between communities and security 
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forces will enhance intelligence gathering and reduce 

the influence of extremist groups. Collaboration with 

civil society organizations and religious leaders can 

increase the reach and credibility of these initiatives. 

 

vi. Enhancing International Collaboration 

Global terrorism requires global solutions. Nigeria 

should strengthen collaboration with international 

partners, including the United Nations, the African 

Union, and ECOWAS. International support can 

provide technical expertise, funding, and training for 

Nigeria’s counterterrorism efforts. Nigeria should 

also actively participate in global initiatives to 

counter violent extremism, ensuring its strategies 

align with international best practices (Gerges, 2016). 

 

XII. CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has examined global Islamic terrorism 

through the lens of State Fragility Theory and 

Relative Deprivation Theory, situating Nigeria’s 

experience with Boko Haram and ISWAP within 

broader patterns of transnational jihadist movements. 

The analysis shows that Nigeria’s insurgency is not 

an isolated phenomenon but a local manifestation of 

global terrorism dynamics, shaped by institutional 

weakness, socioeconomic deprivation, and the 

exploitation of identity-based grievances. 

 

The comparative case studies of Afghanistan, Iraq, 

and Syria yield a consistent finding: military-centric 

counterterrorism strategies that neglect governance 

reforms and socioeconomic inclusion are 

unsustainable. Nigeria’s continued reliance on 

military operations, against the backdrop of pervasive 

corruption, poverty, and public distrust of security 

forces, risks replicating the cycles of insurgent 

resurgence seen in these conflict zones. Nigeria’s 

2025 CPC redesignation further signals that the 

international community views Nigeria’s governance 

deficits as a threat multiplier, with implications for 

diplomatic standing, foreign investment, and 

humanitarian assistance. 

 

The policy recommendations advanced in this paper, 

strengthening border security and regional 

intelligence cooperation, investing in socioeconomic 

development, combating institutional corruption, 

promoting inclusive governance, and expanding 

deradicalization programs, collectively constitute a 

holistic counterterrorism framework. Their 

implementation requires sustained political will, 

interagency coordination, and meaningful community 

participation. 

 

XIII. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This study is limited by its reliance on secondary 

sources and its focus on three comparative cases. The 

heterogeneity of Nigeria’s insurgency, including 

Boko Haram, ISWAP, armed banditry, and farmer-

herder conflicts, means that findings cannot be 

uniformly applied across all dimensions of the 

country’s security crisis. Future research should 

employ primary data collection, such as field 

interviews with security officials, community leaders, 

former combatants, and affected civilians, as well as 

the latest data from Nigerian security agencies and 

humanitarian organizations, to validate and refine the 

framework proposed here. Incorporating recent local 

case studies and statistical analysis will provide 

clearer, more up-to-date insights into the evolving 

dynamics of terrorism in Nigeria. Longitudinal 

studies tracking the impact of specific governance 

interventions on insurgency levels would also make a 

significant contribution to the literature. Furthermore, 

greater scholarly attention to the gendered 

dimensions of Nigeria’s terrorism crisis—including 

the specific vulnerabilities of women, girls, and other 

marginalized groups to extremist violence and 

recruitment-remains a critical gap that future work 

should address. 
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