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ABSTRACT
This article draws on frame theory to explore the ideational dimensions
of the Boko Haram phenomenon. Speech acts by Boko Haram’s leaders
are analyzed to interrogate how the organization conducts its three
core framing tasks. The article argues that Boko Haram deploys three
major master frames. These are the return to true Islam frame, the
injustice frame, and the war against the infidel frame. Boko Haram’s
framing strategies draw on the social conditions and cultural reservoir
in its domain of operations. This includes antipathy toward the West
and Western education, patriarchal beliefs about gender roles and the
“place” of women, and the contours of a widely popular Islamic
movement that emerged in the early 1800s. Boko Haram’s framing
approach is also shaped by state repression and the post-9/11 cosmic
war discourse. Overall, the article contributes to the limited literature
on nonstructural aspects of Boko Haram’s terrorist activities.

Scholarly analyses of the Boko Haram phenomenon have produced important insights about
the sociogenesis and mode of operation of the organization. Macro-level factors such as pov-
erty and social inequality,1 the failure of the Nigerian state,2 Islamic fundamentalism,3 trajec-
tories of global religious terrorism,4 and resistance against perceived Western cultural
domination and wars in Muslim countries like Afghanistan and Iraq,5 have garnered signifi-
cant level of attention. Other factors such as financial benefits, and revenge for the July 2009
security crackdown by Nigerian security agents, during which Mohammed Yusuf, the
founder and erstwhile leader of Boko Haram was murdered by the police after he was
captured alive, have also received attention.6

Variables such as the motivation of Boko Haram’s members to fight against social injus-
tice7 and the ideology of Boko Haram8 are a few of the nonstructural factors used in investi-
gating the activities of Boko Haram. However, an overarching focus on ideology is only a
start in terms of understanding meaning construction and propagation by terrorist groups.9

Ideology “tends to be reified and treated as a given rather than as a topic for analysis, and
thus glosses over the discursive ideological work required to articulate and elaborate the
array of possible links between ideas, events, and action.”10 Terrorists devote significant
attention to framing the problem and creating meanings for members, sympathizers and
broader audiences. Therefore, in spite of the utility of the broad ideology of a terrorist
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organization, it is only a start in engendering understanding of the ideational framework of
the organization.

The approach to scholarship on Boko Haram is structuralist in orientation.11 While
structural variables produce a fertile environment for the likelihood of collective action,
mobilization requires more than the mere existence of a conducive socioeconomic and
political climate.12 The inattention to nonstructural variables has the potential to present a
reductionist view of the full spectrum of the aetiology, motivation, mobilization, and mode
of operation of Boko Haram’s terrorist activities. This has implications for efforts by Nigeria,
other Lake Chad Basin countries (Cameroon, Niger, and Chad) and their international
partners to defeat Boko Haram.

There has been increasing focus on the ideology of Boko Haram without succinct atten-
tion to how the organization’s meaning construction and the role that the cultural reservoir
in its domain of operations play in the organization’s framing. This article complements the
existing literature by drawing on the social movement literature to investigate the framing
strategies of Boko Haram. The modest aim of the article is to contribute to understanding
the narratives and framing strategies of Boko Haram in the hope that policy and ideational
frameworks may be devised to counter such narratives and frames.

Frame Theory

Frame theory distils generations of work in the fields of cognitive psychology, hermeneutics,
philosophy and phenomenology. The term frame was first used by Gregory Bateson in the
paper “A Theory of Play and Fantasy.”13 Bateson’s use of frame aligned with its subsequent
refinement by Ervin Goffman.14 In Frame Analysis, Goffman draws on W. I. Thomas, Alfred
Schutz, Harold Garfinkel, and Gregory Bateson, among others, to articulate the idea of
frame.15

A frame is “an interpretive schemata that simplifies and condenses the ‘world out there’
by selectively punctuating and encoding objects, situations, events, experiences, and sequen-
ces of actions within one’s present or past environment.”16 Frames are “ideational devices”
that are produced within specific actor-level experiences and sociopolitical, economic, and
cultural contexts.17 Frame analysis attempts to understand how the human experience is
rendered intelligible.18 Framing complements structural explanations by focusing on the
“rational signifying processes” involved in human actions such as movement mobilization.19

It helps to mitigate structuralist bias and negation of human agency.
Exploring the meaning-production dynamics of a terrorist organization enables us to

unpack the particularities of the constitutive elements of that which seems normal and
widely accepted as the standard-bearer.20 Investigating the framing architecture of Boko
Haram may help to understand Boko Haram, its domain of operation and its archenemy,
the Nigerian state. Terrorist organizations are constrained by factors that inform the trajec-
tories of nonviolent social movements: Political opportunity structures, resources, and fram-
ing domain, among others.21 For instance, political regime types shape the texture of
movements—violent or nonviolent.22 Consequently, the decision about whether or not to
deploy violence is not made in a vacuum.23 This means that political violence must be ana-
lyzed as a variant rather than aberrant of contentious politics; therefore, movement actors’
rationale for adoption or rejection of violent repertoires also needs to be investigated.24

Exploring the framing strategies of Boko Haram may help to shed light on its objectives and
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how it rationalizes its actions. It also helps to understand how Boko Haram recruits,
motivates and mobilizes its members.

Data

Data for this article come from 20 speeches made by Boko Haram’s leaders. Two speeches by
the organization’s founder, Mohammed Yusuf, in 2009, and 18 speeches by Yusuf’s succes-
sor, Abubakar Shekau, between 2010 and 2016 are analyzed.25 The emphasis on Shekau’s
speeches reflects the evolution of Boko Haram after Yusuf’s death. The organization’s global
reputation coincides with Shekau’s emergence in 2010 as Boko Haram’s leader.26 Most of
the speeches were delivered in Hausa, Kanuri, and/or Arabic (all three were sometimes used
with a few sentences in English). The article relies on English translations of the speeches as
reported in the media. This presents a limitation to the study. However, the authors have
attenuated this limitation by obtaining translations of each speech from multiple sources
and cross-checking for consistency and accuracy.

The remainder of the article is divided into four sections. The first section provides a brief
overview of the ascendance of Boko Haram. The second part focuses on Boko Haram’s
engagement with three core framing tasks: diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational.27 The
third section identifies and explicates the master frames used by Boko Haram. The article
concludes by arguing for the need to treat ideology as something that must be unpacked to
understand an organization’s objectives, mobilization, and mode of operation. The policy
imperative of robust engagement with Boko Haram’s framing and meaning production is
explicated.

The Rise of Boko Haram

The Jama’at ahlis Sunnah lid Da’wat wal Jihad [People committed to the propagation of the
Prophet’s teachings and Jihad] or Boko Haram, is a Salafi Islamic fundamentalist group. Its
terrorist activities have garnered global attention since 2009. Boko Haram was founded in
the early 2000s, but became notoriously violent after the death of its founder, Mohammed
Yusuf in 2009, and the ascension of its leadership by Abubakar Shekau.28 Following its cap-
ture of territory in parts of the northeast, Boko Haram declared a caliphate in Gwoza, Borno
state Nigeria on 24 August 2014.29 This marked a shift from its original reformist goal of
influencing the practice of Islam in Nigeria based on its Salafist interpretation of the Quran.

Boko Haram spread from one state (Borno in the Northeast) to 17 states in 2014.30 Until
the first quarter of 2015, Boko Haram was believed to be in control of at least 14 local gov-
ernments in three Nigerian states: Adamawa, Yobe, and Borno. Boko Haram kidnapped 276
high school girls in Chibok, Borno state in April 2014. Its campaign has been marked by
mass killings, such as the murder of 59 high school boys in Buni Yadi, Yobe state in February
2014. These killings and kidnappings highlight the brazen attacks on children by Boko
Haram.31 Boko Haram has also exterminated over 20,000 people and injured thousands of
others. In addition, over two million people are either internally displaced within Nigeria or
have become refugees in neighboring countries.32

Although Boko Haram pledged allegiance to the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) on 7
March 2015, and renamed itself the Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP),33 the level
of interaction between ISIS and Boko Haram remains largely unknown. Nonetheless, there has
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been a notable uptick in the sophistication of Boko Haram’s propaganda and outreach follow-
ing the pledge of allegiance. This has led to concerns amongst observers and security agencies
in Nigeria and neighboring states over supranational ties and new sources of weapons.34 It has
calcified Boko Haram’s position in global discourses on jihadi terrorism.35

However, the ISIS–Boko Haram relationship was strained in August 2016 when ISIS
named Abu Musab al-Barnawi as its recognized “Wali” (custodian) of Boko Haram
(ISWAP).36 Abubakar Shekau disavowed the appointment through an audio statement.37 It
is worth noting that al-Barnawi promised to stop attacking Muslims in his first statement
after his appointment. The public spat between al-Barnawi and Shekau over who is in charge
of Boko Haram, and who has deviated from the course of Islamizing Nigeria, suggests a deep
schism within the organization.38

The efforts of the Nigerian government under President Mohammadu Buhari, who nar-
rowly escaped Boko Haram’s assassination attempt in 2014, have helped to regain several
territories from Boko Haram. Boko Haram now operates mainly around its base in the Sam-
bisa forest. Negotiations brokered by the Red Cross, the Swiss government and Nigerian
actors led to the release of 21 Chibok girls in October 2016. Despite ongoing negotiations to
release more girls, and enhanced cooperation between the Nigerian military and those of
neighboring countries,39 especially in coordinating the attacks against the group in various
border areas, Boko Haram continues to rely on asymmetrical warfare strategies: Suicide
bombings by women and young girls, Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) and other
guerrilla-style attacks that have proved difficult to effectively contain.40

Nigeria’s Islamic Movement and Boko Haram’s Framing Strategies

Boko Haram depicts features of what Poletta calls “awkward” social movement organiza-
tions.41 Awkward movements and organizations are those “whose composition, goals, or tac-
tics make them difficult to study or theorize.”42 These include organizations that are illicit,
difficult to access, deploy violence, and whose ideologies are unappealing.43 Such movements
“represent an intersection of collective violence, social movement activity and contentious
politics, and therefore are legitimate object for social movement research.”44 This area of
study until recently was accorded scant attention by social movement scholars.45

Is Boko Haram part of a specific social movement? Boko Haram is one of the newest and
most lethal in a lineage of organizations within a broader movement aiming to achieve two
major objectives in Nigeria: Introduction of a puritanical version of Sharia law, and the
Islamization of Nigeria. The Fulani jihad that began in 1804 was the first of such efforts.
Usman Dan Fodio organized an army of Fulani warriors with the support of the Hausa peas-
antry to defeat the ruling class in today’s Northern Nigeria.46 Keddie’s analysis of the “revolt
of Islam” indicates that Dan Fodio and his successors “created in the Sokoto caliphate a
long-lived state unparalleled by any other West African jihad movement.”47 The Fulani jihad
deposed rulers who were accused of “un-Islamic observances” (i.e., adulterating Islam with
their traditional religious practices).48 The Fulani jihad was popular among the predomi-
nantly Hausa talakawa (the poor) because the “rulers imposed a non-Islamic cattle tax …
took bribes, and did not observe Islamic laws of inheritance and succession.”49 The Sokoto
Caliphate established by Usman Dan Fodio and nurtured to maturity by his son Muhammed
Bello and his brother, Abdullahi, was once the largest state in Africa.50 This politico-religious
dynasty instituted extremely conservative Islam in Northern Nigeria.51
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The interactions of the Umma with colonialist and neocolonialist states have led to con-
cerns over perceived secularization in Northern Nigeria.52 One such religious organization,
Maitatsine, began to clash with the police in the 1980s. The group’s leader Muhammed
Marwa was concerned with the “purification of Islam. He believed that Islam had come
under the corrupting influence of modernization.”53 Falola describes the leader of Maitatsine
as “a Qur’anic teacher and preacher … (who) rebelled against many popular opinions …
denouncing certain parts of the Holy Qur’an and even criticizing Prophet Mohammed. …
He was opposed to most aspects of modernization and to all Western influence.”54 The vio-
lence heralded by Maitatsine led to the death of 4,177 people during an 11-day clash between
members of the fundamentalist group and state security forces in 1980.55 Hundreds more
lost their lives in similar clashes within a five-year period (1980–1985) after the main
organization had been largely defeated by state forces.56

The 1980s also witnessed the rise of Sheik Abubakar Gumi. Gumi had a large followership
and strong influence that helped to radicalize many northern Muslims. He promoted
religious intolerance arguing that “once you are a Muslim, you cannot accept to choose a
non-Muslim as a leader.”57 Fears of a religious war were confirmed when eight major
churches were burned in Kano in October 1982.58

While clashes within and between Islamist groups, and between these groups and Niger-
ian security agencies are not uncommon, the return to democracy in 1999 after decades of
military rule, ushered in an establishment-driven form of religious fundamentalism. This
began with the introduction of Sharia law in 1999 by Ahmed Sani Yerima, the governor of
Zamfara state. Other governors of Northern states felt compelled to introduce Sharia law as
well. This is because the agitations that were fueled by missionaries sponsored by Saudi Ara-
bia, and the greater latitude afforded to the federating units by the return of democracy,
allowed state governments the opportunity to exercise authority over Sharia law in their
states.59 However, “the implementing of Sharia within a constitutional framework sets
important limit or rules within which the Sharia-practicing states could act.”60 At the same
time, as the different states sought to adapt Sharia to extant laws and exempt non-Muslims
or those who do not choose to identify with Sharia courts in the adjudication of cases, the
implementation of Sharia varied in practice in the twelve northern states where they were
introduced.61 Hence, even in states like Borno state where Sharia was introduced, and where
Boko Haram members became active proponents and participants in its implementation,
the introduction of Sharia involved a concerted effort to adapt to the extant laws within a
federal constitutional framework. Nonetheless, successive organizations within the
movements for Islamization in Nigeria (including the establishment variant) have enjoyed
widespread public support.62

While the above analysis is not intended to cover the complex history of waves of Islamic
fundamentalism in Nigeria (and is tangential to the purposes of this article), the idea is to
suggest that the violence perpetrated by Boko Haram is merely a new trajectory of a long-
standing issue. Therefore, acts such as destruction of religious sites, killing unbelievers,
clashes with security forces, among others, are part of the “accumulated history”63 of
Northern Nigeria in the attempt to create an Islamized society. This is not the first piece to
articulate a social movement perspective regarding Boko Haram.64 Agbiboa argues that:

extremist Islamic movements in northern Nigeria should be considered a movement of restora-
tion since their overriding goal continues to be the enforcement of Sharia in the spirit of earlier
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times as inspired by Usman dan Fodio and the sharia-governed Sokoto Caliphate. Boko Haram
… is the latest and most violent manifestation of this restoration movement.65

So far, this section has demonstrated that Boko Haram is part of a wider social movement.
The remaining parts of this section focus on how Boko Haram engages in framing its
activities.

Following Snow and Benford, this section analyzes how Boko Haram conducts its core
framing tasks vis-�a-vis its battle against the Nigerian state.66 It explicates Boko Haram’s (1)
diagnostic framing designed to identify the problem in the northeast of Nigeria and blame
assignment; (2) Boko Haram’s prognostic framing aimed at proffering solutions for solving
the problem; and (3) its motivational framing used to encourage its followership to engage
in violent acts against the state.67 Understanding the narratives behind these three core
framing tasks has potential to help in understanding the grievances of the organization, and
how it recruits and mobilizes members.

Diagnosing the Problem with (Northern) Nigeria

Boko Haram mainly holds two categories of entities responsible for problems such as cor-
ruption, unemployment, poverty, and perceived secularization in Nigeria in general, and in
northern Nigeria in particular. While the first category is internal to Nigeria, the second is
external. The first category includes the political class, particularly elites governing northern
Nigeria, the traditional and religious establishment, and entities representing Western
education and democratic systems. The second category comprises the geopolitical West.

First, Boko Haram’s framing of the problem with Nigeria hinges on the organization’s
perception of the country’s governing elites as corrupt individuals whose exposure to an un-
Islamic political system has contaminated their values. Boko Haram inveighs against all
practices it deems un-Islamic, including working for the government.68 For Mohammed
Yusuf, Boko Haram’s former leader, Nigeria’s political elites, particularly those of the
Muslim faith who work in government, are aiding the perpetuation of a secular system that
defies the teachings of the Quran.69

Consequently, for Boko Haram, Nigerian political elites represent an apostate class of rul-
ers whose participation in a secular state system impedes the actualization of an Islamic
caliphate governed by Sharia law. This diagnostic framing on the role of northern elites in
the Nigerian state resonated with many Muslims in the north who believe that the elites
have engaged in corrupt practices (given the wide class disparities) to the detriment of the
poor, and against the tenets of Islam. It endeared Yusuf to the masses who saw him as their
champion.70 Boko Haram has focused on assassinating Emirs and other leading traditional
and religious leaders. One of those murdered was a first class traditional ruler, the Emir of
Gwoza, Idrissa Timta on 30 May 2014.71

Second, Boko Haram defines itself as the only group truly committed to bringing about
jihad against the ruling traditional and religious elites. This is interesting considering that
there are other prominent Islamic fundamentalist groups like the Izala Movement and the
Islamic Movement of Nigeria whose presence in northern Nigeria predates Boko Haram.72

Third, an anti-Western education narrative is central to Boko Haram’s diagnostic fram-
ing. As is widely acknowledged, “Boko Haram” means Western education is forbidden in
the Hausa language, and the name was coined by locals because of the organization’s disdain
for Western education. Boko Haram believes the knowledge provided through the Western
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educational system is a major source of secularism in Nigeria. The group believes that this
generates practices that breach the tenets of the Quran. For Boko Haram, such practices
include co-education and teaching about evolution.73 Its systematic attacks on students,
teachers, and schools in Nigeria can, thus, be understood as fundamental to an objective—
cleansing Islam from the pollution of Western education.

None of these is new. What has yet to be fully recognized is that suspicion and antipathy
toward the West generally, and Western education specifically, is widespread in northern
Nigeria. The suspicion and antipathy is particularly common among Islamic fundamental-
ists and their followers who often associate Western education with Christianity since it was
introduced by European colonizers, and who believe that Western education promotes and
supports equality for men and women. Therefore, Boko Haram’s frame and fundamentalist
stance in that regard aligns with such beliefs. More so, considering the highly patriarchal
structures in northern Nigeria, such beliefs are also connected to cultural practices that often
discriminate negatively against the education of the girl child; hence, the low opportunities
for girls and women empowerment in the north. For instance, up to 75 percent of girls in
rural parts of the Northeast and Northwest of Nigeria had never been to school prior to
Boko Haram’s attacks on schools.74 When combined, Boko Haram’s disdain for the West
and Western-style education taps into (1) a cultural environment wherein the West and
Western education have always been viewed with suspicion by many Islamic fundamental-
ists and nonfundamentalist Muslims; (2) the close association of Western education with
Christianity; and (3) the residual animosity over the colonization of Nigeria by a putatively
Anglo-Christian Britain.75 The manipulation of these issues by political elites has further
contributed to the resonance of Boko Haram’s frames.

For instance, despite the prevalence of polio, political and religious leaders in Kano,
Kaduna, and Zamfara states in Northern Nigeria campaigned against polio vaccination in
2003. The leaders argued that “the vaccine could be contaminated with anti-fertility agents
(estradiol hormone), HIV, and cancerous agents.”76 This tapped into popular opinion in the
North, which suggested that immunization of children was designed by the federal govern-
ment and its international allies as a means of population reduction.77 Datti Ahmed, the
leader of the Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria (SCSN) also argued that polio vaccines
were “corrupted and tainted by evildoers from America and their Western allies. … We
believe that modern-day Hitlers have deliberately adulterated the oral polio vaccines with
anti-fertility drugs and … viruses which are known to cause HIV and AIDS.”78 The state-
ment by Datti Ahmed was particularly damaging to efforts at eradicating polio in the North
as he was a well-respected physician in Kano. This suggests that Boko Haram’s framing of
education and science resonates in the north.

In addition, the influence of Western governments on the elites in Nigeria, and the percep-
tions of the hostility between Western governments and Muslims across the globe, have been
used in framing Westerners as enemies. This provides a link between Boko Haram’s internal
and external diagnostic framing. Boko Haram is enraged that Western governments have been
killing Muslims in various wars such as those in Iraq and Afghanistan.79 Local issues are framed
as emblematic of a worldwide war against the Ummah.80 Boko Haram believes that retaliation
is a call to duty for all Muslims. For instance, while praising Al Qaeda in a video released in
2012, Shekau stated that: “We are with our mujahideen brothers in the Cause of Allah every-
where, in Afghanistan, Chechnya, Pakistan, Kashmir, Iraq, the Peninsula of Muhammad [Saudi
Arabia], … Yemen, Somalia, Algeria, and other places.”81 The wars in Muslim-dominated
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countries have led to a feeling of “humiliation by proxy.”82 This notion of vicarious victimhood
is not unusual among Islamic terrorist movements around the world and non-networked
“self-starter” cliques.83

Furthermore, while claiming responsibility for the bombing of the United Nations Office
in Abuja, the Nigerian capital, in August 2011, Boko Haram argued that the attack was car-
ried out because of the United Nation’s collaboration with the U.S. and the Nigerian govern-
ment in persecuting Muslims.84 Explosives were detonated by a suicide bomber who drove
into the gate of the UN building. Twenty persons died and several others were injured in
the attack. This was one of the first suicide bomb attacks by Boko Haram. Besides proving
the organization’s ability to attack Western targets, the attack was framed as a symbolic
rejection of the influence and presence of the West in Muslim countries at a time that Boko
Haram’s ties to Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb was considered to be on the rise.85

Boko Haram’s Prognostic Framing

Boko Haram’s prognostic framing is increasingly global in orientation, even though its ter-
roristic activities are so far confined to Nigeria and countries in the Lake Chad Basin. The
texture of Boko Haram’s jihad is a combination of classical or territorial jihad and discursive
alignment with global jihad. Unlike traditional jihad (fard al kifaya), which stipulates that
the defense of Muslim territories is a collective responsibility of all Muslims and therefore
not everyone was required to fight, classical or territorial jihad (fard al ayn) mandates indi-
vidual duty rather than collective responsibility to join the struggle to remove an alien or
apostate regime.86

Hence, the destruction of the Nigerian state by every true Muslim is central to the prog-
nostic framing of Boko Haram. As such, through its recruitment efforts, as well as continu-
ous showcasing of its victories over security agencies from Nigeria each time it captures new
territories and/or successfully attacks security formations, Boko Haram constantly seeks to
recruit more Muslims followers to its course. For instance, upon declaring its caliphate in
Gwoza in 2014, Boko Haram began to emphasize its success in capturing vast territories,
thereby signaling to its followers and audience that the end of the Nigerian state was immi-
nent, and that the Nigeria and its international allies are incapable of stopping it from estab-
lishing a caliphate. Shekau argued that: “We are grateful to Allah for the big victory he
granted our members in Gwoza and made the town part of our Islamic Caliphate. … Who
is America in the sight of Allah? … Who is Israel in the sight of Allah?”87 Boko Haram has
consistently maintained that Nigeria is a country of unbelievers (kafirs), and that such kafirs
(non-Muslims, Christians, and idolaters) must be brought under Islamic rule.

Boko Haram also construes itself as part of a broader global jihadi movement. While
Boko Haram’s pledge of allegiance to ISIS in 2015 has generated huge attention, there is evi-
dence demonstrating that Shekau actively sought to be “under one banner” with Al Qaeda.88

This was soon after Shekau took over the leadership of Boko Haram, and before ISIS gained
prominence in the Middle East. The emergence of Shekau as Boko Haram’s leader, and his
desire to deepen its engagement with Al Qaeda, followed Boko Haram’s renewed determina-
tion to acquire external assistance in order to effectively wage its war against Nigeria after
the death of Mohammed Yusuf. Shekau states in a letter that was recovered from bin Laden’s
residence in Abbottabad, Pakistan in May 2011 that “we have listened to your tapes and have
heard your news, such as the tapes of al-Qa’ida and its shaykhs, like Usama Bin Laden …
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and Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. … But now what we have left is to
learn about the system of the organization and how it is organized.”89 Shekau indicated
interest to speak with bin Laden’s deputy and strongly emphasized the need for “unification”
and the imperative of “speaking with one voice.” While Shekau never publicly pledged alle-
giance to bin Laden or Al Qaeda,90 his letter also demonstrates a keen interest in being part
of a global jihadi movement. A global jihadi movement was a key objective of bin Laden as
widely recognized.91

Boko Haram’s prognostic framing suggests that Muslims across the world must unite
against their common enemies under a caliphate. This was accentuated in its pledge of alle-
giance to ISIS in 2015:

We call on Muslims everywhere to pledge allegiance to the caliphate … as obedience to Allah.
… We pledge allegiance to the caliphate because of the interest of the Ummah in their religion
and in their Dunya to have an Imam that looks after them according to Allah’s rule and fight
the enemy of Islam and those who fight the rule of Allah….92

However, Boko Haram also accuses other Muslims of not being true believers and there-
fore should be treated as Kafirs or unbelievers. This includes killing such Muslims. Treating
Muslims as Kafir is tied to the doctrine of “takfir” or ex-communication, the practice of
labeling Muslims as apostates for whom punishment is death. Boko Haram justifies its
attacks on Muslims as it does its attacks on Christians—a necessary step in creating a caliph-
ate. Attacks on mosques and churches therefore fit into Boko Haram’s prognostic narrative.
As earlier noted, whether or not Muslims would continue to be attacked remains to be seen
in light of al-Barnawi’s promise to focus on attacking Christians. Nonetheless, Shekau’s fac-
tion continues to conduct attacks irrespective of religious affiliation.

Consequently, Boko Haram justifies its attacks on Muslims as it does its attacks on Chris-
tians—a necessary step in creating a caliphate. Attacks on mosques and churches, therefore,
fit into Boko Haram’s prognostic narrative.

Boko Haram’s Motivational Framing

Motivational framing encompasses the “elaboration of a call to arms or rationale for action
that goes beyond the diagnosis or prognosis.”93 Boko Haram’s motivational framing empha-
sizes factors that feed into its claim to being the real champion of Sharia law and true Islam.
The debates surrounding the implementation of full Sharia in Nigeria dates back to the colo-
nial era when the British colonized northern Nigeria and restricted the application of Sharia
law to civil matters. The demand for Sharia restoration continues among Islamists who con-
sider the British common law antithetical to Islam. In particular, the fact that the British pre-
vented the application of the hudud penalties such as amputation of arms and death
penalties for criminal offenses has remained a source of grievance and motivation for
Islamists.94

Boko Haram’s motivational framing reflects this history of demand for Sharia law based
on its Salafi ideology. Yusuf and Shekau have sought to motivate their followers by recalling
the legacies of Sharia as laid down by earlier jihadists such as Uthman Dan Fodio. For
instance, Shekau argues that sections of northern Nigeria “have betrayed Usman Dan Fodio
and they must repent.”95
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In addition, Boko Haram emphasizes the salience of true believers making clear their
opposition to infidels by joining the struggle. Shekau argues that: “I am against the principle
where someone will dwell in the society with the infidels without making public his opposi-
tion or anger against infidels publicly as it is stated in the Quran. Anyone doing such can’t
be a real Muslim.”96 Boko Haram attempts to make destroying the Nigerian state a religious
obligation for Muslims. This is similar to how Iranians were motivated to join the 1979 revo-
lution. The clerical leaders framed participation in “the protest a religious obligation by
subjecting the political situation to religious definitions and interpretations.”97

The credibility of framers is fundamental to ensuring frame resonance.98 Therefore,
following intense criticism of their mode of operation and killing of Muslims, and the
formal split of Boko Haram, Shekau attempts to motivate his followers and assure the
audience that his faction had not “derailed.” He states that: “No matter what they call
us, what we aspire is to justify our ideology in the Quran which is ultimate because we
have not derailed.”99

However, the literature appears to presuppose a voluntarist and agentic response to
motivational framing by sympathizers or supporters of a movement. Boko Haram dem-
onstrates that a movement or organization may engage in strategic motivational fram-
ing, while concurrently using coercive means for participant recruitment. For example,
Boko Haram was initially widely popular among, and attracted, a lot of young men.
However, “(a)s the group became more violent, it destroyed the support it once had
among parts of the population. By the end of 2014, young men mainly joined Boko
Haram because they had no other way to survive or because they were forced to.”100

Women and young girls have become central to Boko Haram’s operations following a
decline in male volunteers.

Women and young girls are used for purposes of procreation, killing machinery, domestic
duties and human shield.101 Boko Haram acquires women and young girls mainly through
three ways: (1) systematic kidnapping, (2) gendered gifting of girls and women by their
fathers or husbands, some of who are sympathizers of Boko Haram, and (3) female “volun-
teers” who join Boko Haram as a survival mechanism in an impoverished environment and
to prevent victimization in the hands of state forces.102 All of these avenues for acquiring
women are arguably nonvoluntary.

Therefore, there is a need to pay close attention to the exact manner in which people are
motivated and mobilized to become part of movements. There are instances where Boko
Haram suicide bombers (mainly prepubescent girls) have refused to detonate their bombs
and informed the authorities that they were forced to join the organization.103 There have
also been female suicide bombers who detonated their bombs with babies strapped to their
backs.104 There are widespread concerns that the women were forced to do so.

While Boko Haram continues discursive attempts to motivate its followers, it is concur-
rently undergoing both the first crisis and second crisis of modern jihad.105 These crises
respectively concern “credibility in the eyes of Muslims” and “recruitment problems.”106

Boko Haram has largely lost credibility in the eyes of majority of Muslims, and relies on con-
scription to secure recruits despite huge numbers of unemployed youth in its domain of
operations.
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Boko Haram’s Master Frames

Master frames provide a platform for action and render intelligible seemingly unconnected
social situations.107 The analysis of master frames has helped to illuminate various types of
movements around the world.108 Analyzing Boko Haram’s master frames can help to
unpack the organization’s rationale for its actions. It also helps to illuminate how the
organization “sells” its rebellion.

Boko Haram uses three major master frames. These are the return to true Islam master
frame, the injustice master frame, and the war against the infidel master frame. These master
frames draw on an assortment of Boko Haram’s doctrinal beliefs and serve as signifying
vehicles through which Boko Haram presents itself and interpellates the audience.

The Return to True Islam Frame

The return to true Islam frame is the meta-narrative of the Boko Haram phenomenon. There
are five intertwined dimensions of this master frame: (1) negation of democracy; (2) opposi-
tion to Western education; (3) ultra-conservative beliefs about gender relations, specifically
the status of women; (4) construction of Christianity as “paganism”; and (5) establishment
of an Islamic Caliphate. These five elements of the return to true Islam frame are tied to
Boko Haram’s prognostic framing and are explicated below.

Boko Haram believes that eliminating the current Western-style democratic system is
necessary for true Islam to take hold in Nigeria. Democratic governance is perceived as inim-
ical to the idea of an Islamic caliphate. Shekau argues that “(e)veryone knows that democracy
and the constitution is paganism.”109 Shekau’s reaction to the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attack
in France speaks to Boko Haram’s perspective on democracy. Shekau stated that: “We are
very happy with what happened at the heart of France. … Oh you French people, oh you
who follow the religion of democracy, between you and us is enmity to eternity.”110 The
organization is critical of those who “think democracy is a religion.”111 Shekau’s more recent
warning to the government of Nigeria also indicates Boko Haram’s view on democratic
institutions:

To you, President Buhari, very soon you will see us inside your home the presidential palace.…
We will demolish (the) infidel and bring down the green white green and replace it with our flag.
And under that flag, we shall worship Allah and we shall bring justice to all of you (Italics
added).112

This frame is also tied to the failure of Nigeria’s democracy to meet the needs of the
masses. As Hansen and Musa observe, amongst Boko Haram members “Western secular
democracy is seen as a grotesque illusion creating a narrow class of unconscionably bloated,
consumption-addicted plutocrats perched atop the vast majority that is forced to live in
grinding poverty and squalor while watching as the national patrimony is looted.”113

In addition, Boko Haram uses the return to true Islam frame to support its strong opposi-
tion to Western education. Mohammed Yusuf revealed the stance of the group on Western
education in an interview with the police shortly before his extrajudicial execution:

Officer: Why should you say Boko [Western education] is Haram (sinful)?

Yusuf: Of course it is Haram.

Officer: Why did you say that?
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Yusuf: The reasons are so many…

Officer: The trouser you are wearing…

Yusuf: (cuts in)… it is pure cotton and cotton belongs to Allah

Officer: But Allah said in the Qur’an iqra (reads), that people should seek knowledge…

Yusuf: That’s correct, but not the knowledge that contravenes the teachings of Islam. All knowl-
edge that contradicts Islam is prohibited by the Almighty … sihiri (sorcery or magic) is knowl-
edge, but Allah hath forbidden it; shirk (Polytheism, sharing or associating partners to Allah) is
knowledge, but Allah has forbidden it; astronomy is knowledge, but Allah has forbidden it…

Officer: At your place we found computers, syringes… are all that not products of knowledge?

Yusuf: They are purely technological things, not Boko … and westernisation is different.114

(Italics added for emphasis)

A movement may engage in “ideological maintenance” while confronting rather fluid and
complex “strategic imperatives.”115 This means that movement leaders in particular may be
concerned with staying true to their ideology when faced with circumstances that challenge
their beliefs. Mohammed Yusuf’s comments above aimed to deflect seeming contradictions
regarding his use of products of Western-style education, such as the computers in his
home, vis-�a-vis the doctrinal puritanism of his organization. Yusuf’s insistence that “west-
ernization is different” was an attempt to maintain narrative credibility and fidelity.

Schools are construed in Boko Haram’s narrative as sites in which young minds are
indoctrinated to reject Islam and pledge allegiance to another entity. Shekau argues that:

You teach your children the National Anthem in schools morning and evening which is a way
of making them unbelievers from school.… So also the National Pledge, that also is done morn-
ing and evening. They are made to pledge to something other than Allah. And that is not
Islam.116

The third dimension of the return to true Islam master frame hinges on a fundamentally
gendered ideological standpoint that draws on beliefs about gender roles and the place of
women in society. Boko Haram’s narrative emphasizes that women exist for purposes of
procreation within the domestic sphere. Any deviation is considered a waste of women’s
reproductive energies.117 For example, during an attack in a high school in 2014, the boys
were killed while a Boko Haram operative ordered the girls “to go away and get married and
to abandon their education.”118

Shekau’s first video after the 14 April 2014 kidnapping of 276 high school girls in Chibok,
Borno state, also reveals the place of women in the caliphate envisioned by Boko Haram.
Shekau argues that: “I abducted your girls. I will sell them in the market, by Allah. … There
is a market for selling humans. Allah says I should sell … I sell women.”119 There is no evi-
dence indicating that Boko Haram engages in similar transactions with males. This presumes
second class status for women and girls in the event of a Boko Haram–led caliphate.120

The return to true Islam frame is also used to construe Christianity as idolatry. Shekau
has been unequivocal in his denunciation of Christianity:

You Christians should know that Jesus is a servant and prophet of God. He is not the son of
God. This religion of Christianity you are practicing is not a religion of God—it is paganism.
God frowns at it. What you are practicing is not religion.121
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This narrative is important given that there have long been concerns among jihadists in
Nigeria over the spread of Christianity in northern cities like Kano.122 The spread of Pente-
costal Christianity and the fervor with which mega churches have increased have intensified
grievances over the perceived takeover of whole cities and states by Christians. Delegitimiz-
ing Christianity is, thus, a basic prerequisite for laying the ideational foundations for Boko
Haram’s attacks against churches. Boko Haram’s stance is unequivocal: “Our goal is to see
only Koran being followed on earth. This is our focus.”123

The return to true Islam master frame encapsulates the major grievances of Boko Haram:
the corruption in the Nigerian democratic state, the decadence in society, the ostensible
abhorrence of Christianity to Allah, the misuse of women’s (re)productive energies, and the
ills of Western education. This frame lays bare Boko Haram’s weltanschauung, and its
overarching goal—a caliphate governed by Sharia law.

The Injustice Master Frame

The injustice master frame is deployed by groups comprising or representing the oppressed in
society.124 It involves defining a situation as “unjust”125; developing a new “political identity”126

and “agency.”127 The latter means the “consciousness that it is possible to alter conditions or
policies through collective action.”128 The injustice frame also accentuates what entity is
responsible for the unjust conditions.129 This speaks to an “adversarial component.”130

The injustice frame is a staple of nonviolent protest movements. Nonetheless, organiza-
tions deploying violent tactics may also draw on the injustice frame to explicate their turn to
violence. For instance, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan executes jihad against the Uzbek
government partly because of perceptions of, and experiences with, social injustice.131 In
addition, one of the Al Qaeda operatives in the 7 July 2005 bombings in England, Moham-
mad Sidique Khan, claimed that he was motivated to act because of “atrocities against my
people all over the world” by Western governments.132 These examples demonstrate that
perceptions and/or experiences with injustice are often construed as rationale for violence
by actors engaged in terrorist activities. Experiences of injustice when properly articulated
“breeds life” to such organizations.133

Boko Haram’s grievances over injustices against the organization have evolved from
structural issues of socioeconomic injustices to killings by state agents. In particular, the
death of Yusuf and hundreds of Boko Haram members in the hands of security agents dur-
ing and after the July 2009 crackdown is considered an injustice that must be avenged. Fol-
lowing days of violent confrontations between Boko Haram and Nigerian security agents
over issues bordering on violation of state laws by Boko Haram members, President Umaru
Yar’Adua ordered the Nigerian army and police to dislodge Boko Haram members from
their main base in Maiduguri. The Nigerian army captured Mohammed Yusuf and subse-
quently handed him over to the Nigerian police. However, a few hours later, the police
announced that he was dead and showed his bullet ridden body to the public. The police
claimed he was shot while trying to escape from custody. However, Yusuf’s death was largely
seen by the public as deliberate extrajudicial murder. In addition, use of extreme force
against the group by security agents led to high numbers of casualties, especially on the part
of Boko Haram. This solidified the surviving members’ determination to avenge the death of
their leader and members. There is consensus in scholarly literature and popular discourse
that state repression has played a major role in Boko Haram’s terroristic acts.134 This has led
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to local and international condemnation of the highhandedness of the Nigerian security
agencies. For instance, 21 U.S. academics whose works focused on Nigeria wrote to Secretary
of State Hillary Clinton on 21 May 2012 to urge the U.S. government not to designate Boko
Haram a “Foreign Terrorist Organization” (FTO). They argued that:

An FTO designation would … increase the risk that the US becomes linked—whether in reality
or perception—to abuses by the security services. … (It) would effectively endorse excessive use
of force at a time when the rule of law in Nigeria hangs in the balance. There is already evidence
that abuses by Nigeria’s security services have facilitated radical recruitment.135

One of the co-signers of the report also stated in a private correspondence that they were
concerned that the “FTO designation would strengthen the hand of the hardliners” within
Boko Haram. He argued that

at the time some parts of the leadership were reaching out to the government, the Sultan, NGOs,
and others (like Buhari)136 to ask them to mediate a solution. We felt that it was important for
those talks to go ahead so that the government could pull away the “doves” in the movement,
and isolate the hardliners, and that the FTO designation would just give the hardliners an addi-
tional tool to consolidate their hold.137

State repression eliminated any hope that Boko Haram could be persuaded to eschew
violence, and therefore, silenced some of the leaders of Boko Haram who were publicly
calling for mediation to end the crisis between 2011 and 2012.

Boko Haram uses the injustice frame in four major dimensions. These are to (1) challenge
the image of an irrational and blood-thirsty terrorist entity; (2) portray the Nigerian state as
an aggressor that has killed innocent preachers; (3) assure the Ummah that Boko Haram is
merely avenging attacks against fellow Muslims; and (4) garner public sympathy. Shekau’s
narrative in a January 2012 video embodies Boko Haram’s use of the injustice frame:

No, we’re not cancer, neither are we evil. … Everyone knows what happened to our leader.
Everyone knows what wickedness was meted out to our members and fellow Muslims in Nigeria
from time to time in Zango kataf, Tafawa Balewa, Kaduna villages, Langtang, Yelwa shendam.
Different things were meted out to Muslims in this country.138

Through such narratives, Shekau asserts that Boko Haram is the victim of injustices per-
petrated by the Nigerian state. The locales mentioned by Shekau (Zango kataf, among
others) are reputed for ethno-religious clashes. Opinions are often divided on the causes of
the conflicts, the main aggressor, or the actual targets.139 The fact that a Muslim president
has been elected has not necessarily assuaged Boko Haram. President Buhari and the security
apparatus are considered “enemies and infidels.”140

Such was Boko Haram’s sense of injustice that when there were suggestions about the
possibility of granting state pardon to its operatives in 2013; Boko Haram responded that
they had done nothing wrong and the state needed to seek their organization’s forgive-
ness.141 Boko Haram uses the injustice frame to create a narrative that construes the
Nigerian state as fundamentally unjust. Boko Haram emphasizes that:

We have stopped everything apart from saying we should stay on the path of truth and peace
and live right in the sight of God. There, we will have peace and that is what we have been
preaching and because of that they said we should be killed and our mosques destroyed.142

Boko Haram underscores its perceived “victimhood” by reminding the public about its
mosques and other properties that were destroyed by Nigerian security agents. “(J)ihadists
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need stories of injustice and repression to convince themselves and others of the legitimacy
of the battle and to keep their supporters motivated and loyal.”143 Framing the issue through
an injustice lens is also intended to assure Muslims that: “This path we’re taking is God’s
path. Fellow Muslims, understand us! Our objective is not to kill or humiliate or steal.”144

The incarceration of several Boko Haram operatives and their families by the Nigerian
government is also portrayed as a major injustice. The release of 566 wives (including wid-
ows) and children of Boko Haram members145 by the Nigerian army on 16 September 2016
appears to support this claim—unlawful detention of supposedly innocent persons by a state
that purports to uphold the rule of law. Such an incident helps Boko Haram’s frame to reso-
nate among those who are sympathetic to its cause and human rights advocates who do not
necessarily support Boko Haram. Incarcerating the offspring of Boko Haram’s members also
affects a strategic plan of the organization—producing huge numbers of progeny who can
sustain the cause.146

The War Against the Infidel Master Frame

Boko Haram’s use of violence in its pursuit of Islamizing Nigeria has so far surpassed other
Islamic fundamentalist groups in post-independence Nigeria. One of the most telling illus-
trations of Boko Haram’s violence can be gleaned in the lethality of the organization’s attacks
when juxtaposed with ISIS. For instance, while on average 15 persons are killed in each of
Boko Haram’s attacks, each ISIS’s attack kills seven persons.147 Between 2009 and 2014,
Boko Haram’s attacks in Nigeria were primarily targeted at (a) private citizens and proper-
ties (35 percent; 429 events) and (b) the police (17 percent; 213 events).148

Boko Haram frames its violent acts as part of a broader cosmic war against infidels. There
are five major aspects of Boko Haram’s use of the war against infidel master frame. These
are (1) the war is a defensive war; (2) the war is intended to propagate Islam; (3) purification
of Islam from within; (4) elements of Manicheanism; and (5) predestined victory.

For Boko Haram, actions by the Nigerian state represent the war of the infidels against the
faithful—the antithesis of bellum romanum.149 Therefore, they believe their actions consti-
tute the inevitable reaction of the faithful. Boko Haram construes itself as waging a defensive
rather than an offensive war against the Nigerian state. Shekau argues that “(w)e decided to
defend ourselves.”150 His narrative illuminates how Boko Haram construes its war:

I have no objective than to help the religion of God. …We serve God and we do not harm any-
body, but anybody that looks for our trouble, we will face such person or persons! We follow
the tenets of the Quran and anybody that thinks he can fight God shouldn’t think his prayer or
praying in the mosque can save him! Any Muslim that cheats and hides under the cloak of reli-
gion, if we know such person, we won’t hesitate to eliminate him.…We follow the teachings of
the Quran.151

Boko Haram construes attacks on Muslims as a necessary step to ensure that the body of
believers is cleansed. This means eliminating any Muslim who fails to adhere to their version
of Islam. Shekau has warned people in Muslim-dominated cities about their Islamic religious
practices: “The people of Kano you are in trouble. The Sokoto people have betrayed Usman
Danfodio and they must repent. People of Kaduna and El-Zakzaky [detained IMN Shiite
leader in Nigeria], you should repent. And all of you, the followers of Tijjaniya, you should
repent.”152 Muslims who do not subscribe to the Salafist doctrine are not considered
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authentic Muslims. This has fractured the organization as stated earlier. Therefore, Shekau’s
Boko Haram uses this frame to address concerns over its killing of Muslims.

Boko Haram believes that its destruction of churches, kidnapping, rape, and forced mar-
riage of women and girls, including the predominantly Christian girls kidnapped from
Chibok, are intended to propagate Islam. This is similar to how ISIS constructs the rape of
Yazidi women and girls by its soldiers—“to make them Muslim.”153 Shekau states that:
“Don’t you know the over 200 Chibok schoolgirls have converted to Islam? They have now
memorised two chapters of the Koran. … Girls from Chibok confessing Islam is the true
religion! (Italics added).154

In addition, there are Manichean overtones in Boko Haram’s war against the infidel mas-
ter frame. These draw on the post-9/11 universe of discourse. Boko Haram construes itself
as the defender of Islam against the incursion of Christianity. Therefore, despite the schism
over the selection of a replacement for Shekau, there is an implicit agreement between the
factions that Christians are legitimate targets. Shekau argues that:

In every nation, every region, there is a decision to make. Either you are with us. I mean real Mus-
lims who are following Salafism or you are with Obama, François Hollande, George Bush, Clin-
ton.… And any unbeliever kill, kill, kill. This war is against Christians (Italics added).155

This frame is similar to President George Bush’s following 9/11. Bush’s “zero sum think-
ing” is reflected in his statement that: “Every nation in every region now has a decision to
make. Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists” (Italics added).156 This suggests a
co-constitutive discursive battlefield in which the framing approaches of terrorist groups
and state agents draw on the diction and imageries of each other.

Similarly, Boko Haram uses the war against infidel frame to accentuate its perceived pre-
ordained victory against the infidels. This narrative is used to assure the world that despite
what it calls the “evil planning” by the United States, Israel, and the United Nations, Boko
Haram cannot be defeated as it is supported by an otherworldly power. Shekau argues that
“Allah has proved too difficult for the infidel.… Allah has proved too difficult for the United
States, Allah has proved too difficult for a plane called drone. … Allah is mightier than
everyone.”157

Conclusion

Ideology is neither textually constant nor invariant.158 Snow and Byrd have warned that “the
use of the concept of ideology is often encumbered by two misguided tendencies: the first is
to view ideology in a homogenized, monochromatic manner; the second is to conceptualize
it as a tightly coupled, inelastic set of values, beliefs, and ideas. Both of these tendencies cloud
our understanding of social movements in general and terrorist movements in particular.”159

Ideology shapes frames, but frames reflect a far more immediate and pragmatic response to
the external environment and internal dynamics of an organization. Frames have immediacy
and urgency that ideology may not fully address in specific contexts. This article has
attempted to unpack the content of Boko Haram’s ideology by examining the organization’s
framing of opponents, issues, and actions.

Understanding the frames deployed by a terrorist organization has policy benefits. Dem-
ant and de Graaf’s analysis of the deradicalization policy of the Dutch government vis-�a-vis
Moluccan and Islamic radicals demonstrate that “not only governmental interventions, but
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also the discourse that is produced or reinforced through these interventions, have a profound
effect on processes of deradicalization” (italics added).160 In dealing with Boko Haram,
authorities need to enact and implement policies imbued with narratives or frames to
counter the frames of Boko Haram. These discourses must also recognize the salience of his-
torical and cultural factors and the opacity of the organization’s commitment to Islam. For
instance, raids on Boko Haram’s camps have led to discovery of items such as solar panels,
condoms, cannabis, sexual performance enhancement drugs, and voodoo.161 Such items can
be effectively utilized in the battle for hearts and minds.

However, promoting appropriate discourses would be futile without major efforts to
improve the socioeconomic conditions in Nigeria in general and the North in particu-
lar. The economy as widely recognized has created a condition wherein young men
and women are willing and able (or unable to be unwilling) to join any organization
that meets their basic needs. Improving the economy would help to further diminish
the flow of volunteers to Boko Haram. It is also important to minimize repressive
actions by state agents. Repressive actions generally provide signifying “injustice sto-
ries”162 that may be embellished and used for recruitment and mobilization of support-
ers and sympathizers.

This article engages with the three core framing tasks and master frames of Boko Haram.
It demonstrates that Boko Haram’s framing strategies draw on the social conditions and cul-
tural reservoir in its domain of operations. This includes antipathy toward the West and
Western education, patriarchal beliefs about gender roles and the “place” of women, and the
contours of a widely popular Islamic movement that emerged in the early 1800s. Boko Har-
am’s framing is also shaped by state repression and the post-9/11 cosmic war discourse.
Overall, this article contributes to the literature on nonstructural aspects of Boko Haram’s
terrorist activities.
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