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Stronger Than Ever: Boko Haram Spreads into New Territory 
 

By, Kimberly Frazier 
 

A few months ago I wrote an article about Boko Haram.  I focused on how the group uses 

women to further its agenda and how that agenda will ultimately affect Nigerian women.  Due to 

recent events, I find it necessary to discuss Boko Haram again, but in a larger context.  Nigeria is 

under duress and it will take more than the current state of their own government to save them.  

Boko Haram, which loosely translates to “western education is sin,” is an Islamic terrorist 

group attempting to overthrow the Nigerian government.1  The group has been active since 2002 

but gained most of its notoriety last year when they kidnapped nearly 300 girls from a boarding 

school in northeastern Nigeria.2  Boko Haram’s goal in attempting to overthrow the Nigerian 

government is to establish a pure Islamic state ruled by Sharia law.3  

Sharia, or Islamic law, is a religious law followed by Muslims that largely comes from 

the Quran.4  It is most often associated with gruesome violence as punishment for criminal 

offenses, such as cutting off limbs, flogging, and stoning. More generally it is a legal code that 

guides all aspects of life, “including daily routines, familial and religious obligations, and 

financial dealings.”5 Of the country’s thirty-six states, twelve have Sharia law today,6 but none 

have an exclusively Sharia legal system.  Sharia is mostly used in civil cases such as divorce, but 

it is also used in criminal cases in northern Nigeria.7  Although Nigeria’s constitution prohibits 
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the establishment of a state religion,8 Boko Haram seeks to have Islam function as the country’s 

only religion and Sharia as its only legal system.  Although Sharia may be interpreted differently, 

Boko Haram seeks to implement its strictest interpretation and is committed to using violence 

and forced conversion to reach that goal. 

Boko Haram believes that a pure Islamic state is the answer to Nigeria’s socioeconomic 

problems. The group’s leader, Abubakar Shekau, announced in a video that “poor people are 

tired of the injustice,” and that the secular state was responsible for the problems.9  The group 

believes that the elitist government is too far removed from the troubles of everyday people 

living without water and electricity to understand and address the problems they face.10  

According to Islamic commentator Akbar Ahmed, “[i]n the ideal, [S]haria provides justice and 

compassion in society . . . [h]owever, the reality today is—from Nigeria to Pakistan—that 

ordinary people can expect little justice and no compassion.”11  Boko Haram’s spree of terrorism, 

kidnapping, killing, and general violence has lasted more than a decade and now they are 

stronger than ever.  

On January 3, 2015 Boko Haram took their violent mission to the next level when they 

seized a key military base in the northeastern town of Baga.12  Baga, a town in the state of Borno, 

is headquarters to a multinational task force comprised of troops from Niger, Chad, Nigeria, and 

Cameroon, although only Nigerian troops are based there.13  Boko Haram attacked the town at 
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dawn and continued its rampage throughout the weekend.14  According to one Baga resident who 

was able to escape, Boko Haram militants “came, many hundreds of them, with guns, trucks and 

grenades . . . [t]hey burned all the houses they could reach and set the military base on fire.”15 An 

estimated 3,700 homes and businesses were destroyed in addition to the lives lost and 

unaccounted for.16  Survivors of the attack explained that while trying to escape by canoes on 

Lake Chad, the militants followed behind and continued to shoot at people in the canoes and 

water.17  Shekau proudly proclaimed in a YouTube video that this horrific massacre “is just the 

beginning . . . a tip of the iceberg.”18 He also warned that the Baga attack “will mark the end of 

politics and democracy in Nigeria.”19 According to Nigerian security forces, the Nigerian 

military was able to hold back militants for several hours until the military ran out of 

ammunition, at which point they fled.20  Some reports show that repeated requests for 

reinforcements went unheeded, but that is disputed.21   

 Early accounts of the attack reported that “several” Baga residents were killed, but 

according to Amnesty International, a non-government human rights organization, those 

numbers are closer to 2,000.22  A spokesman for a civilian defense group described the carnage 

as enormous and reported that the civilian fighters gave up on counting the bodies.23  Stories of 

canoes overfilled with dead bodies and unaccounted for family members, in addition to satellite 
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images revealing Baga’s destruction, all support the claim that thousands of people died in the 

attack.24  Many consider this the “deadliest massacre” in the history of Boko Haram.25  District 

head Baba Abba Hassan said “most of the victims were children, women and elderly people who 

could not run fast enough when insurgents drove into Baga, firing rocket-propelled grenades and 

assault rifles on town residents.”26 

More than 7,000 people fleeing the deadly attacks have spilled over into neighboring 

Chad, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.27  Chad’s Prime 

Minister, Kalzeubet Pahimi, pleaded to the international community for support in handling the 

influx of refugees.28  Chad and the U.N. refugee agency recently built Dar es Salaam camp to 

provide food, water, shelter, and medical services to the refugees.29  In addition to those who 

successfully made it, “[m]any who tried to cross into neighboring Chad drowned while trying to 

swim through Lake Chad” and some who made it across found themselves stranded on Kangala 

Island on Lake Chad dying from lack of food, cold, and malaria.30  

The attack “marks a disturbing and bloody escalation of Boko Haram’s ongoing 

onslaught.”31  More than a million people are displaced inside Nigeria and hundreds of thousands 

have fled across its borders.32  With all that is going on, most are extremely dissatisfied with 
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what Nigeria’s government has done to combat the problem.33  President Goodluck Jonathan has 

been under much scrutiny since the kidnapping of the schoolgirls and even more so after this 

massacre.34 Citizens blame President Jonathan and the military for Nigeria’s continued demise, 

stating that they are “beset by corruption and ill-equipped.”35  Improper training and a lack of 

motivation have also been contributed to the military’s failure.36  “There is definitely something 

wrong that makes our military abandon their posts each time there is an attack from Boko 

Haram,” said local senator Maina Maaki Lawan.37  The government has also been accused of 

downplaying Boko Haram’s violence in an attempt to appear powerful and competent in the face 

of the upcoming presidential election.38 

President Jonathan is trying to get re-elected but security is a major issue in this election, 

and his opponent has promised to end the insurgency within months if elected.39  Jonathan’s lack 

of urgency has led to a general disappointment in the government and his capabilities as 

president.40  The elections were scheduled for February 14, 2015 but have been postponed until 

March 28, 2015 because of Boko Haram’s overwhelming presence and a lack of troops to protect 

voters.41 
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Nigerians are not safe.  Consequently, they are looking to other countries for the help 

their own government is not providing.  The Nigerian military said the January 3 attack “should 

convince well-meaning people all over the world that Boko Haram is the evil all must 

collaborate to end.”42  As it stands, four neighboring countries: Benin, Cameroon, Chad, and 

Niger have agreed to contribute troops and the African Union has backed plans for a West 

African task force.43  I doubt this is enough.  

Boko Haram is spreading like an incurable disease.  Their plan to seize the country and 

establish Sharia is well underway.  Meanwhile, Nigeria’s government and military have been 

wildly ineffective in regaining any control over northern Nigeria.  Nigeria absolutely needs 

international help but internally they also need to strengthen their military and make domestic 

safety a top priority.  Nigeria needs a military that is prepared and equipped to fight for its 

country, not one so corrupt or afraid that they would sooner abandon their posts than try to 

protect its citizens.  President Jonathan needs to be working on ways to make that a reality and 

actually address the issue rather than pretend it is not as grave as it seems. With the upcoming 

election perhaps a new president will help, but maybe not. Regardless, Nigeria needs to be 

concerned with protecting its people.  There are too many kidnappings and murders happening. 

There are too many displaced looking for a solution. There are too many living in a state of 

perpetual horror. 

Boko Haram’s success in Nigeria fuels the fire for their expansion. They have already 

entered Chad and will certainly not stop there. More than 10,000 people were killed last year as 
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part of Boko Haram’s quest to create an Islamic caliphate.44  This year is already showing signs 

of a similar situation. Nigeria needs help.  Boko Haram needs to be met with an equal force that 

Nigeria simply does not have.  
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