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Abstract: This article examines the role of faith-based organizations (FBOs) in counter-radicalization
in Nigeria, with emphasis on the Boko Haram terrorist group operating in northeast Nigeria and
the greater Lake Chad region. A qualitative methodological approach is employed that makes
use of primary and secondary documents, key informant and stakeholder interviews, and focus
group discussions with critical religious actors and organizations. The findings of the article suggest
that FBOs play a critical role in the disengagement and deradicalization process of countering the
ideological and radical messages of Boko Haram. However, challenges such as the lack of effective
stakeholder involvement in the various initiatives by the state in counterterrorism, fear of reprisal
and attacks, lack of unison by various FBOs and clerics in countering these negative messages, and
the inability of relevant stakeholders in addressing structural factors such as poverty, social and
economic exclusion, and unemployment that give rise to radicalization amongst other challenges,
have impeded the effectiveness of the FBO sector in its counter-radicalization efforts in Nigeria. To
address these challenges, the article proposes a bottom-up approach to counterterrorism that provides
room for the multi-sectoral involvement of major stakeholders, especially FBOs, to complement
pre-existing initiatives and other measures to counter the negative weaponization of religion by
radical and rogue clerics, and also to prevent Boko Haram from expanding its frontiers.

Keywords: faith-based organizations; radicalization; Boko Haram; counter-radicalization; Nigeria;
northeast region; the Lake Chad region

1. Introduction

Faith-based organizations (FBOs) usually play a critical role in the debates and dis-
course(s) regarding radicalization, counter-radicalization, violent religious extremism, and
terrorism (Cozzens 2006; Rubin et al. 2011; Khalil 2012; Arshad-Ayaz and Naseem 2017).
This is because scholars, experts, and policymakers often argue that the role played by
FBOs in combating and taming the activities of violent extremist and terror groups in the
world today cannot be overemphasized, given the fact that they serve as a moral compass
for societies (Michael Kpughe 2017; El-Said and Harrigan 2018). Scholars also argue that
because these violent radical and terror groups frequently instrumentalize religion nega-
tively to perpetuate their agenda or objectives, the same approach can also be adopted to
counter their negative misrepresentation of religion to radicalize individuals and groups
into embracing these radical and extremist views (Maza et al. 2020). In addition, political
actors and other rent-seekers who benefit from the activities of these violent radical groups
use religion as a tool to advance and achieve their heinous interests (Foret and Markoviti
2020).

These narratives also apply to Boko Haram,1 a radical extremist and insurgent group
that emerged over a decade ago in the northeastern part of Nigeria, as well as the Lake
Chad and Sahel regions of West Africa (Maiangwa et al. 2012; Agbiboa 2013; Maza et al.
2020). Some studies have traced and linked the emergence of radicalization strategies
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and the process of this group to the negative instrumentalization of religion by religious,
political, and economic elites to achieve their selfish gains (Campbell 2014; Azumah 2015;
Mbah et al. 2017; Iyekekpolo 2020). Other studies claimed the failures of government
to address structural problems, such as the growing unemployment, the high level of
poverty in northern Nigeria, the high level school drop-outs and illiteracy in northern
Nigeria, Lake Chad, and Sahel regions, and economic and social inequality, create the
opportunity for groups like Boko Haram to easily exploit the vulnerabilities of the people,
especially young people, to radicalize them (Adenrele 2012; Casimir et al. 2014; Ayegba
2015; Akinola 2015; Evans and Kelikume 2019). It has also been argued that technological
advancement in information and communication technology, whereby the internet today
has turned the world into a global village with the presence of social media and other
networks such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, WhatsApp, etc., created the opportunity
for more interaction and engagement by people across various regions. These social
media platforms have also created the opportunity for violent and radical groups to
easily entice and radicalize individuals into believing in their cause and joining them
(Thompson 2011; Huey 2015; Van Eerten et al. 2017; Kursuncu et al. 2019). There has
also been a growing portion of the literature that suggests that financial inducements,
forceful conscriptions, and abductions were also used by radical groups like Boko Haram
as strategies for radicalization, indoctrination, increasing their membership, and spreading
the organization’s propaganda (Mercy Corps 2016; Nduka 2019; Maza et al. 2020).

It is important to note that since its emergence, the group has carried out a series of
attacks leading to the wanton destruction of lives, livelihoods, and properties belonging to
public and private institutions in the northeastern part of Nigeria, as well as the Lake Chad
and Sahel regions (Nextier SPD 2020a, 2020b). The activities of this group have further
created a serious humanitarian challenge in the region, with over 2.7 million persons
displaced across territories with a Boko Haram presence (UNHCR 2020).

From this informed perspective, several studies have focused on the state-centric
approach prioritizing the traditional role of the state in countering the activities of this
violent radical group, through the use of force or the military, while the non-military (soft
and smart power) approach to counter radicalization remains largely underdeveloped
(Falode 2016; Sampson 2016; Onapajo 2017; Agbiboa 2020; Martin 2020; Onapajo and
Ozden 2020). It is in this context that this article will examine the role and effort of FBOs in
counter-radicalization, with specific emphasis on the Boko Haram radical insurgent group.
To do this, the article seeks to ask the following research questions:

• What are the roles of FBOs in counter-radicalization?
• What are the challenges facing FBOs in counter-radicalization within the Boko Haram

context?
• How can these challenges be addressed?

The article is structured and organized into six sections. Following the introduction,
the second section of the article outlines the methodological approach used in the study.
The third part of the article provides a review of extant literature on FBOs and clarifies,
conceptualizes and theorizes the concepts of radicalization and counter-radicalization. An
in-depth examination of the efforts and contributions of FBOs in counter-radicalization
forms the fourth part of the study. The fifth part evaluates the challenges facing these FBOs
in addressing and combating radicalization within the Boko Haram context. The sixth part
of the article presents the conclusion and policy implications of the study.

2. Methodology

This study is qualitative in that it critically examines primary and secondary docu-
ments, and uses interviews carried out with various key experts as key informant interviews
and stakeholder interviews and focus group discussions with syndicate groups to assess
the role played by FBOs and the challenges facing FBOs in counter-radicalization within the
context of Boko Haram insurgency. These key informants and selected groups for the oral
interviews were composed of religious leaders across the two dominant religions in Nigeria



Religions 2021, 12, 1003 3 of 20

(Christianity and Islam), leaders of groups, denominations, and sects across the religious
divides across northern Nigeria specifically, areas affected by the radicalization patterns
and continuous activities of Boko Haram. These groups comprised leaders of the Christian
Association of Nigeria (CAN) and the Jama’atu Nasrul Islam (JNI); leadership and clerics of
denominations and sects such as the Church of Christ in Nations (COCIN), The Evangelical
Church Winning All (ECWA), Ekklesiyar Yan’uwa a Nigeria (EYN), and the Tijaniyya
brotherhood; academics and experts on the issues related to radicalization, terrorism, and
violent extremism whose long-standing contributions and scholarship regarding the topic
under investigation are clear. The views and opinions of the community and traditional
leaders in areas affected by activities of Boko Haram who believe in the important role
of religion in addressing the challenges of radicalization and counter-radicalization in
northeast Nigeria, Lake Chad, and Sahel regions formed part of the KII’s and stakeholder
interviews with the authors. Respondents that were also drawn upon during the FGD ses-
sions included leaders of associations like the Fellowship of Christian Students (FCS) and
the Muslim Students Society, Church groups such as Youth Fellowship and Women wing,
and members of civil society organizations who have also carried out several engagements
on counter-radicalization in areas affected by Boko Haram.

The choice of these respondents was informed by their representing a target group with
in-depth knowledge and expertise regarding the various radicalization processes of Boko
Haram, and how this group and its activity affect the peace and stability of the northeast
and Lake Chad regions. The opinions, views, and teachings of these key respondents
and stakeholders have the potency to shape the thought processes of individuals, and the
groups they each represent contribute to their selection process for the interviews. This
research approach was adopted by the study to enhance the reliability and validity and
address certain intended and unintended biases and inter-subjectivity issues associated
with social science research (Uprety 2009; Guion et al. 2011).

The respondents were asked questions such as: what are the roles of FBOs in counter-
radicalization, especially within the Boko Haram context? What are the challenges facing
FBOs in their efforts to counter these radical messages and narratives pushed by Boko
Haram? How can these challenges be addressed by relevant stakeholders? The views
of these respondents were transcribed using narrative analysis for better clarity, and are
reflected in the study. In line with the ethics associated with research and interviews,
the study respects and maintains the anonymity of the respondents, while referring to
their areas of specialty and the area of stakeholder engagement and the association they
represent. These stakeholder engagements and interviews, and the initial drafts of the
study, were carried out between July 2019 and May 2021.

3. Conceptual Framework, Literature Review and Theoretical Analysis: Faith-Based
Organizations, Radicalization, and Counter-Radicalization
3.1. Faith Based Organization

Faith-based organizations, by definition, are organizations and individuals whose
philosophies are driven by certain religious beliefs, faiths, and spiritual values in society
(Bielefeld and Cleveland 2013). The definition offered by Ferris (2005) provides a more
comprehensive understanding, and refers to FBOs as religious organizations that are local
or international organizations that often carry out various socio-cultural, humanitarian,
developmental, and peacebuilding activities in the society. From these two definitions, one
can say that according to their characteristics, FBOs are united individual religious groups
with a local or international outlook that rely on donations (funding) from members and
other religious groups, and often carry out several conflict management, humanitarian,
developmental, and peacebuilding initiatives for the betterment of humanity and society
at large (Thaut 2009; Eby et al. 2011; Lipsky 2011; Orji 2011; Ager et al. 2015; Petersen 2015;
Tomalin 2015; Payne 2020).

As organizations established not for profit-making but inspired by religious beliefs
to contribute meaningfully to the growth and development of humanity and society are
classified as congregations and non-congregations, national and international networks
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in line with their social service wings, such as national religious bodies, charities, youth
wings, etc., exist as free-standing religious organizations incorporated independently and
separately with the other two types, despite their religious standings, such as the Catholic
Church, Lutheran Church and Anglican Church, amongst others (Bopp and Fallon 2013).
Within the public policy cycle, these organizations operate in line with the principle of
inclusivity, which incorporates the two major Abrahamic religions (Christianity and Islam).
They also help in easing the concerns raised by many regarding the role of religion and the
state, whereby some were of the view there should be a clear separation between religion
and the state because the two cannot coexist together (Graddy 2006; Clerkin and Grønbjerg
2007; Mallya 2010; Davis et al. 2011; Olarinmoye 2012). However, FBOs further demystify
the narrative that religious organizations have an important role to play in the state and
governance (Haynes 2014).

To avoid unnecessary ambiguity regarding the usage of the concept, within the op-
erational context of this article, the term faith-based is used to look at how the two major
Abrahamic religions (Christianity and Islam), and the various national groups and net-
works under these two major religions, contribute in the deradicalization process to counter
the threats and activities of violent non-state actors like Boko Haram.

3.2. Radicalization, Types, and It’s Nexus with Terrorism and Terror-Behavior

According to the United Kingdom Prevent Duty Guidance (2019), radicalization refers
to the process through which an individual or group of persons supports the extremist
and ideological values that promote terrorism and the activities of terror groups in society.
defined the term radicalization as “a phased and complex process in which an individual
or a group embraces a radical ideology or belief, uses or condones violence, including
acts of terrorism, to reach a specific political or ideological purposes” (see The European
Commission on Migration and Home Affairs 2020). Another definition put forward by
IGI Global (2020) sees the term as “a process whereby an individual or a group comes to
adopt increasingly extreme political, social or religious ideals and aspirations that reject or
undermine the status quo”. Research by Hafez and Mullins (2015) refers to radicalization
as “a social and psychological process through which an individual or group accepts and
gradually extremist political or religious beliefs that challenges the status quo and such
persons or group are willing to achieve these extreme religious and political views violently
in the state”.

Several studies have argued that radicalization can be attributed to factors such as
extreme poverty and social exclusion, the negative instrumentalization of religion by rogue
and radical clerics, peer pressure and influence from friends and comrades with links to
these extremist groups, the crisis of identity, exposure to extremist literature, national and
global influence by proscribed terrorist groups, and more recently, the negative influence
associated with the internet and social media as avenues and pathways through which
vulnerable and impressionistic individuals are lured towards radicalization (Neumann
2003; Mandel 2009; Sedgwick 2010; Borum 2011a; Thompson 2011; Horgan and Altier
2012; Koehler 2014; Huey 2015; Lyons-Padilla et al. 2015; Doosje et al. 2016; McCauley and
Moskalenko 2008, 2017; Sikkens et al. 2017; Van Eerten et al. 2017; Smith 2018; Torregrosa
and Panizo 2018; Maza et al. 2020).

Studies by scholars on radicalization are of the view that radicalization, whether at the
individual or group level, depending on its context, can be classified first into right-wing,
closely linked to individuals and groups with fascist, racist, and ultranationalist ideolo-
gies who consider their beliefs and values to be supreme over other groups, especially
immigrants, minorities and state actors whose policies and programs do not favor them
and deploy violent means to achieve their aim. The second typology of radicalization is
associated with individuals and groups with left-wing ideologies that are hostile towards
capitalism and its socio-political and structural arrangement, which is said to be character-
ized by alienation, inequality, and exclusion. The third category of radicalization focuses
on the single-issue paradox, whereby individuals and groups are motivated and driven by
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one issue or problem and use violent means to promote and achieve their aim. The fourth
category of radicalization is associated with politico-religious variants in which individuals
and groups are exposed to negative, hostile, and violent interpretations of religious and
political texts, views, and narratives by elites to achieve their aim (Pisoiu 2015; Demetriou
2016; Rink and Sharma 2018; Sivenbring 2019; Lösel et al. 2020; Van den Bos 2020).

Given the fact that many studies attributed and linked radicalization to terrorism
and terror behavior, further conceptual clarifications regarding these two concepts will
further offer a clearer perspective and understanding regarding radicalization (Neumann
2003; Wilner and Dubouloz 2010; Bartlett and Miller 2012; Koomen and Van Der Pligt
2015; Jongman 2017). Conceptually, terrorism is also considered a highly contested concept
given that the term itself means different things to different people. However, despite its
contested nature, attempts have been made by several scholars, research organizations,
policy think tanks, and government agencies to explain what the term entails. Jongman
(2017) defined terrorism as the “calculated use of violence to create a general climate of fear
in a population to achieve a political objective”. The definition of the term by INTERPOL
(2021) revealed that terrorism can be seen as actions and behaviors that involve a wide range
of complex threats, including organized criminal networks, radicalized individuals and
groups, and the use of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear and explosive weapons
to exert violence on innocent and defenceless non-combatants in order to achieve certain
political and religious objectives. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) view terrorism
as a series of actions and behaviors in which violent non-state actors, foreign or domestic,
commit violent actions on innocent populations, for ideological, political, religious, or
racial objectives (see Federal Bureau of Investigation 2021).

Terror behavior, it seeks to explain the various processes and stages through which
terror groups progress before carrying out attacks. As argued by Olson (2012), it is impor-
tant to note that most terror groups, irrespective of their nature, character, and location,
think globally and act locally. In other words, they are mostly inspired by other designated
foreign terrorist organizations in shaping their actions and their thought processes. Further
analysis has revealed that terror behavior involves actions and behaviors whereby certain
religious and political elites make speeches calling for racial, religious, or politically moti-
vated violence; disseminating audio, visual and pictorial messages that call for violence on
ideological, political, religious, and racial lines; inciting and recruiting people to carry out
violent acts for ideological, political, racial and religious purposes (Smith 2008; Smith and
Damphousse 2009; Smith et al. 2015; Klein et al. 2017). A study by the Indiana Intelligence
Fusion Center (2021) also identified the following as signs of terror behavior. These include
surveillance, whereby most terror groups, before carrying out any attack, observe and
study carefully their chosen target in order to understand its strengths, weaknesses, and
what method should be deployed. The second aspect of terror behavior involves a series of
inquiries undertaken by the terror group in order to have the necessary information on its
intended target. The third aspect involves the pre-test stage, where the terror group will
attempt an attack on the target so as to ascertain the level of response from the security
forces. The fourth and fifth stages involve the organization’s recruitment and fundraising
strategy to ensure its survival, procure the supplies needed for its operations, and show
the organization’s ability to entice individuals into believing in their cause. The sixth
and seventh stages involve the organization engaging in what are considered “dry-runs”,
where the organization engages in practice sessions before the deployment of assets into
the target location for the attack to take place. These periods are said to be crucial for terror
groups because they enable them to marshal out plans, work out flaws, and measure the
mission’s success and unanticipated problems (see Indiana Intelligence Fusion Center
2021).

3.3. Counter-Radicalization

Conceptualizing or defining the term counter-radicalization, on the one hand, is chal-
lenging and ambiguous, as revealed by various studies (Coolsaet 2016; Stephens et al. 2019).



Religions 2021, 12, 1003 6 of 20

This is largely because several studies have conflated the term with “preventing violent
extremism” (PVE), which reflects idealistic, behavioral, and political thought processes
opposing deviant actions that threaten the core values and stability of societies. In other
words, PVE as a concept is said to be mostly driven by state actors or stakeholders to
achieve a particular objective of stopping individuals from accepting violent extremism
(Bartlett and Miller 2012). On the other hand, counter-radicalization involves the multi-
sectoral involvement of both states and non-state actors in combating the various push,
pull, and personal factors leading to individuals and groups accepting and promoting
dangerous ideological, religious, and extremist views (Neumann 2003; Ozer and Bertelsen
2018; Vergani et al. 2020). However, despite the contested nature and definitional ambi-
guities regarding the term, counter-radicalization can be defined as the various economic,
sociological, psychological, and religious methods or approaches used by relevant actors
and stakeholders to prevent individual and group exposure to radicalization, terrorism,
and all their effects in the society. Another definition offered by the European Union Com-
mission (2020) describes the term counter-radicalization as several measures and initiatives
designed by states and non-state actors to prevent the various sociological, psychological,
religious, and political means and patterns that lead to radicalization. These initiatives
include preventive measures against online radicalization, such as reforming and strength-
ening the criminal justice system to ensure fair trials and justice for both victims and the
radicalized terror suspects, as well as reintegrating and building community engagement
and resilience against the push, pull, and personal factors leading to individual and group
radicalization (see European Union Commission 2020). These definitions seek to unravel
the various economic, socio-cultural, ideological, religious, and psychological concerted
strategies and initiatives designed by relevant actors to counter and prevent the transition
of an individual or group into the various processes of radicalization and terror behavior,
and such activities in society (Venhaus 2010; Rascoff 2012; Greenberg 2016; Pettinger 2017;
Baaken et al. 2020; Mazerolle et al. 2020).

3.4. Radicalization and Counter-Radicalization: Theoretical Analysis

As proposed by Vidino (2011), to understand the concept of counter-radicalization,
it is important to first understand the various theoretical discourse(s) on radicalization.
This is because understanding the processes and drivers towards radicalization will enable
experts and researchers to have a clear understanding and perspective when theorizing
the concept and ideas regarding a mutually beneficial approach and strategy that can be
adopted in any action geared towards counter-radicalization.

As put forward by Borum (2011b), there is no monolithic theory that explains radical-
ization. However, most studies on radicalization are of the view that the push, pull, and
personal factors leading to individual and group exposure to radicalization at attributable
to social movement theory, as well as the social psychology and economic-deprivation
theories (Hafez and Mullins 2015; Vergani et al. 2020; Cherney et al. 2021; Leap and Young
2021).

The social movement theory emphasizes the stance that individuals’ and groups’
exposure to radicalization stems from them being members of organizations that are
formal, informal, or semi-structured (Beck 2008). These groups most often focus on a
particular social ill facing society, through which they create a false narrative and promise
unsuspecting persons that they offer a better alternative to solving these social problems.
By their features, social movements are considered to be anti-establishment, anti-status
quo, and anti-elitist, seeing these foes as reasons why the problems exist in the first place
(Prud’homme 2019). These social movements mostly use negative religious rhetoric and
messages to mobilize, recruit and carry out their violent and extremist agenda, given
the fact that these anti-establishment narratives resonate at some level of consciousness
in the minds of the people (Pieri and Zenn 2018). These groups continue to use their
platforms to push intensify the embers of violence and extremism to ensure their survival
and sustainability (Pieri and Zenn 2018; Prud’homme 2019). To further justify the theory’s
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claim and stance on radicalization, its proponents criticized other scholars and experts who
claimed that the 9/11 terror attack in the United States of America served as a precursor to
the various violent processes and actions that propelled individuals and groups towards
radicalization and engagement in acts promoting terrorism in society (Silber et al. 2007;
Borum 2011a, 2011b; Neumann and Kleinmann 2013; Pieri and Zenn 2016; McCauley
and Moskalenko 2017; Coolsaet 2019; Dawson 2019). They have been criticized for being
misinformed or under-informed regarding the operational and theoretical understanding
of radicalization and acts of terrorism. The criticism relates to the fact that radicalization
dates back to the works of experts who have studied the negative influence of social
movements and how they contribute to exposing individuals and groups to radicalization
and terror-related activities (McAdam 2000; Benford 2002; Della Porta 2006, 2018; Snow
and Cross 2011; Demetriou 2016). Relating this theory to the radicalization process and
pattern of Boko Haram, several extant studies have traced the origin, recruitment, funding
and survival patterns of the group to various social movements such as the Maitatsine,
the Yobe Taliban, the Saharaba Muslim Youth Organization, the Sara-Suka movements,
etc., considered hostile to the establishment and the modern state system, accusing it of
creating a Nigerian society polluted by western values that they see as totally inimical to
Islam (Rogers 2012; Mohammed 2018; Nwammuo and Salawu 2018; Pieri and Zenn 2018).
It was movements like these that later transformed into the present-day Boko Haram.

The social psychology theory traces its origins to the academic field of psychology.
This theory focuses on how individuals’ and groups’ relationships, interactions, and
engagements lead them towards embracing radical and extremists ideologies (Williams
2020). A study by Bélanger et al. (2019), using the “3 N Model” of need, narrative and
networks, outlines the avenue for one to embrace extremist and violent worldviews related
to radicalization. These studies have also emphasized personal and behavioral traits such
as trauma, peer pressure, the need for self-recognition and belonging to a group, identity
crisis, and the negative influence of poor mentorship by radical or rogue individuals in
society as factors preparing a basis for radicalization (Post 2007; Beck 2008; McCauley and
Moskalenko 2008; Neumann 2008; Dawson 2019; Ellis et al. 2019; Orsini 2020). Consistently,
radical groups continue to use these models to not only recruit and mobilize individuals
into embracing their views, but they also exploit their needs and vulnerabilities, and
continue to sustain such false narratives of violence, and religious, ideological and racial
hate, to achieve their objective (Bélanger et al. 2020).

The economic deprivation theoretical lens on radicalization focusses on the societal,
economic, and structural conditions of poverty, inequality, corruption, alienation, unem-
ployment, economic deprivation, and socio-cultural and religious cleavages in the society
as preconditions for radicalization and drivers towards radicalization and extremist views
(McCauley and Moskalenko 2008; Zaidi 2010; Maskaliūnaitė 2015; Kruglanski et al. 2019;
Vergani et al. 2020). This is because these violent extremist groups exploit these factors and
problems to push their agenda in society (Koomen and Van Der Pligt 2015; Hansen et al.
2016; Varaine 2020). This theory views these structural challenges as factors contributing to
individuals’ and group’s paths to radicalization.

Relating these theoretical patterns to Boko Haram’s radicalization pattern, several
studies have linked the group’s radicalization pattern to the religious–political elite’s
negative instrumentalization and harmonization of the social movement platform, the
economic deprivation challenge, and the exploiting of the needs, narratives, and networks
of individuals and groups in the society to achieve their agenda.

With these informed perspectives, it is important to note that any act related to counter-
radicalization should be able to address the structural factors, personal and behavioral
patterns, and negative influence of social movements and their relationships in order to
adequately address the paradox associated with radicalization and counter-radicalization
in society. This is because embracing and adopting these three important factors is not
only effective, but is also holistic in its approach to the understanding of radicalization and
counter-radicalization today.
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4. What Are the Efforts of Faith-Based Organizations in Counter-Radicalization in
Nigeria: The Boko Haram Challenge?

Counter-radicalization is a vital strategy for combating the activities of extremists, as
well as radical and terrorist groups (Braddock 2020). This is because most of these organi-
zations use religion negatively to instrumentalize their radical ideology to recruit, fund,
sustain and expand their activities today (See Braddock 2020). Violent religious extremism
and radicalization have been regarded as the primary drivers of modern terrorism (Van den
Bos 2018). That is why most contemporary studies advocate for a counter-radicalization
approach that seeks to address the radical and ideological underpinnings that promote
these extremists and radical views, as well as to ensure effective collaboration and synergy
between the state agencies and relevant stakeholders, such as community leaders and
faith-based organizations (Foret and Markoviti 2020). The aim is to counter the negative
messages and propaganda used by these groups and to strengthen the organizational,
institutional, and logistical capacities of these stakeholders to effectively counter the threats
posed by these radical and extremist groups (Onapajo 2017; Ahmed et al. 2018; Obamamoye
2018; Tella 2018; Banini 2020). Therefore, it is in this light that this section of the article
will assess the efforts of and role played by FBOs in countering the extremist ideology
promoted by Boko Haram.

It has been established that religion plays an important role in shaping individual
behavior and moral compass, and also in defining the various sectarian fault lines and
crises that have engulfed the Nigerian state since its independence (Olojo 2013). This
narrative is mostly attributed to the high level of reverence given by worshipers of the
two dominant religions (Christianity and Islam) to the various spiritual leaders, whereby
certain rogue clerics tend to use their platforms to convey hateful and extremist ideologies
leading to radicalization and other forms of violent extremism in the country (Sampson
2012; Iyekekpolo 2016). The radical views espoused by some clerics often lead to tension,
conflicts, and riots, as witnessed during the Maitatsine uprising led by Muhammed Marwa
in the 1980s, and exemplified by examples such as the case of constant tension and conflict
between the Nigerian government and the Ibrahim Elzakzaky-led Shiite Movement of
Nigeria, and the Boko Haram crisis, which has transformed into a complex security threat
to the stability of not only Nigeria but also the neighboring states of Cameroun, Chad, and
the Niger Republic. These represent examples of the negative use of religion destabiliz-
ing societies and also radicalizing individuals into terrorism and other violent extremist
ideologies (Adesoji 2011; Bagaji et al. 2012; Alao 2013; Aghedo 2014; Osaghae 2017).

Several studies have shown that religious groups and institutions are sectors of society
that have been negatively affected by the presence, actions and activities of the Boko
Haram terrorist organization in the northeastern part of Nigeria and the greater Lake
Chad region (Maiangwa et al. 2012; Elden 2014; Onapajo and Usman 2015; Regens et al.
2016). This is first because many of the radical clerics often use and interpret religious
texts negatively, easily misleading and deceiving vulnerable persons into accepting their
extremist views and teachings as the ultimate path to salvation (Maza et al. 2020). Secondly,
as has also been revealed and confirmed by the key informant and stakeholder interviews,
the churches, mosques, Christian and Islamic clerics, and innocent members of various
religious divides are the greatest victims and casualties of the mayhem caused by Boko
Haram. This narrative follows reports from prominent civil society organizations such as
Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the Nigerian Watch, which indicate that
in 2018 alone, over 2134 people were killed at their various places of worship in northeast
Nigeria and the greater part of Lake Chad, where the activities of this terrorist group are
more pronounced (Amnesty International 2020; Human Rights Watch 2020). A cleric of the
Evangelical Church Winning All clearly indicated and detailed this in an interview with
the authors:

Faith-based organizations have become a soft target of attacks by Boko Haram,
this is because, I can tell you the number of churches, mosques, Christians,
Muslims, pastors, and imams being kidnapped and maimed by this group is
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alarming. Despite the open attack on FBOs, we will continue to pray for these
boys so they can see the light, repent, and turn a new leaf. We will not abandon
them, neither will we abandon our faith. We see this as the supreme price we
all have to pay in order to save humanity and Nigerians from the vitriol of
radicalization and terrorism which has become another global pandemic.2

Furthermore, as part of the efforts across the various religious divides in countering
the elements of the radicalization of youth and children into extremism and terrorism,
a prominent Islamic scholar in Gombe maintained in a discussion with the authors the
important role played by FBOs:

Just like in Sokoto State where radical elements like Kabiru Sokoto who used
their platform to indoctrinate vulnerable children into extremism were chased by
members of the Islamic community, we in Gombe have been able to checkmate
the excesses of these radical elements in our community by always countering
some of these negative messages. In collaboration with other civil society groups,
we have also supported several initiatives tailored towards countering violent
messages that lured individuals into supporting and participating in acts of
terrorism.3

A respondent from Gombe also offered the view that counter-radicalization involves
“wars of ideas and dangerous ideologies” in communities, and emphasized that “Islamic
associations under the Jama’atu Nasrul Islam (JNI) and Muslim Student Society of Nigeria
(MSSN) have consistently challenged the rhetoric and radical teachings associated with
Boko Haram and their sympathizers at various places of worships”.4 The leader of the
Muslim Students Society of Nigeria (MSSN) also elaborated on the importance of FBOs in
countering radicalization:

In our Madrasas and Islamiya,5 several messages and teachings were given to
these little children on the need to embrace peace, coexist peacefully with other
communities, and individuals of different faiths, and not to accept radical teach-
ings that will lead them to embrace extremism as an ideology. In fact, through
the efforts and collaborations between our Islamic clerics, community leaders,
local vigilantes, and other Muslim groups, we do not allow extremist preachers
and preaching in our society. The moment we identified these radical preachers,
we asked them to leave and not contaminate our society with their poisonous
teachings and ideologies. This further explains why, despite our state being part
of the northeast, it has contained and controlled the incursion by Boko Haram.6

Several extant studies also revealed that other prominent religious clerics, such as
Ustaz Yusuf Inuwa, the late Sheikh Abba Aji, Sheikh Dahiru Usman, and the Supreme Head
of the Islamic Council of Nigeria–the Sultan of Sokoto, continue to counter and denounce
the various hateful and extremist messages of Boko Haram, describing their actions as not
only being barbaric, but as acts of evil that should not be condoned and allowed to continue
(see Olojo 2013; Clubb and Tapley 2018; Nnam et al. 2018). Recent studies further revealed
that leaders of faith-based organizations continue to collaborate and provide platforms,
alongside civil society organizations, that counter the various radical messages used by
Boko Haram, intended to perpetuate their ideology (Olojo 2020; Ossai 2021). Moreover, the
FBOs continue to engage with other sectors in venturing into the acquisition of various
skills such as tailoring, artisanship, apprenticeship, and other technical vocations in order
to reduce youth restiveness, and also to prevent them from being targets of recruitment by
Boko Haram.

Consequently, it is important to note that counter-radicalization involves countering
the various ideological and doctrinal forces that support extremism and terrorism (Hardy
2019). That is why FBOs continue to be at the forefront in combating these negative
ideologies pushed by Boko Haram in its recruitment and expansionist strategy. This
position can be seen through the collaboration between FBOs and state governments in
northeast Nigeria in introducing peace studies and establishing peace clubs as part of



Religions 2021, 12, 1003 10 of 20

the education and extracurricular engagements at the primary and secondary schools
(TRT World 2018). The introduction of these peace clubs and peace studies was aimed at
addressing the negative influence of ideology and the misrepresentation of religion by
Boko Haram (see TRT World 2018). This initiative has also served to enable the youth
and children to understand the importance of diversity management, tolerance, peaceful
coexistence, and consolidation in society.7 In one of the authors’ interviews, a pastor from
the Ekklesiyar Yan’uwa a Nigeria (EYN) maintained that FBOs continue to collaborate
with various stakeholders in addressing the challenges of radicalization and terrorism.
This can be seen in the various interfaith engagements between Christians and Muslims in
promoting peace through the organization of peace concerts, sports, and other recreational
activities that are not only aimed at promoting and strengthening peace, but also addressing
the various negative aspects of mistrust being promoted by those who wish to fuel the
embers of violence and terror in society (Peace Direct 2016). Furthermore, in an interview
with a peace advocate and senior program officer of one civil organization in northern
Nigeria, it was maintained that Christian and Muslim leaders continue to pass their
messages on in various television programs and talk shows such as the Ina-Mafita (Way-
Forward) and Farar-Tattabara (White-Dove), using various themes in order to counter the
negative ideologies, teachings, and messages that promote the terrorism of Boko Haram,
as well as disunity, mutual suspicion, and other systemic and structural factors that create
the space for religious radicalization to thrive.8 Other studies have also revealed that these
radio and talk shows have had a positive impact in shaping viewers’ and listeners’ values
and beliefs about the dangers associated with radicalization and other forms of violent
extremism that promote the presence and activities of Boko Haram in Nigeria and the
greater Lake Chad region (Marrone et al. 2020). This is indeed a good example of religious
leaders and FBOs agreeing to coordinate their efforts to counter these negative doctrinal
elements and teachings in society.

To this end, it is important for the relevant stakeholders to understand that despite
the precarious nature of the resilience, actions, and activities of Boko Haram, FBOs have
played a very significant role in not only countering the radicalization and recruitment of
the weak and vulnerable into Boko Haram, but also used their platforms to continuously
preach peace, promote mutual trust, and ensure that the negative doctrinal elements used
by certain rogue and radical clerics are contained in order to deter individuals and groups
from being sympathetic towards Boko Haram in Nigeria and the Lake Chad region through
winning the hearts and minds of all.9

5. Challenges Facing FBOs in Countering Boko Haram Radicalization

Despite the efforts made by various stakeholders to contain the radicalization of
individuals and groups towards Boko Haram, this terror group continues to expand its
territorial base and presence across northeast Nigeria and the Lake Chad region. Boko
Haram’s presence and activities continue to thrive despite the role played by FBOs in
countering the negative ideologies and messages of this group. Therefore, the fundamental
question is this: what are the challenges confronting FBOs in countering the radicalization
of individuals and groups despite the continuous and sustained efforts made by these
sectors to combat it?

An interview with a terrorism expert revealed that most extant studies situate the chal-
lenges of counter-radicalization and the persistent attacks of Boko Haram in the emphasis
placed by state actors on the reductive and traditional approach of heavily employing the
“use of force” and military might. This is because the state-centric response and approach
cannot understand how to identify and proffer solutions on how to counter the push, pull,
and personal factors responsible for individual and group exposure to radicalization. The
approach is also said to have affected and downplayed the role of FBOs in countering the
various negative doctrinal teachings of Boko Haram aimed at enticing individuals and
groups into joining them.10 Consequently, as the government continues to focus on this
“state-centric approach”, thereby negating other non-violence approaches, the roles and
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voices of FBOs cannot effectively address the problems associated with radicalization, not
only in Nigeria but also in other regions facing similar challenges of violent extremism and
terrorism.11 Several studies have suggested that the continued reliance on the “use of force”
in countering the activities and expansion of Boko Haram causes the mutual suspicion of
the people, and the inability of state actors to address cases and incidences, whereby some
members of the task force mandated to counter the activities of this violent group are guilty
of committing various acts of human rights abuses on innocent and defenseless people
(Onapajo 2017; Olojo 2019; Hansen 2020; Wodu 2020). This failure has led to increasing
suspicion and the genuine intentions of the military and the various counter-radicalization
initiatives designed to combat the radicalization process of Boko Haram (Ike et al. 2021).

Another challenge facing FBOs in combating the extremist and ideological teachings
of Boko Haram relates to the fact that the Nigerian state and other relevant actors have
not been able to tackle socio-economic, political, and structural factors such as alienation,
poverty, unemployment, socio-economic exclusion, and lack of access to the basic necessi-
ties of life as contributors to Boko Haram’s violence and expansion (Mustapha 2014). This
position was further confirmed by a respondent who was of the view that the deliberate
policies and actions of the state leading to the high rates of poverty, unemployment, bad
governance, and lack of access to essential services in Nigeria continue to affect the efforts
of FBOs in countering these negative teachings and messages preached by Boko Haram.12

It should be emphasized that many individuals that join this terror group identify poverty
and the enticing financial promises made by Boko Haram as reasons for joining these
groups; an open secret that is also put forward by various studies (Onuoha 2014; Allan
et al. 2015; Ewi and Salifu 2017; Farzanegan and Witthuhn 2017; Mythen 2020). An inter-
viewed youth leader with the Church of Christ in Nations (COCIN) revealed this concern
powerfully to the authors:

How do you expect an individual to renounce violence and terrorism when
he/she believes that through that means, they can effectively improve their
economic and material condition? You cannot preach to someone to renounce
radicalization when these systemic and structural imbalances continue to exist.
Therefore, to combat this problem, the Nigerian government and other relevant
actors need to also ensure that these structural factors are adequately addressed.13

Another critical challenge confronting FBOs in their deradicalization efforts, as in-
dicated by various respondents as well, is centered on the paradox of the “non-inclusion”
of this critical sector by state actors whenever any policy is being initiated that involves
deradicalization, demobilization, and disengagement.14 This is because the starting point
for radicalization is the indoctrination and misrepresentation of religion by rogue clerics
aiming to achieve a violent negative agenda in society. Therefore, any effort made towards
disengagement and deradicalization should involve FBOs in driving the process because
of the important roles they play in society as well as their ability to appeal to the hearts,
minds, and conscience of individuals and groups in the society. An interviewed clergy
member and an academic emphasized this challenge by arguing that many state actors and
policymakers did not come to the realization that the Boko Haram crisis is, first of all, a
religious problem before attributing other elements, such as socio-economic, political, and
cultural colorations, to it. He maintained that:

The inability or negligence by these policy actors not to see it first as a religious
problem, and addressing it requires the inclusion and input by various FBOs.
The place and role of FBOs will continue to be undermined in the various dis-
engagement and deradicalization processes. Therefore, it is incumbent on these
relevant key stakeholders to involve this critical sector if they wish to achieve the
objective of tackling the Boko Haram challenge in Nigeria and other countries
affected by the actions of this group across Lake Chad.15

This position was further supported in reports made by relevant agencies that chal-
lenged the ongoing “Operation Safe Corridor”16 policy initiative for not involving and
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allowing clerics to drive the process. Scholars highlight the non-inclusion of FBOs in
the policy initiative among other challenges, such as the secrecy surrounding the policy,
negligence, and poor treatment applied to the participants of the program, communities’
suspicion of the participants, lack of acceptance of the program by Nigerians, lack of
follow-up on the welfare of the participants, and absence of post-radicalization initiatives
(see Brechenmacher 2018; see Felbab-Brown 2018; see International Crisis Group 2021).

Fear of reprisal is also identified as one of the critical challenges facing FBOs in their
quest and efforts to deradicalize individuals and groups from terrorism and other forms of
violent extremism in Nigeria. This is because many religious leaders who spoke openly
against Boko Haram’s ideology in their various places of worship and platforms were
attacked, kidnapped, or killed (Olojo 2017; Lar 2019; Egwu 2021). This position was further
confirmed to the authors during an interview when one respondent put forward the view
that the various assassination attempts on Sheikh Dahiru Bauchi were because of his
vocal stance and the several counter messages he made against Boko Haram’s ideology in
northern Nigeria.17 Against this backdrop, most clerics and FBOs have become increasingly
cautious in taking radical steps against the weaponization and misrepresentation of religion
by these extremist groups.

During a syndicate session with participants in the focus group discussions, the
participants expressed the fear that to effectively counter the ideological forces of Boko
Haram and other violent extremist groups, there should be total unison and harmonization
between faith-based groups, civil society organizations, community leaders, state actors
and other key stakeholders in order to achieve the desired outcome/result. The participants
also emphasized that the absence of this impedes the effectiveness of any deradicalization
effort to combat the expansion of Boko Haram and its activities. Another respondent also
argued that

so long as there are forces of mistrust between Christians, Muslims, and religious
groups regarding countering the negative ideologies of Boko Haram, the group
will continue to wax stronger, expand its territorial base and attract more sym-
pathizers. This is because religious leaders and other key actors are always at
loggerheads and treating each other with negative biases and mistrust.18

Therefore, it is important to note that FBOs are critical in the deradicalization process
in terms of limiting and countering the negative propagation of Boko Haram, but they
are confronted with the above challenges on a daily basis. This invariably inhibits their
effectiveness in achieving that goal as Boko Haram continues to advance and expand its
territorial frontiers beyond the northeastern part of Nigeria to other regions as well.

6. Conclusions

For over a decade now, the Nigerian government and its security agencies have been
grappling with the expansion and activities of the Boko Haram terrorist group, which
saw the northeast region and the greater Lake Chad region become the epicenter of the
terror and violence committed by this group. Several counterterrorism measures have
been taken by the state to counter this group. However, this approach has not been able
to de-escalate the activities of this group. Many studies have demonstrated the need to
incorporate not only soft-power but also smart-power to complement pre-existing CTR to
effectively address this challenge. These studies have also emphasized the important role
played by FBOs in tackling the negative ideologies and messages used by this group to
attract and recruit vulnerable and impressionistic individuals and groups into embracing
their negative ideologies.

This article examined the critical contribution made by FBOs in countering the negative
instrumentalization and misrepresentation of religion by this terror group to achieve its
agenda in the northeast region and the greater Lake Chad region. However, despite the
important role of these FBOs in countering the negative application of religion to lure
unsuspecting persons into Boko Haram, the findings of this study reveal further that the
lack of unison by these actors, non-inclusion, the non-representation of this sector in the



Religions 2021, 12, 1003 13 of 20

various CTR initiatives by the state, the poverty question, fear of reprisal and the inability
to address structural challenges that gave rise to this group are challenges facing FBOs in
their deradicalization efforts to counter the activities of this terror group.

To address these challenges, this article proposes the following recommendations for
effective disengagement against the negative ideology and messages of Boko Haram:

• A bottom-up counter-radicalization approach should be developed that involves and
incorporates every stakeholder to make the approach less state-centric and reduction-
ist;

• Continued support and protection should be guaranteed for FBOs and other vocal
clerics who use their platforms to constantly speak against the negative representation
of religion by certain rogue elements in society to support Boko Haram, terrorism, and
other forms of violent extremism;

• The state and its agencies should address structural challenges such as poverty, un-
employment, non-inclusion, and other forms of social injustice in society to deter
vulnerable and idle individuals and groups from embracing negative ideologies;

• There should be a deliberate effort made by relevant stakeholders to also address
non-violent forms of radicalization such as hate speech, rhetoric, and distortions of
religious texts by rogue clerics, as these are the precursors to the violent forms of
radicalization in society;

• There should be proper synergy and cooperation within FBOs by allaying any form
of mistrust and disunity when combating negative messages and ideologies of Boko
Haram and other violent extremist groups;

• FBOs and other key stakeholders should not only identify the push, pull, and personal
factors contributing to the radicalization of youth and the vulnerable in the northeast
and other regions affected by Boko Haram, but they should also make a concerted
effort to ensure that these three (Ps) are addressed and prevented in society;

• There should be strategic and multi-sectoral engagement between state actors, FBOs,
CSOs, NGOs, the community, and religious leaders to address and counter the ideo-
logical, membership, and funding activities of Boko Haram and their sympathizers
for effective counter-radicalization and disengagement efforts;

• Punitive measures should be taken by relevant stakeholders to check the activities of
extremist clerics in the society through the strengthening and enhancing of the opera-
tional capacity of the criminal justice system in discharging its duties and mandate;

• As an avenue for further studies, future researchers are also encouraged to examine
how clerics use their platforms and other social media tools to counter the various
messages and ideologies preached by terror and other violent extremist groups. This
is because several studies have also assessed the use of social media and its tools as a
recruitment hub for such groups;

• Researchers interested in studying radicalization and counter-radicalization are also
encouraged to broaden their scope of engagement, and interviews should not only
focus on key stakeholders or informants but should also involve other members of var-
ious FBOs at the middle and lower levels to understand their feelings and sentiments
towards radicalization and counter-radicalization, as well as its implications for the
stability and progress of societies. Involving some of these middle- and lower-level
members of these organizations will also contribute to shedding more light on issues
around radicalization and counter-radicalization.
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Notes
1 As a terror group, Boko Haram believes in the abolition of Western education, the current state structure in Nigeria, the

implementation of the Sharia Legal system, and a caliphate system of governance in Nigeria. Since 2009, the group has carried
out a series of violent and deadly attacks across various sectors in the northeastern part of Nigeria, as well as the Lake Chad and
Sahel regions.

2 Author interview with a Senior Pastor with the Evangelical Church Winning All (ECWA), Jos, 13 January 2021.
3 Interview with an Islamic Cleric in Gombe, 20 January 2021.
4 Author phone interview with a member and leader of the Muslim Students Society of Nigeria (MSSN), Gombe State Chapter, 19

March 2021.
5 Madrasas and Islamiya refer to Islamic schools where children at an early age are taught teachings according to Islamic injunctions

as enshrined in the Quran and Hadith.
6 Author phone interview with a member and leader of the Muslim Students Society of Nigeria (MSSN), Gombe State Chapter, 19

March 2021.
7 Interview with a Peace Club Teacher in Maiduguri, 12 February 2021.
8 Interview with a senior program officer at Equal Access International (EIA), a civil society organization that helps communities

and societies achieve the needed positive and sustainable transformative change, Kaduna-Nigeria, 3 March 2021.
9 Oral discussion with selected KIIs during the author’s syndicate discussion on the important role played by FBOs in countering

the negative messages of Boko Haram in the Northeast and Lake Chad, 19 March 2021.
10 Author’s interview with a terrorism expert at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 3 February 2021.
11 Interview, 3 February 2021.
12 Interview with a respondent and lecturer in the Department of History & International Studies, University of Maiduguri, Nigeria,

9 February 2021.
13 Authors discussion/interview with a Youth Leader at COCIN RCC Borno, Nigeria, 12 February 2021.
14 Interview with a Resident Pastor at ECWA Central Church, Gombe, 12 March 2021.
15 Oral interview with a cleric and academic with the Department of Religious Studies, Kaduna State University (KASU), 13 March

2021.
16 A policy initiative designed in 2016 by the Nigerian government in order to demobilize, deradicalize, rehabilitate, and reintegrate

repentant Boko Haram combatants into society after undergoing a series of psycho-spiritual and social therapy sessions.
17 Interview with a prominent member of the Tijaniyya brotherhood with Sufist ideology, Bauchi-Nigeria, 19 February 2021.
18 Author interview with a clergyman and Professor of Religion and Cultural Studies, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, Nigeria, 16

April 2021.
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