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Abstract 

The paper argues that beyond the scriptures of the Islamic 

religious groups in Nigeria, poverty, politics, illiteracy 

and external influence, are contributory factors to the 

phenomenon of Islamic religious fundamentalism in 

Northern Nigeria. A study of this nature is considered 

necessary because knowing the root causes of 

fundamentalism as it is manifested in Northern Nigeria is 

considered a conditio sine quanon in the search for an 

enduring solution to the menace. The methods adopted for 

the study are expository and phenomenological. The 

research brings to the fore the fact that religious extremism 

which threatens the corporate existence of the Nigerian 

state can only be tackled if the identified conditions 

poverty; politics, illiteracy and external influence which 

prepare the ground for the menace to thrive are adequately 

addressed 
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Introduction  

In 2008, Robert J. Mundi and others warned that "of all the twelve countries 

in the world they considered, Nigeria might be the only one whose 

continued existence is currently in doubt"1 This assertion, they argued, is 

premised on the fact that the country's ethnic, regional and religious 

divisions have intensified in recent years. 2  

The late Libyan leader, Muamar Gaddafi was no less vocal. Following the 

rising tension in the country occasioned by religious fundamentalism, he 

recommended that the country be split along religious line, impliedly into 

North and South." This suggestion by a supposedly world leader, have 

continued to generate avalanche of epiphany and hullabaloo among the 

people of Nigeria. In all, one apparently immutable fact stands out. Of the 

myriad of challenges that confront the Nigerian state; Islamic 

fundamentalism remains most worrisome as it continually sets the nation 

in smoldering fire. 

While most scholars are keen to blame Islamic fundamentalism on the 

teachings of the Qu’ran and Hadith, this study looks beyond these sacred 

books in the search for the root causes of the phenomenon. This has become 

necessary because a monocausal explanation of a complex occurrence such 

as the cankerworm of Islamic religious fundamentalism in Northern 

Nigeria is considered unscholarly and simplistic for often the motive which 

guide human actions are complex and illusive to non participants in the 

event, sometimes also even to some participants.  

The paper surmise that poverty, politics, illiteracy and 

external influence are the root causes of Islamic fundamentalism 

in Northern Nigeria. But first a world on Nigeria's ethno-

religious and political geography.  

Background of Nigeria  

Nigeria is the most populous Black Country in the world 

with a population of 140,003,542.4 Situated in west Africa, the 

country came into existence in 1914 when the then British 
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colonial governor, Lord Fredrick Lugard amalgamated two 

distinct protectorates - Northern Protectorate made up of Hausa 

/Fulani ethnic groups which had largely embraced Islam and the 

Southern Protectorate composed of Yoruba's in the west and Ibos 

in the east to create what is today referred to as Nigeria. 5  

The country is in a sense, a hotch-potch of religions.  Three 

major religious groups dominate the religious landscape-the 

adherents of the traditional religion, the Muslims whose religion-

Islam is associated with oriental or Arab civilization and 

Christians, whose religion can hardly be divorced from western 

civilization. By the time of Nigeria's independence in 1960, the 

country was drawn more or less along religious zones of 

influence, namely, the largely Muslim, North and Christian South, 

with each group struggling to gain ascendency over the other. 6 

With the emergence and flowering of fundamentalist groups 

within the Islamic fold, Muslim leaders in Nigeria and indeed the 

Nigerian state IS faced with the challenge of checkmating these 

people whose activities are aimed at destabilizing the country.  

 

Poverty and Islamic Fundamentalism in Nigeria 

In the World Bank Report of 1999, poverty is described as 

hunger; lack of shelter, being sick and not being able to go to 

school; not knowing how to read nor being able to speak 

properly; not having a job, fear of the future, losing a child to 

illness brought about by unclean water, powerlessness, lack of 

representation and freedom." 7 

Virtually all the economic monitoring agencies in Nigeria 

and elsewhere such as National Consumer Survey (NCS), Federal 

Office of Statistics (FOS), National Planning Commission (NPC), 

Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) and the- United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) agree that  Nigeria has all the 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies |www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 
 

Religion and Gender Perspective in Yoruba Traditional Culture             214 

trappings of a country whose citizens are  poor.  

Scholars as well as conflict analysts are of the view that 

religious, ethnic and regional tension in the country can only be 

understood in the light of the conditions created by debts, 

economic crisis and structural adjustment in the country. 

Akubor cites Chi Ilo as saying that poverty is the greatest 

source of civil strife in Nigeria. When people are hungry and lack 

basic necessities of life, they are easily prone to violence.8  

Adekunle, on the other hand, posit that the introduction of 

stiff economic measures like Austerity Measures during civilian 

rule in the 1980's and Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAP) 

during the military regimes have tended to be accompanied by 

increasing incidents of violent protests, crises and conflicts.9 

The situation of Nigeria however, presents a paradox. 

Endemic poverty in a country that is the sixth largely producer of 

crude oil in the world. Hunger among a populace whose country 

is rated the third fastest growing economy in the world after 

China and Mongolia. 10  

The more disturbing of it all is that poverty in the country 

is not consequent upon absence of natural endowment, no 

inclement weather, nor absence of investments but due to what 

has became a culture of corruption manifested in the looting of 

public funds by the country's leaders which are deposited in 

foreign banks. The table below attests to the degree of corruption 

among Nigerian leaders which has given the country the unsavory 

status of the 35th most corrupt countries in the world according to 

Transparency International 2012 report.  
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Table 1: Looted Money Discovered In Foreign Banks 
Names of Depositors  London  Swiss ($) USA ($) Germany 

($) 

Gen. Ibrahim Babangida  6.25bn 7.41bn 2.00bn 9.00bn 

Gen. Abubakar 1.31bn 2.33bn 800m  

Rear Admiral Mike 

Akhigbe 

1.24bn 2.42bn 671m 1bn 

Gen. Jerry Ueni 3.04bn 2.01bn 1.01bn 900m 

Alh. Ismaila Gwarzo 1.03bn 2.00bn 1.3bn 700m 

Alh. Umaru Dikko 4.5bn 1.4bn 700m 345m 

Paul Ogwuma 300m 1.42bn 200m 500m 

Gen. Sanni Abacha  9.01bn  4.09bn 800m 3.01m 

Mohammed Abacha 300m 1.2bn 150m 535m 

Abdulkadir Abacha 700m 1.21m 900m 471m 

Alh. Wada Nas 600m 1.32bn  300m 

Tom Ikimi 400m 1.39bn 152m 371m 

Dan Etete 1.12bn 1.03bn 400m 1.72bn 

Don Etibet 2.5bn 1.06bn 700m 361m 

Major Mustapha 600m  1.001bn  210m 

Anthony Ani  2.9bn 1.09bn 360m 1.66bn 

Basher Dalhatu 2.3bn 1.101bn 161m 1.43bn 

Gen.  Wushishi 700m 1.301bn   

Ahj. Hassan Adamu 300m 200m 700m  

Ty Danjuma 300m  200m 700m   

Gen. Ishaya Bamayi 120m 800m   

Breaking News Vol. 12, p. 1 

 

Little wonder why Olusegun Obasanjo, on assumption of  office 

on May 29, 1999, as President, identified corruption as the 

greatest challenge confronting the country. 11 

 As crimes committed during religious violence are never 

investigated and culprits brought to book, it is only wise for 

criminals to create a veneer of religiousity to cover up their 

criminality. The criminal dimension to religious uprisings is 

enunciated by the fact that goods are carted away and banks 
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looted in what is made to appear as incidence of religious 

violence. The shout of Allahu Akbar which is normally associated 

with the violence IS not more than mere camouflage. The 

correlation between poverty and religious fundamentalism is 

further brought to the fore by the report of a presidential 

committee which was set up to unravel the remote and 

immediate causes of the breach of public peace and security 

perpetrated by the Boko-Haram Islamic sect. The panel chaired 

by Usman Gaji Galtimari came up to with the finding that "high 

level of poverty existing in the North East of the country, massive 

unemployment of youth, both skilled and unskilled were behind 

the conflict" .12  

Galtimari’s report is collaborated by the finding of a 

research carried out by Paul Lubeck. Lubeck summed up his 

findings regarding religious fundamentalism in Northern Nigeria 

thus:  

Much of the support is driven by anger at the 

corruption and brutality of the Nigerian government 

and security forces and economic deprivation of the 

country's Northern predominantly Muslim states. 

There is a class element here involving elites that 

have been criminally negligent and a population that 

is growing in misery while elites are building 

fortified houses. 13  

On his part, in obvious recognition of poverty as a root cause of 

fundamentalism in Northern Nigeria, John Campbell who was 

the United States ambassador to Nigeria between 2004 and 2007 

admonished the federal government of Nigeria to launch a high 

profile humanitarian initiative in Northern Nigeria. In so doing, according 

to Campbell, “the government will be sucking oxygen out of Boko Haram. 
14 
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Politics and Islamic Fundamentalism in Nigeria  

Islamic fundamentalism which is also known as Islamic 

revivalism has as one of its aims, to take power in Muslim states 

and use the state apparatus to carry out their objectives.15 Where 

this is not immediately possible, they support the emergence of 

leaders who may not be one of them, but who are sympathetic or 

will at least tolerate them. For instance, the fact that in Egypt the 

Muslim brotherhood which was founded in 1928 could only 

assume power in 2012 attests to the resilience of fundamentalist 

groups. 16  

Of late, the activities of the Boko-Haran, unarguably, the 

most violent Islamic sect in Nigeria cannot be divorced from 

politics. According to Aliyu Tishau, a self confest member of the 

group, politics is the root cause of the Boko –Haram problem.  

To him, politicians infiltrate the Boko- Haram Islamic sect recruit 

and equip the youth among them for use as thugs, to intimidate 

harass or kill political opponents. 17  

In Nigeria, religion is a ready tool for mass mobilization of 

people for political ends. Hence purely political matters are 

accorded religious coloration. For instance, in March 2006, a 

protest against the cartoons satirizing the prophet Muhammed in 

Northern Nigeria overlapped with protests against alleged third 

term bid of the then president Olusegun Obasanjo. The religion 

coloured political resistance believed to have been backed by the 

country's estranged vice president; Atiku Abubakar led to the 

killing of southern Christians in the North and the reprisal killing 

of Northern Muslims in the South especially at Onitsha. 18 

This practice, he said is common among Northern 

politicians. In Borno state, he said the governor sponsors a group 

of armed youths known as ECOMOG. To Tishau, it is the, 

ECOMOG that the governor looks after above the Nigerian 

police, State Security Service, (SSS), and other security agencies. 
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The equivalent of the ECOMOG in Gombe, Tishau said, is the 

Kalari while in Bauchi there is the Tarafuka.  

The already militarized youths, Tishau said, are 

abandoned by politicians no sooner they win elections. With 

arms in their possession and driven by survival instinct the 

group turn to violence with an eye to be settled by the state.  

Little wonder that the Boko-Haram sect has made no 

pretensions about their readiness to dialogue with the federal 

government of Nigeria. 19  

Not a few attribute the heightening violence in Nigeria 

perpetrated by fundamentalist groups to a perceived breach of 

what was termed “gentleman’s agreement”. Nigerians were told 

that there was an accord between the Sothern and Northern 

members of the then ruling People Democratic Party (PDP) that 

power must return to the North in 2007 after Obasanjo’s tenure. 

This accord, the North argue was breached with Goodluck 

Jonathan, a Southerners, presidency as reflected in the violence 

that trailed the 2011 presidential election. 20  

It is trite to note that, the former security adviser to the 

president, Andrew Azazi was removed from office when he 

publicly admitted that the ruling party created the Boko Haram 

when the party breached an agreement to return power to the 

North in 2011.21  

In the same vein, Mathew Kukar observed that "there are 

those who are opposed to Jonathan's presidency or opposed to 

Nigeria as it is presently constituted. This is why Boko-Haram 

has become a metaphor for expressing their disgust". 22 

 

Illiteracy and Islamic Fundamentalism in Nigeria 

According to the National Policy on Education, education 

is an instrument "par excellence" for effecting national 

development. It is the bedrock of the nation, a process of training 
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and instruction especially of children and young people in school 

and college, which is designed to give knowledge and develop 

skills. Education as a social organization is required by any well-

meaning nation for transforming herself through the youths. By 

learning, change of character is possible and suppression of 

negative impact or attitude in avoidance of tale of woes in such 

a nation. 23  

Even though all the tiers of governance in Nigeria, federal, 

state and local government seem to have realized the importance 

of education to national security and development, opinions 

converge on the fact that Nigerian leaders have continued to 

accord peripheral attention to the sector. For instance, while the 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organization, UNESCO has recommended that all countries 

should allocate 26% of their annual budget to the educational 

sector, between 2000-2009, the federa1 government of Nigeria 

merely allocated an average of about 9°/c) of its annual budget to 

the sector.24 

It is important to note that other developing nations have 

kept religiously to the cry of the United Nations. For example, 

while Botswana spends 19.0% of her budget on education, 

Switzerland pulls 24.6% of hers into the same sector. Others like 

Lesotho, gives 17.00/0; South Africa, 25.8%; Cote d'Ivoire, 30.0%; 

Burkina Faso, 16.8%; Ghana, 30.0%; Kenya, 23.0%, Uganda, 27.0%; 

Tunisia, 17.0%; and Morocco, 17.7%.25  

The resultant effect of this seeming neglect of the 

educational sector of the country is that illiteracy has continually 

being on the rise especially in the Northern part of the country 

which has remand a hotspot for religious extremism. The table 

below illustrates the literacy disparity Between the Northern and 

Southern partsof the country. Note that the North East and North West of 

the country which have remained hotspots for Islamic extremism have the 
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least literacy rate in the country. It stands to reason therefore, that illiteracy 

contributes to fuel violence in Northern Nigeria.  
 

Table 2: School Attendance Ratios  

Net attendance ratios (NAR) and gross attendance ratios (GAR) for the de 

facto household population by sex and level of schooling; and the gender 

parity index (GPI), according to background characteristics, Nigeria 2008.   

Net attendance ration1                                                          Net attendance ration2 

Background  

Characteristic  

Male  Female  Total  Gender 

parity 

index3 

Male  Female  Total  Gender 

parity 

index3 

PRIMARY SCHOOL 

Residence          

Urban 75.9 72.2 74.1 0.95 99.5 95.5 97.5 0.96 

Rural  6.03 53.5 57.0 0.89 84.4 72.7 78.7 0.86 

         

Zone          

North central  71.7 69.2 70.5 0.97 104.4 97.8 101.2 0.94 

North East  46.8 40.3 43.7 0.86 66.4 55.8 61.3 0.84 

North West  49.8 37.1 43.4 0.75 68.4 49.2 58.7 0.72 

South East  82.4 83.2 82.8 1.01 109.5 110.7 110.1 1.01 

South South 80.1 80.1 80.1 1.00 109.1 105.6 107.4 0.97 

South west  77.8 75.2 76.6 0.97 101.0 98.9 99.9 0.98 

SECONDARY SCHOOL 

Residence          

Urban  66.2 62.5 64.3 0.94 99.2 88.0 93.5 0.89 

Rural  44.7 38.0 41.4 0.85 70.4 54.6 62.6 0.77 

         

Zone         

North Central  50.1 41.6 46.0 0.83 84.9 62.2 73.9 0.73 

North East  29.4 22.1 25.7 0.75 47.2 30.3 38.6 0.64 

North East  29.4 22.1 25.7 0.75 47.2 30.3 38.6 0.64 

North West  33.8 19.3 26.7 0.57 54.6 28.7 42.0 0.52 

South East 68.7 68.7 68.7 1.00 98.0 91.5 94.6 0.93 

South South 66.7 65.5 66.1 0.98 100.6 93.6 97.2 0.93 

South West  68.5 68.9 68.7 1.01 101.7 98.6 100.1 0.97 
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Source: Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey, 2008, p.18  

One of the reasons for the low literacy level in the Northern 

part of the country is the seeming preference for the Alimajiri 

system of education. Alimajiri education is a system whereby a 

large number of children from age five are entrusted into the care 

of an Ulama or Mallam whose duty is to impart Islamic education 

to the pupils. As part of the training, pupils are made to go 

begging on the streets and make returns to their master who in 

return cater for the pupils. Sadly, as the curriculum is 

unregulated, pupils are often indoctrinated, and leave the school 

uncertificated, at least in government official standards and are 

consequently unemployable. Usman Galtimari's report was 

quick to observe that:  

The high level of illiteracy existing in the North East, 

massive unemployment.... Existence of militias.... 

Presence of large number of Alimajiris who together 

with those mentioned above, could easily be used as 

canon folders to ignite and sustain crises. 26  

The introduction of the Alimajiri system of education which 

is a synthesis of Islamic education with the western genre by the 

federal government in 2012 sequel to the Galtiman's report 

remains a step in the right direction.  

 

External Influence in Islamic Fundamentalism in Nigeria  

Islamic fundamentalism as we have it today is traceable 

to the Islamic resurgence which began in the 1970's. This was 

occasioned in part by the emergent oil wealth. The Arab oil 

embargo of 1973 and its consequences transformed the Arab 

world from a timid ex-colony to a reckoning economic power 

with the west. Thus, the Muslim world saw itself, since the dawn 

of colonization, no longer as a mere client stale but as a partner 

to be reckoned with economically and religiously. The wealth 
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came from Allah, so Allah must take His fair share. Millions of 

dollars were expended by Islamic countries to defend and 

propagate the religion. Free Islamic literature, and aid to build 

mosque and Islamic centres, scholarship / grant for Muslim 

students flowed freely into third world countries especially 

Nigeria which was coveted because of its population size-

140,003,542. To ensure that these gestures were strengthened 

and sustained, periodic conferences and structures were agreed 

upon. For instance, in 1974, a conference of World Islamic 

Organizations took place in Mecca. The conference agreed that 

in order to counter Christian influence the following measures 

must be vigorous pursued.  

i. Muslim organizations should set up a centre to resist 

Christian missionary activities. 

ii. Islamic radio and television stations should be 

established.  

iii. All Christian activities, no matter what, be it secular 

expression or otherwise, should be stopped. These 

include Christian hospitals, orphanages and schools.  

iv. Muslim organizations should set up intelligence centres 

about Christian activities.  

v. All Christian literatures should be banned in Muslim 

countries. 27  

In April 1976, a "world of Islam festival" was held In 

London. Here, the resolutions passed at Mecca conference in 1974 

were reaffirmed. For active implementation throughout the 

world, huge financial aid was received from the Arab world and 

other Muslim sources. 28  

In Nigeria, the resurgence saw the birth of Muslim 

organizations such as Arewa Consultative Forum (ACF), 

Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (SCIA), Muslim Students 
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Society of Nigeria (MSSN), and other groups whose focus is the 

expansion of Islam. 29  

The porous nature of the country's borders has not helped 

matters as fundamentalist preachers transverse the length and 

breadth of the country unchallenged. We note for instance, that 

Maitatsine whose teachings in the 1980s were considered 

unislamic provoked series of violence in Northern Nigeria during 

which about two thousand, five hundred lives were lost was said 

to have come from Cameroun. 30  

Thus, looking at the trajectory of Islamic fundamentalism 

in Nigeria, the Christian Social Movement of Nigeria surmised 

that:  

Sudan was base or Osama bin Laden for some years 

and some of his fundamentalist ideals must have 

been exported to Nigeria. We are of the view that the 

resolution in Mecca in 1974 is responsible for Islamic 

fundamentalism In Nigeria and other countries. 31'  

External influence as a root cause of fundamentalism in 

Nigeria is attested to by the American Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) which in 2011 probed the post-election 

violence in Northern Nigeria. The body came up with the finding 

that "local affiliated terrorist cells provided support on 

ground”. 32 The bureau said that it conclusively found that the 

signature of the bomb matched other blasts by the terror network 

... which is the hallmark of al-Qaeda. 33 

The Nigerian Tribune links Islamic fundamentalism in 

Northern Nigeria to violent Islamist groups in Africa, notably al-

Shabab in Somalia and al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb. In 2011, 

the United States secretary of state alerted Nigeria security 

operatives about the presence of al-Qaeda cells in Nigeria. 35  

According to Adebamigbe, terrorists with al-Qaeda 

connections are alive in Nigeria, maintaining training camps and 
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indoctrinating those disposed to militant Islam. 35  

External support for fundamentalist groups in Nigeria has gone 

beyond training, financial and institutional support. It now 

includes the recruitment of personnel from neighboring 

countries of Mali, Niger and Chad who infiltrate the country, 

inflict mayhem on their target and retreat to their base. Some 

terror suspects in Nigerian prison custody are non-Nigerians.  

 

Conclusion  

Since independence, with specific reference to the 1980s, 

most parts of Northern Nigeria have continually experienced 

series of crises with most orchestrated by Islamic 

fundamentalist. Not a few Nigerians attribute this insurgence 

to the scriptures (Quran and Hadith) of the Islamic religion. 

However, as this study has shown, beyond the doctrine and 

dogma of the Islamic faith, poverty politics, illiteracy and 

external influence are among the facilitators of enrolment into 

religious extremism in Northern Nigeria. While poverty creates 

room for tension, uncertainty, rumors and vulnerability, 

political issues are reduced to battles that were better fought 

using religion as war horse, hence the volatility. Illiteracy 

provides the irrationality needed for wanton destruction of 

human lives and properties. External connections make 

available the emboldening skill, equipment and the seeming 

irresistible dollar rewards.  

Hence neither increase in budgetary allocation to security 

nor partnership with international agencies can stem the tide of 

Islamic extremism in the country. The government must 

intensity efforts at poverty alleviation, open up the political 

space to accommodate divergent views and interest, accord 

education the attention it deserves, especially in the Northern 

part of the country, and monitor its citizen's interaction with 
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external bodies. Until and unless this is done, the country 

stands on a keg of gun powder.  
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