
 
 
 

BOKO HARAM ADOPTS A STRATEGY SIMILAR TO ISIS 

In 2014, the extremist group Boko Haram expanded its 

terrorist attacks on Christian and Muslim Nigerians in the 

northeast and extended its reach to other parts of the 

country.  In April of that year, Boko Haram gained global 

notoriety when they kidnapped 276 school girls in Chibok, 

forcibly converting them to Islam, “marrying them off” to 

Boko Haram soldiers, or selling them into slavery.  This 

atrocity led to the #BringBackOurGirls movement. In the 

past year Boko Haram killed 6,374 people, a huge increase 

over the number killed in 2013. 2015 has started off badly 

with a Boko Haram attack on Baga that may have killed up 

to 2,000 people. 

2014 also marked a significant change in Boko Haram’s 

strategy.  Instead of simply creating terror, they started to 

take over and hold territory. By September 2014, Boko 

Haram had gained control over a significant portion of 

northeast Nigeria that it called its “caliphate.”  Its fighters 

repelled the Nigerian army’s attempts to take back ground 

and conducted numerous attacks into neighboring 

Cameroon, killing many soldiers and even kidnapping the 

Cameroonian Vice President’s wife.  Boko Haram also took 

aim at disrupting elections to further undermine the 

legitimacy and credibility of the government.  As a result, the 

February elections were postponed until the end of March 

2015.  

The attacks into Cameroon forced neighboring 

countries to recognize the regional threat that Boko Haram 

now poses.  Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Benin joined 

Nigeria to formulate an armed force of 8,700 troops that has 

taken back a significant number of towns from Boko Haram 

fighters since the start of 2015.  In response, Boko Haram 

has returned to its terror attacks, launching daily suicide 

bombings in many cities, some by children, killing scores.  

Boko Haram, a designation that means “Western 

education is forbidden,” has evolved significantly since its 

inception in 2002.  The group started off as a small, 

insignificant sect of Islam that considered the secular 

Nigerian government and all Muslims that collaborated with 

it as illegitimate. It aimed to establish Sharia law in Nigeria as 

a purer form of government.  In 2009, after the death of its 

leader while in police custody, the group turned radical, 

attacking police and military barracks, and places of worship.  

The group has intentionally targeted Christian churches, 

schools and gatherings but also attacked mainstream 

Muslims whom they see as corrupt apostates.  Overall, more 

Muslims have been killed in these attacks than Christians.  

The high level of corruption in the Nigerian government 

and police and military abuses of civil and human rights also 

served to radicalize Boko Haram followers.  

The Catholic Church has a major presence in Nigeria 

that has worked to calm religious tensions.  In February 

2015, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria deplored 

the ongoing violence, death and destruction and the use of 

innocent children as suicide bombers.  Earlier they 

condemned the kidnapping of the girls in Chibok and called 

on politicians to stop radicalizing and mobilizing young 

people against political opponents.  With regard to the 

elections, the President of the Conference said, “The 

Church wants to make sure that the election results are 

credible and accurate, hoping that this will contribute to 

peace in our Country.”  The Church deployed significant 

resources to educate voters and to monitor the validity of 

the electoral process. For years the Church has worked with 

other Christian religious leaders to build mutual respect and 

peace with Muslims.  The Church has also worked to 

strengthen good government, reduce corruption and protect 

religious freedom. 
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