
Available online at   www.worldscientificnews.com 
 

( Received 30 March 2022; Accepted 21 April 2022; Date of Publication 22 April 2022 ) 

 
WSN 168 (2022) 99-116                                                                                 EISSN 2392-2192 

 

 
 

The Nexus Between Religious Extremism and 
Terrorism: The Nigerian Experience 

 
 

Sam-Ateki Otonye Victor* & Edmund Obomanu 

Department of Political and Administrative Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, 
University of Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria 

*E-mail address: chiefsamateki@gmail.com 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

The issue of religious extremism in Nigeria has being on the rise over the years and consequently 

has resulted to several issues bordering to insecurity. This work looks critically into The Nexus between 

Religious Extremism and Terrorism: The Nigerian Experience. The problem this study confronts is the 

issue of terrorism in Nigeria which is basically caused by religious extremism as practiced by various 

religions in the country. The aim of the work is to look at the issue of religious extremism and terrorism 

and the Nigerian experience. The study adopts the method of qualitative analysis. The study further 

looked at the concepts of religion, extremism, religious extremism, terrorism; the religious motivation 

in joining groups as well as instances of religious extremism in Nigeria. The study exposes that religious 

freedom in Nigeria appears to be undermined by religious extremism and government failure to act. 

Consequently, the resultant effect is the heightened religious tolerance which has become more violent 

with more devastating results using the militias as the executors of religious agenda characterized by an 

increase in number of religious crises in Nigeria. The study also looked at some implications of religious 

extremism and terrorism in Nigeria such as poverty, elite interest/manipulation, religious ideologies and 

fear of de-establishment among religious majorities. In light of the above, this study recommends that 

there is need to revive national consciousness, re-orientate the people and Nigerians should imbibe spirit 

of tolerance of each other’s religious leanings and shift their loyalties to the national constitution 

government to engender national integration 

 

Keywords: Religion, extremism, religious extremism and terrorism 

 

 

http://www.worldscientificnews.com/


World Scientific News 168 (2022) 99-116 

 

 

-100- 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

There is almost no country on the planet that is completely free of religious influences. 

Historical tales of how people of different races, religions, ethnicities, social classes, and so on 

can live in peace have remained a source of concern for humanity, prompting countries to devise 

formulae for peaceful coexistence. Nigeria is one of the most religiously diverse countries in 

the world, with people following three major faiths: Christianity, Islam, and traditional religion. 

The two most dominant religions, however, are Islam and Christianity, which have asserted 

themselves by displacing the indigenous religions of diverse tribes and groups since their 

arrival. In today's globe, religious extremism is a key offshoot of terrorism. Various levels of 

violent extremism have been observed in all religions, which has frequently culminated in 

terrorist movements (Hoffman 1995, Pipes 2002, Weinberg and Ami Pedahzur 2004, 

Juergenmeyer 2006, Laqueur 2009, Hent de Vries 2009, Beit hallami 2010 and Martin 2011). 

Christian and Islamic religious identities have both been implicated in acts of violent 

extremism and terrorism in Nigeria. Some Muslim extremist groups, such as the Maitasine, the 

Muslim Brotherhood, and the Izalla, portray themselves as the guardians of true Islam, claiming 

that they are divinely mandated to purge the faith of any form of adulteration, as well as to 

reduce or eliminate the influence of Christian identities in politics. As a result, their position 

within Islam is a return to the literal interpretation of sacred writings, with the goal of eventually 

establishing an Islamic Umma (Hayness 1996: 215-219). Similarly, unlike what many people 

believe, Christian extreme groups are not apolitical (Seguy 1975, Marshall 1991, Ward 1990). 

Various forms of violence in response to Muslim Islamization initiatives are preceded by 

Christian extremist identities. This was a major element in the militarization of some Christian 

groups and their involvement in national politics (Haynes 1996: 206). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem this study confronts is the issue of terrorism in Nigeria which is said to be 

basically caused by religious extremism as practiced by the various religions in the country. 

 

Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this work is to look at the issue of religious extremism and terrorism and the 

Nigerian experience. However, the objectives are; to look at religious extremism and terrorism 

in Nigeria and to look at the implications of religious extremism and terrorism in Nigeria. 

 

 

2.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This study adopts the method of qualitative analysis. Consequently, data was sourced 

secondarily from journal, articles, and text and internet sources relevant to this work. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Religion 

Religion refers to a group's religious beliefs and practices. Religion is often used as a tool 

for social cohesiveness, unity, and progress in all communities. Nigerian governments appear 

to have made concerted attempts in the past to promote policies and programs aimed at 
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protecting religious freedom from the formation of the Nigerian nation state. This is in 

accordance with Nigeria's religious secularity, which includes constitutional guarantees of 

freedom of religion and worship. 

 

Extremism 

Extremism occurs when a Christian or Muslim exhibits intolerance toward others of 

similar or opposing religious beliefs and acts in ways that jeopardize the individual, group, or 

society's peace and stability. Nigeria, without a doubt, strikes a difficult balance between 

Muslims and Christians. Religious feelings and sectarianism appear to exhibit themselves in 

religious allegiance and intolerance. 

 

Religious Extremism 

Religious extremism is not a new notion; it has been an issue for over a century, and it is 

a culture that predates the first wave of globalization (Hashmi, 2009). Surprisingly, all religions 

have displayed varying degrees of violent fanaticism (Hoffman 1995, Pipes 2002, Weinberg 

and Ami Pedahzur 2004, Juergenmeyer 2006, Laqueur 2009, Hent de Vries 2009, Beit hallami 

2010 and Martin 2011). Religious extremism, according to Prus (2005), is defined as a "strong 

sense of ideological ardour coupled by highly focused and prolonged sets of activities that show 

one or more persons' devotion to their particular belief systems." He also mentions "monastic 

seclusion of members, prolonged proselytization of non-members, the vilification of outsiders 

as well as sinners within, the punishment of non-compliant persons, and the extermination of 

designated enemies" as examples of religious extremism.  

Prus, on the other hand, believes that religious extremism reflects the norms and 

ceremonial practices of various religions, which are endorsed, sanctioned, and confirmed by 

members and are not seen as excessive but as a normal method of doing things sanctioned by a 

higher power. As a result, the members' behaviors are modestReligious extremism, according 

to Liebman (2001), is defined as the "desire to broaden the scope, detail, and strictness of 

religious law; social isolation, and rejection of the surrounding society."  

Religious extremism can be defined as "a process or an institution" in which religious 

laws are expanded to the point where they are included not only in the private but also in the 

public sphere. To put it another way, radicals either try to impose their laws on society, resulting 

in political warfare, or they isolate themselves and wait for supernatural intervention to make 

their beliefs a reality. Moreover, their laws are elaborated and are strictly observed to the extent 

that leniency in the interpretation of sacred text is prohibited. Liebman, thus submitted that, 

religious extremism is detrimental to collective formation and “all historical religions recognize 

the destructive capacity of extremism and sought strategies to contain it”. 

Religious extremism, according to Beit- Hallahmi (2001), tends to use violence to agitate 

secularization movements and other religious groups who are hostile to it. Religious extremist 

groups have demanded policies and laws that ensure prayers in public schools, and have 

destroyed hospitals and killed doctors who engage in abortion in various parts of the world. In 

India, Hindus attacked Muslims and destroyed their mosques; in the United States, religious 

extremist groups have demanded policies and laws that ensure prayers in public schools and 

have destroyed hospitals and killed doctors who engage in abortion. In Israel, Jewish religious 

zealots have called for a theocratic state and attacked and killed Palestinians. Ayatollah 
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Khomeni's 1979 Iranian revolution is an important illustration of what religious 

fundamentalism may lead to. 

 

Terrorism 

The concept of terrorism still lacks a broadly acknowledged definition. In today's society, 

the phrase has sparked a lot of controversy among academics, with differing views on what 

constitutes terrorism. This is due to the fact that the concept is inherently complex and riddled 

with debates and abuse (Wilkins, 1992; Laquer, 1999 Lee & Perl, 2002; Cronin, 2003; Kalic, 

2005; Franks, 2005, Makinda, 2005, Obi, 2005; Held, 2008; Hoffman, 2006; Nathanson, 2010, 

Schmid, 2011). Despite the fact that the words "terror" and "terrorism" are derived from the 

Latin word "terrere," which means "to tremble or cause something to tremble or terrorize," 

etymologists claim that the word was not used until the French revolution in 1793 and 1798, 

when the words terrorisme, terroriste, and terroriser were coined. It was popularized in English 

by Edmund Burke, an opponent of the revolutionaries, who characterizes them as "thousands 

of Hellbounds known as terrorists are let free on the populace" (Wilkinson 1976). The French 

revolutionaries imposed a "regime de la terreur" on their people, a time marked by 

indiscriminate killings of real and perceived state adversaries in order to establish and maintain 

power (Wilkinson, 1976; Hübschule, 2005; Hoffman, 2006).  

The concept's definitional difficulties have been attributed to its dynamic nature in terms 

of the actors and actions engaged across time. The concept's prior undercurrent of tyrannical 

governments' abuse of power was retained throughout the 1930s. Its main focus was on 

authoritarian political systems prevalent at the time, such as fascist Italy under Benito 

Mussolini, Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler, and Stalinist Russia. These administrations 

imposed a fear, intimidation, compulsion, and violence-based political system on their citizens 

and those who challenged the state. Furthermore, in the 1960s and 1980s, the definition of 

terrorism shifted from revolutionary to include activities of nationalist/ethnic separatist, radical 

ideology organizations that emerged during the colonial and neocolonial political systems, and 

in the 1980s, terrorism was viewed as a grand conspiracy aimed at destroying the West 

(Hoffman 2006). However, in the 1990s, the definition of the term underwent a paradigm 

change. It was mostly used to describe non-state actors' or groups' actions against the state 

(Chomsky 1986, Falk 2004, Franks 2005, Kalic 2005, Hoffman 2006, Held 2008). During these 

times, scholars thought of terrorism as something that only groups or non-state actors did. As a 

result, the history of state involvement in terrorism began to deteriorate. This came after many 

conceptualizations of terrorism by states and its agencies, thinkers, and policymakers as 

basically violent operations perpetrated by clandestine groups on civilians and unarmed 

combatants in order to influence state actions. 

The events of September 11th, 2001 marked a turning point in the intellectualization of 

the concept of terrorism. According to Hoffman (2006), in a hasty response to the assaults on 

the United States, President George W. Bush used the term "terror" when speaking to the 

Congress in a joint session, utterly ignoring the concept's basic qualities and trajectory. The 

term was coined by Bush to describe a "condition of being horrified or severely worried" 

(Patterns of Global Terrorism, 2001). "Whether intended or not, the repercussions of his 

semantic choice of words proved as portentous as they were significant," Hoffman said, 

"heralding a nearly open-ended war against everyone and anything that arguably terrified or 

threatened Americans." As a result, Bush's comment implied that the fight on terror was broader 

than Osama bin Laden's Al Qaeda, referring to regimes that appear to encourage or promote 
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terrorism. As a result, the war on terror became, in President Bush's unfortunate choice of 

words, as much a crusade against evil as it was an unwavering response to the multiplicity of 

new security threats confronting the country, and thus accounts for how terrorism was redefined 

in the early twenty-first century (Hoffman, 2006). As a result, terrorism is defined as any group 

or state that threatens the United States' very existence, giving them the moral right to attack a 

prospective threat first in order to eliminate that threat. Terrorism, on the other hand, according 

to Hoffman, is "the deliberate production and use of fear through violence or the threat of 

violence in the quest of political change." Hoffman's definition of the term is more general, 

covering a wide range of important themes in the discussion over terrorism. To begin with, it 

emphasizes that terrorism is not only established when there are clear cases of violence; the 

threat of violence can also be considered terrorism because it has similar effects. Second, 

terroristic violence perpetrated by both state and non-state actors is included in the definition. 

 

 

3.  EMPIRICAL REVIEW 

 

However, the idea that the rise of religious extremism is a key source of violence has been 

met with criticism. According to Mamdani (2004), those who participate in violent religious 

extremist acts do so for political motives rather than cultural reasons (religion). Islamic 

extremists' seeds come not from orthodox Muslim civilizations, but from the secular elite, 

whose goal is to gain power in the world. Furthermore, the secular intelligentsia sought an 

Islamic political theory to validate their ideology, which they found in the concept of jihad, 

giving it a subjective interpretation rather than the real Islamic teachings on jihad. While we do 

not deny that the causes outlined above, despite criticism, reveal to a large part the emergence 

of religious extremism and terrorism, an alternative explanation for religious extremism and 

terrorism that has received less attention is the concept of "fear" by religious majorities. 

Scholars who see religion as essentially violent (this includes: Beit Hallami 2010, Hent 

de Vries 2009, Augustine Martin 2011, and Mark Juergenmeyer 2006) to those who see Islam 

as far more violent than any other religion (Bruce Hoffman, Daniel Pipes, Leonard Weinberg 

and Ami Pedahzur, Walter Laque, and others) have contributed to a substantial literature that 

focuses on appraising ideology, specifically religious ideologies, as an explanation for the rise 

of religious extremism and (Mamdani 2004, Black 2011, Walter, 2011). 

Dowd (2019) will use the inter-organizational explanation to explain the rise in violence 

in Sub-Saharan Africa, demonstrating how extremist violent Islamist groups strategically adapt 

in response to the number and relative activity levels of other armed actors. Fear causes group 

polarization, which can lead to group violence, according to McDoom (2012), who studies 

ethnic conflict in the context of the 1994 Rwandan genocide. This definition encompasses a 

broader definition of religious intolerance that results in violence and poses a security threat 

(Al Raffie, 2013). Religious terrorists not only despise negotiations, but they also have a 

reputation for annihilating opposing religious viewpoints (Morgan, 2004). 

Religious-based violence perpetrators are known to adhere to strict doctrines that are 

often non-negotiable, unlike other armed conflicts (Gunning et al, 2011). Religious violence 

perpetrators are traditionally steadfast and unwavering in their inflexible aspirations of 

abolishing constituted secular authority or blanket imposition of their beliefs on society, unlike 

other armed conflicts (Gunning et al, 2011).  

Hamilton Malcolm (1987), defines ideology as a set of mutually held cognitive and 
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factual values, beliefs, and attitudes promoting and/or rationalizing a particular pattern of 

conduct, be it political, economic, or structural. 

Religious extremism, according to Liebman (2011), stems from a desire to broaden the 

scope and severity of religious law, as well as social isolation and rejection of dominant social 

norms. Religious extremism can be defined as a process or an institution that involves the 

extension of religious laws to the point where they are assimilated in both the public and private 

spheres. To put it another way, extremists struggle to impose their religious worldviews on 

societies, resulting in political conflict or separation from mainstream societal values, and they 

wait for divine intervention to make their ideals a reality. Furthermore, their laws are detailed 

and strictly adhered to, to the point where leniency in the interpretation of sacred texts is 

forbidden. Religious extremism is notorious for promoting a narrative that contradicts and 

opposes the ideals of other religions as well as secular institutions such as modern nation states. 

Despite Liebman's (2011) forewarning that the most powerful religious leaders across time and 

space recognize extremism's destructive tendencies, very little has been done to counter the 

influence of such a destructive narrative. As a result, religious extremism has come to be 

associated with terrorism, a unique form of violence against society perpetrated in the name of 

religion, particularly among followers of extremist Islamic doctrines. 

In the first phase of the Syrian uprising, Pearlman (2016) describes situations marked by 

intense fear of another group or fear of the regime. Fear, on the other hand, does not have a one-

way effect on behavior. Fear can cause people to fight or flee. In this context, we argue that fear 

of de-establishment remains a major motivator for the spread of extremist religious ideologies 

manifested through the use of religion and violence. Extremism, according to Pratt (2010), is 

defined as intolerable fanaticism directed at individuals or groups who oppose different 

religious, political, social, or cultural viewpoints. 

The rise in civilian attacks is also attributed to organizational competition, according to 

Raleigh (2012). However, among political and behavioral scientists, the argument that terrorism 

has its own distinct ideology is gaining traction; those from other fields disagree about the 

exclusivity of a terrorist ideology. Alternatively, they dismiss the claim that terrorism has 

distinct and well-defined ideological characteristics similar to those of socialism, fascism, 

liberalism, and anarchism (Stepanova, 2008; Soares, 2007 and Herman, 1991). 

According to Wood et al., (2015), when conflicting ideas or factions compete for territory 

or glorification, the frequency and severity of violent attacks against civilians increases. Inter-

group competition encourages civilian targeting as a show of dominance, as well as increasing 

the likelihood of defection among civilians. As a result, purge and predation against the 

population are prioritized in order to boost group membership. 

Poverty, which is caused by governmental policies that promote economic inequity, 

marginalization, and corruption, is another possible explanation for the emergence of religious 

fanaticism and terrorism. "Poverty can be an incubator of terrorism," writes Thakur (2006:1). 

Terrorist leaders, who are frequently powerful and wealthy, recruit members or followers from 

the poor and marginalized sections of society, who are then indoctrinated and eventually 

become terrorist foot soldiers. As a result, "would-be terrorists find fertile ground in alienation, 

hopelessness, and discontent."  

According to Dagne (2002), the rise in religious extremism and terrorism in Africa is due 

to the fact that most African states are failing or failed states, unable to provide for and protect 

their citizens, resulting in an influx of militant groups. Terrorist organisations such as Hizballah, 

the Egyptian Islamic group, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Hamas, and the Abu Nidal 
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organization have used the defunct Sudan as a safe haven and training site. Years of bad 

economic conditions, government repression, and conflicts are blamed for this (Dagne 2002). 

Furthermore, the rising incidence of terrorism in Nigeria is explained by the high 

employment rate, low per capita income of less than a dollar per day, lack of adequate 

infrastructure, and high rate of corruption at all levels of government, particularly in the 

northern part of the country, where over 70% of the population lives in poverty (Danjibo, 2009). 

Qutb claimed, according to Mamdani, that jihad comprises both proselytization of friends 

and the use of force against foes. "Only physical force will be able to overcome the political, 

social, and economic barriers to the formation of the Islamic society." For Qutb, using force to 

achieve freedom is not a contradiction" (Mamdani, 2004). 

 

Religious Motivations in Joining Groups  

Religion, heroism, perceived injustice, identity, and belonging, among other factors, were 

key motivators for people to join terrorist groups, according to Subramanyam (2018). He 

emphasized that joining a terrorist organization instills in people a sense of self-importance as 

well as revolutionary heroism (Subramanyam, 2018). The European Institute of Peace (2020) 

concurred that motivations for joining groups are various, as evidenced by a poll performed in 

Somalia, which indicated that only 15% of those who joined al Shabab did so for religious 

reasons, with 13% being forced to join (European Institute of Peace, 2020). 

According to the Institute, 27% of respondents, particularly those who were recruited 

locally, indicated they were motivated by the financial incentives (European Institute of Peace, 

2020). Others stated that ethnic/religious prejudice, social and political isolation, as well as bad 

governance institutions, led them to join the group, while others did not have an obvious 

response. In contrast, 21% were driven by a sense of belonging, while another 11% were 

motivated by a sense of responsibility (European Institute of Peace, 2020). 

Subramanyam (2018) went on to say that religious fanaticism is thought to be the most 

common manifestation of people's motivation to join organisations. He emphasizes that the 

indoctrination processes utilized for the moral reasons for their brutal actions are 

religious/ideological teachings targeted at terrifying the general people in order to enable them 

to attain goals they were not able to reach by traditional means (Subramanyam, 2018). 

According to him, religion is crucial in the hands of Muslim terrorists for rationalizing their 

recruitment and membership in groups, and it alters the worldview of potential terrorists 

(Subramanyam, 2018). In a study backed by the Institute for Security Studies (ISS), Anneli 

Botha found that religion has a crucial influence in motivating people to join organisations 

(Institute for Security Studies, 2014). According to the institution, religion was a driving factor 

for 87 percent of respondents in the study to join al Shabab in Kenya, and 73 percent of 

respondents said they loathed people of different religions, while 49 percent said the 

government was to blame for the animosity (Institute for Security Studies, 2014). According to 

the institution, Magnus Ranstorp highlighted that culture, which includes belief systems, 

provides a collective identity for terrorists as well as a purpose for social action that supports 

and legitimizes terrorism (Institute for Security Studies, 2014). 

Bishop Ayo Oritsejafor, the former leader of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), 

argued for the Nigerian Christendom, insisting that Boko Haram's fundamentalist theological 

ideology is principally pursued through indoctrination of the weak poor who are readily 

exploited politically (Montclos, 2014). The viewpoint is consistent with Karl Marx's thesis that 

religion is the opium of the masses.  
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Montclos (2014) goes on to say that, given the intensity of the brainwashing, it was clear 

that BH members were not driven to fight because of poverty or any other social circumstance. 

It's also worth noting that both their late leader, Mohammed, and Al Qaeda's Osama bin Laden 

come from an affluent family. 

 

Instances of Religious extremism in Nigeria  

a) Nigeria’s membership of OIC which is against the secularity enshrined in the 

constitution.  

b) Application of Sharia in Northern Nigeria, to citizens and foreign nationals who are 

not Muslims by faith.  

c) Spillover of religious affairs into government decisions leading to poor government 

domestic and international policies.  

d) Over emphasis on Sharia Law in the Nigeria’s constitution.  

e) Lack of social justice or fair equality of opportunity for all to thrive in their identified 

areas of strength.  

 

Religious extremism, Terrorism and the Nigerian Experience  

Religious fanaticism and government inaction appear to be undermining religious 

freedom in Nigeria. Disparaging publications by various religious groups, such as Christian and 

Muslim, incorrect perceptions of others' religions or faiths, incorrect religious orientation, 

religious adherents' low literacy levels, and general public pervasive poverty, among others, 

appear to be responsible for ethno-religious intolerance in Nigeria. 

As a result, there has been an increase in the frequency of religious crises in Nigeria, 

which has resulted in increased religious intolerance that has become more violent with more 

destructive results, using militias as the executors of religious agendas. This is caused by 

religious intolerance, which leads to prejudice, lack of cordial relations, and mutual suspicion 

among members of different religious organizations. Nigeria appears to have seen a slew of 

theological crises, all of which have exacerbated political unrest, community bloodshed, and 

religious insurgency. 

It appears that Muslims from all over Africa want to Islamize Nigeria completely. The 

purported Islamic conversion campaign is promoted through Jihad, in which 'Muslim fanatics' 

regard non-Muslims as unbelievers who should be converted to Islam, increasing religious 

conflicts in Nigeria. 

As a result of the various religious groups' inability to understand and tolerate one 

another, Nigeria has experienced tragic wars that have resulted in the loss of lives and property 

(Ezeh, 1999). The importation of international issues into local relationships is dangerous, as 

evidenced by the Kano fight between Muslims and Christians over Ahmed Deedat's refusal of 

a chance to preach in South Africa and acceptance of Bonke in Kano. 

The introduction of the Islamic Legal Code (also known as Sharia Law) by the then-

governor of Zamfara state, Ahmed Yerima, in 1999 sparked violent demonstrations (Abimboye, 

2009). 

The situation became more serious in 2000, when then-Governor Ahmed Makarfi began 

the process of enacting the identical law in Kaduna State. Nigerians have evidently waited far 

too long for religious intolerance-fueled violence to end; instead, it is rising. Nigeria's religious 

freedom has decreased during the last decade. In reality, the continued attacks on Christian 
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communities, Muslim congregations, and places of worship in most sections of Nigeria's North 

East and North Central geographical zones are extremely concerning. Since December 2020, 

more than 600 pupils have been abducted from schools in northwest Nigeria, according to 

reports. These kidnappings, carried out by armed criminal gangs, are similar to Boko Haram 

and other violent Islamist groups in northern Nigeria. 

The chairman of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) in Adamawa was kidnapped 

and killed by Boko-Haram terrorists, but the Nigerian government did little to help. Similarly, 

a Catholic priest from the Sokoto Diocese (late Rev. Fr. Alphonsus) was gruesomely slain by 

bandits, and no one was held accountable. All of this creates a high level of distrust, rivalry, 

acrimony, discord, and hostility among religious believers. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Implications of religious extremism and terrorism in Nigeria. 
Source: Computed by the researcher based on data from http://www.https://www.researchgate.net/publication/25

0001557_Religious_Extremism_and_Terrorism_in_Nigeria

 

 

Figure 1 above showing the rise of religious extremism and terrorism: Poverty, elite 

interest/ manip-ulation, religious ideologies and the fear of de-establishment among religious 

majorities in Nigeria. 

 

Poverty 

Poverty, which originates from governmental policies that encourage economic inequity, 

marginalization, and corruption, is one of the factors contributing to the emergence of religious 
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extremism and terrorism. "Poverty can be an incubator of terrorism," writes Thakur (2006:1). 

Terrorist leaders, who are frequently powerful and wealthy, recruit members or followers from 

the poor and marginalized sections of society, who are then indoctrinated and eventually 

become terrorist foot soldiers. As a result, "would-be terrorists find fertile ground in alienation, 

hopelessness, and discontent." According to Dagne (2002), the rise in religious extremism and 

terrorism in Africa is due to the fact that most African states are failing or failed states, unable 

to provide for and protect their population, resulting in an influx of militant groups. Terrorist 

organisations such as Hizballah, the Egyptian Islamic group, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, 

Hamas, and the Abu Nidal organization have used the defunct Sudan as a safe haven and 

training site. Years of bad economic conditions, government repression, and conflicts are 

blamed for this (Dagne 2002). Furthermore, the rising incidence of terrorism in Nigeria is 

explained by the high employment rate, low per capita income of less than a dollar per day, lack 

of adequate infrastructure, and high rate of corruption at all levels of government, particularly 

in the northern part of the country, where over 70% of the population lives in poverty (Danjibo, 

2009). The Almajeris, a "huge army of unemployed youngsters roaming the streets paying their 

dues of discipleship by begging and scavenging" and willing to engage in any violence for a 

charge, have perpetrated the majority of the violence. Terrorists who are wealthy have taken 

use of their social situation to perpetrate acts of terrorism (Lewis 2002, Obi 2005, Makinda, 

2005, Danjibo 2009, Ogundiya 2009, Bolaji 2010, Lenmang 2011, Gwamna & Dayil 2011). 

Scholars, on the other hand, have debated the poverty thesis. Some argue that the notion 

that poverty is a root cause of religious extremism and terrorism is a myth, and that empirical 

evidence shows that the majority of terrorists come from the wealthy or upper class of society 

(Gorski, 2002). 

Furthermore, Pipes (2002) claims that empirical evidence that wealth, rather than poverty, 

is a root cause of terrorism can be found in a 1980 study of imprisoned Islamic militants in 

Egypt, which found that terrorists came from the "middle or lower middle class," armed with 

education; secondly, "a full 25% of Turkey's Islamic militant party, the Sadeet Party, have been 

engineers", (Pipes, 2002). 

 

Elite interest/manipulation 

We've come a long way in explaining and understanding the rise in violent extremism 

and terrorism thanks to elite interest and propaganda. Scholars, on the other hand, take varied 

approaches to the theory on elite interests and manipulation. Some argue that political elites, 

particularly those who feel deprived or are opposed to the current socioeconomic order, find 

the violent dispositions of religious extremists and terrorists appealing and useful, which they 

exploit for sociopolitical and economic gain (Muogbo, 2009 and Onuoha, 2012); others see 

religious elites as agents who most often initiate violent extremism and terrorism as tools to 

express their grievances against the state (Muogbo, 2009 and Onuoha, 2012). As a result, they 

use or utilize their religious ties to achieve political objectives. Religious leaders, as Falola 

(1998) points out, have a lot in common with politicians: they lead large congregations, speak 

on behalf of millions, and lobby the government for certain policies. They also organize protests 

against the government and their opponents. Why would an individual submit to the whims and 

caprices of religious or secular leaders in order to commit acts of violent extremism and 

terrorism against the state of which they are vital parts, appears to be a question that challenges 

this theoretical position. This has been related to people's prior exposure to religious extreme 

ideas or teachings (Stitt, 2003; Kramer, 2004). 



World Scientific News 168 (2022) 99-116 

 

 

-109- 

Religious ideologies 

Millenialism, halacha, jihad, takfir, Jahaliyya, and Jewish adherents to the theological 

belief of millennialism stated that believers must work towards the end of the world coming 

fast, thereby confirming the embrace of violence (Hoffman, 2006). Similarly, Jews see the 

ancient law of Halacha as a divine commandment requiring Jews to use self-defense in the event 

of imminent danger to their lives and the lives of others. Theological extremists have 

misinterpreted this religious notion to include anyone who opposes the establishment of a 

Jewish state and the return of Jews to their ancestral homeland. This is what Yigal Amir used 

to justify his killing of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzak Rabin (Kahane and Al Khattor cited 

Lavene, 2011). 

Furthermore, Islamic thinkers such as Abul A'la Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb have 

supported and recreated the concept of Jihad. Scholars believe that a remote aspect that has 

fostered religious fanaticism and bloodshed is due to these religious ideologues' subjective 

interpretation (Laquer 1999, Mamdani, 2004). The writings and teachings of these two 

intellectuals, Abu'-A'la-Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb, according to Mamdani, are responsible for 

the corruption of the notion of jihad to denote violent fight against unbelievers. Mawdudi's 

central principle is that Muslims must battle via jihad in order to achieve the Islamic Umma. 

Mawdudi's reasoning, according to Mamdani, was based on the principle that the only real and 

pure state is one sanctioned by God. As a result, he advocated for an essentially theocratic 

ideological state, which he believed might be obtained through violence. Qutb claimed, 

according to Mamdani, that jihad comprises both proselytization of friends and the use of force 

against foes. "Only physical force will be able to overcome the political, social, and economic 

barriers to the formation of the Islamic society." For Qutb, using force to achieve freedom is 

not a contradiction." Mamdani et al., 2004. 

Qutb, according to Lavene, reformulated the concept of Jahiliyya. By linking it with 

modern culture, Qutb corrupted this concept. He claimed that the effect of secularism and 

westernization has caused modern society to diverge from Allah's norms and principles, and 

that the present secular political terrain is therefore in a condition of Jahiliyya, having gone 

away from Allah's values. As a result, Qutb argued that it is morally justifiable for sincere 

Muslims to resist and destroy the existing secularized and westernized system (Lavene 2011). 

Finally, another Islamic idea elaborated by Qutb, according to Lavene (2011), is the concept of 

Takfir (Al-Takfir W'al Hijra). This is one of the fundamental ideas that has bolstered radical 

Islamists' commitment. 

"Most Salafists base the discourse of worldwide jihadism on Qutbism," writes Schmid 

(2011). In the 1950s and 1960s, it was the writings and teachings of these Islamic thinkers that 

provided the inspiration for militant Islamists. "From Ibn Taymiyyah to the founders of 

Wahhabism, via the Muslim Brotherhood, to Sayyid Qutb, Usama Bin Ladin and other Islamist 

terrorist leaders draw on a lengthy legacy of extreme intolerance within one stream of Islam (a 

minority tradition)." 

However, the idea that the rise of religious extremism is a key source of violence has been 

met with criticism. According to Mamdani (2004), those who participate in violent religious 

extremist acts do so for political motives rather than cultural reasons (religion). Islamic 

extremists' seeds come not from orthodox Muslim civilizations, but from the secular elite, 

whose goal is to gain power in the world. Furthermore, the secular intelligentsia sought an 

Islamic political theory to validate their ideology, which they found in the concept of jihad, 

giving it a subjective interpretation rather than the real Islamic teachings on jihad. 
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While we do not deny that the causes outlined above, despite criticism, reveal to a large 

part the emergence of religious extremism and terrorism, an alternative explanation for religious 

extremism and terrorism that has received less attention is the concept of "fear" by religious 

majorities. 

 

Fear of de-establishment among religious majorities 

Fear of de-establishment among Nigeria's religious majority is a major contributor to the 

rise of violent extremism and terrorism. This reciprocal fear is sparked by three key challenges 

in Nigeria's political trajectory. The colonial state structure, the postcolonial state structure, and 

the Christian-oriented legal system are all examples. These three factors have conspired to 

produce a climate of mutual suspicion and fear among Nigeria's ascending religious identities. 

These elements are presented as the root causes of violent extremism and terrorism in the 

modern Nigerian state. 

 

The colonial and Postcolonial Political Structures 

Modern Africa is largely a result of colonialism. The colonists, who were mostly from 

Britain and France, developed various forms of dominance that were not based on democratic 

values. Today's African states have been defined as "an artificially formed agglomeration of 

multiple ethnicities and other loosely linked groups built through conquest and subjugation; the 

state never achieved any enduring legitimacy or confidence among the various indigenous 

communities and nationalities" (Falola 1998). 

One of the key instruments used by conquerors to gain political dominance was religion 

(Haynes 2006). This was accomplished with the support of missionaries who, while ostensibly 

promoting Western education, were also agents of cultural dominance in Africa (Ndeda 2008). 

"Christianity, it is said, made its rapid advances precisely because its messengers, the 

missionaries, were so closely interwoven with the whole apparatus of colonial control," writes 

Gray (1982). African Muslim civilizations that failed in their arms-based battles against 

Christian European powers had to adapt to Eurocentric modernization processes without 

jeopardizing their Islamic ideology (Hayness 2006). "But most importantly, the shift from 

mutual tolerance to reciprocal suspicion was followed by Muslim collaboration under 

colonization," Hamadou Adama writes. Due to the invasion of Europeans equipped with more 

sophisticated technology, the end of Muslim political militancy (jihâd) ushered in a new period, 

a new turning point in relationships between indigenous and foreigners. This aspect would also 

force a fundamental reconsideration of Muslim and European roles, as well as the formation of 

unanticipated partnerships" (Adama, 2003). 

The British engagement with Nigeria under colonialism was crucial, as it influenced the 

development of the Nigerian state greatly. According to Suberu and Osaghae (2005), the British 

implemented a system that produced and nourished identity consciousness, which is the major 

cause of identity conflicts in Nigeria. The administration system alienated numerous identities, 

and some have claimed that it was a mechanism hijacked by the British to secure the Nigeria 

state's continuing dominance in postcolonial and modern Nigeria (Suberu and Osaghae, 2005). 

Political conflicts, which can result in varying degrees of violence and division, frequently 

follow tribal and religious lines (Smyth and Robinson 2001). "The topics that create the greatest 

contestation include those that are regarded crucial to the existence and legitimacy of the state, 

over which opposing groups tend to use exclusionary, winner-take-all policies," according to 
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Suberu and Osaghae (2005). Control of governmental power, resource allocation, and 

citizenship are among them." The roots of these problems in modern Nigeria may be traced 

back to the colonial state structure, which was designed to push one identity group against 

another in order to maintain the postcolonial Nigerian state's sociopolitical and ultimately 

economic dominance. According to Sanni and Amoo (1983), the colonial state was essentially 

discriminatory since it was oriented toward Christianity, which is fundamentally opposed to 

Islamic ideals. The Muslim identity groups claimed that the colonial state is irreligious, 

regardless of the colonialists' support for a system that respects their religion. Western 

principles, which were seen to be compatible with Christianity, were blamed for Nigeria's moral 

bankruptcy and excessive avarice (Sanni and Amoo, 1983). As a result, during colonialism, 

pockets of Islamic extremist groups arose in the northern areas of the country to rebel 

(sometimes violently) against the colonial Nigeria state. Even in the West, movements like the 

Lanase movement arose to protest the colonial state (Oyelade, 1980). 

The subtle and violent protest against the colonial state did not stop at the end of colonial 

rule in Nigeria. It has been reiterated in our contemporary context. Majority, if not all colonial 

contrivances were appropriated by the political elites in the postcolonial setting.  These can be 

seen in the socio-political, economic, and legal sectors of the postcolonial Nigerian state. 

Although, the British left powers in the hands of the Muslims identity groups, the outlook or 

structure of Nigeria was inherently Christian. Using their political clout, the Muslim Identity 

group attempted to Islamize or reconstruct the Nigerian state by adopting policies that are 

skewed in favor of Islam in the political and legal sectors. Adoption of the Sharia legal system 

and the establishment of the Sharia Court of Appeal, political association with Islamic 

organizations, the establishment of Mandrasas (Islamic schools), and, most recently, the 

adoption of the Islamic banking system are all examples of Islamization movements (Anderson 

1959, Kukah 1993, Haynes 1996, Falola 1998, Sramek, 2009). 

However, Christian identities in Nigeria have faced both nonviolent and violent resistance 

to the political and Islamic elites' Islamization efforts, fearing that continued success of the 

Muslim Islamization programs will relegate Nigeria to the same status as Iran, which became 

an archetype of true Islamic Umma (Islamic State) after the 1979 Iran revolution led by 

Ayatollah Khoemini, relegating them (Christians) to political obscurity. Nigerian participation 

in the British Commonwealth and the Organization of Islamic Conference was one of the 

subjects that sparked much debate and opposition in the 1990s (OIC). 

Nigeria's political ties to the British commonwealth were one of the driving forces behind 

the country's admission to the OIC (Hayness, 1996). While Christian identities have expressed 

concern that Nigeria's membership in the OIC will not only imperil the country's secular status, 

it is also part of the Muslim identities' Islamization plan, which is aided by their political and 

religious leaders (Falola, 1998). In response to Ibrahim Babangida's covert operation, the 

Catholic Bishops issued a press release in February 1986, stating: 

 

Despite assurances to the contrary, many people believe that our ongoing 

membership effectively turns Nigeria into an Islamic state. With its religious 

pluralism, elevating one religion to the level of a state religion is plainly 

against our constitution. Nigeria cannot as a state join an international 

organisation whose primary goal is to promote one religion; doing so would 

be a disservice to other religions and their members. This fundamental 

injustice in such a vast and sensitive domain as religion is sure to reveal 
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itself in other aspects of national life, including political, economic, social, 

cultural, legal, and so on (cited in falola, 1998:100). 

 

Nigeria is a member of the Commonwealth, a Christian institution, and is led by a British 

monarch who must be a protestant Christian, according to proponents of OIC participation 

(Hayness, 1996). Another major reason that feeds this dread is Nigeria's judicial system, which 

was modeled after English common law and hence fuels the flames of violence throughout the 

country's political past. The Islamic law, or Al-sharia, played a little role under colonialism and 

has remained so ever since. The superiority of English common law, or what they called 

"Christian law," has been rejected by the Muslim Identity in Nigeria in many ways. 

Although the British attempted to appease the Emirs by instituting an appeal system in 

1958, "it had sown the seeds of conflict in the process, given that appeal had hitherto been 

unknown in Sharia law" (Anderson 1.959; Kukah 1993:116). Muslims continued to express 

their opposition to Al-slavish sharia's role in Nigeria at one of the 1983 conferences. Falola 

1998 quotes Mahdi Adamu as saying: 

 

One of the far-reaching consequences of Nigeria's colonial experience was the 

imposition of English common law by our British colonisers, which has 

largely replaced our time-honoured judicial principles and processes, 

particularly in regard to Shari'ah (Islamic Law), to which the majority of 

Nigerians, being Muslims, subscribe. Because English common law holds the 

Shari'ah in such contempt and hostility, Islamic legal practice has been 

relegated to civil matters and other personal issues like marriage and 

inheritance, while English law claims monopoly over nearly all other forms 

of law—constitutional, criminal, commercial, and so on. Despite the fact that 

the majority of Nigerians are Muslims, the main judicial law and procedure is 

Common Law rather than Shari'ah. Nigerian law is considerably separated 

from its socio-cultural and religious surroundings to this level. What a 

travesty. 

 

The Muslim Identities, on the other hand, based their arguments on the democratic 

philosophy, which states that the will of the majority has precedence. They argue that because 

the majority of Nigerians are Muslims, the country should be governed by Islamic rules, which 

reflect the wishes of the majority of Nigerians (Falola, 1998). Second, Muslims believe that Al-

sharia is central to their faith's doctrines: "Muslims are compelled by faith to organise their lives 

according to Al-sharia" (Rashid, 1988). Furthermore, they said that in order to break free from 

imperialism's shackles, the current legal system, which is tainted by colonialism, needs to be 

replaced with an Islamic legal system (New Nigeria, 1976). The need for a Sharia legal system 

also has a moral component. Muslim clerics claim that Nigeria's government is morally 

bankrupt, and that Sharia law would not only remedy societal evils but also promote social 

justice (Falola, 1998). 

Christians in Nigeria, on the other hand, were and still are predisposed to the idea of 

separation of church and state, and saw nothing wrong with the non-application of the Sharia 

legal system, particularly outside the Northern section of the country and among Christian 

Northerners in the 1980s (Mala, 1988 and Falola, 1998). Christian Identity groups have rejected 

their Muslim counterparts' call for the country to adopt a Sharia legal system, fearing that any 
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constitutional recognition of a Sharia Court of Appeal would be seen as not only a sign of 

government bias in favor of Islam, but also a grand strategy to Islamize Nigeria. This was a 

major contributor to the high levels of political violence seen in the 1970s (Anderson, 1959: 

Kukah, 1993 and Hayness, 1996).  

The Christian leaders claimed that the Sharia legal system does not take into account the 

dynamics of current society, which explains their categorical rejection. They believe the 

regulations are excessively harsh or draconian, and feminists have attacked the Islamic laws for 

mainly ignoring women's intrinsic political rights (Awopeju, 1977). Mala, as described in 

Falola (1998), expressed concern about the potential outcome of the sharia legal system's 

implementation.  

„Nigeria under Al.-Sharia,” he claims, „in which only Muslims will be allowed to lead 

the country, major political offices will go to Muslims, non-Muslims will be officially inferior 

to Muslims, intermarriage will be forbidden, conversion to Islam will be enforced, and the army 

will be nothing more than an arm of the Islamic jihad.” Given that the Sharia legal system is 

currently in use in the majority of Northern states, the Supreme Court’s ruling supersedes any 

other appellate court’s decision, including the Sharia Court of Appeal’s. By doing so, the Sharia 

legal system maintains its status as a subservient system. This has been rejected by groups of 

Muslim radicals who have recently used terrorist action to express their opposition to the current 

Sharia system. 

 

 

4.  CONCLUSION 

 

Religious extremism and terrorism is responsible for political instability in Nigeria. This 

is perhaps because; the political leaders have seen religion as veritable tools to manipulate the 

vulnerable masses of the society. In the light of the above, there is need to revive national 

consciousness, re-orientate the people and Nigerians should imbibe spirit of tolerance of each 

other’s religious leanings and shift their loyalties to the national constitution government to 

engender national integration. 
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