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Burning Borno: 
Applying System Justification Theory to the Violence of Boko Haram 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Boko Haram overtook ISIL to become the deadliest terrorist group in 2014 after an increase of 
317% in fatalities1. In the first six months of 2016 alone, the group has tallied 2,591 fatalities2. In 
the face of increasing violence, Nigeria’s Borno State continues to suffer the most, with multiple 
times the fatalities of its neighbor states.  Why would Boko Haram inflict the most pain on the 
very state that provides its center of operations, when its purported mission applies to the country 
as a whole? One can approach this question using System Justification Theory to examine if the 
cycle of violence, which began in earnest with the Bauchi prison attack in 2010, still carries 
momentum towards a political goal, or if Boko Haram’s operations are carried out to maintain 
power within the status quo. 
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1 Institute for Economics and Peace. (n.d.). Global Terrorism Index 2015: Measuring and Understanding the Impact 
of Terrorism. New York City: IEP. 
2 Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project. (2016) 2016 Realtime Complete Africa File: Through 4th June 
2016. Retrieved June 6, 2016, from www.acledata.com/data/realtime-data-2016 
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Introduction 
 

Boko Haram overtook ISIL to become the deadliest terrorist group in 2014 after an 
increase of 317% in fatalities3. In an effort to rid their country of apostates and implement Sharia 
law across the nation, Boko Haram has bombed, kidnapped, pillaged, and burned all that do not 
fall in line with their strict interpretation of the Quran. Although this violence is purported to 
work towards the group’s goals, Boko Haram carries out most of its attacks in the majority 
Muslim North of Nigeria instead of the Christian-dominated South. Moreover, Nigeria’s Borno 
State, the original home base for the terrorist group, continues to suffer the most, with multiple 
times the fatalities of its neighbor states. Why would Boko Haram inflict the most pain on the 
very state that provides its center of operations, when its purported mission applies to the country 
as a whole? One can approach this question using System Justification Theory to examine if the 
cycle of violence⎯begun in earnest with the Bauchi prison attack in 2010⎯ still carries 
momentum towards the group’s publicized goals, or if Boko Haram’s operations are carried out 
to maintain power within the status quo of violence and disruption. 

 
The central hypothesis of System Justification Theory is that individuals are motivated to 

justify, and thus perpetuate, the status quo of the systems in which their social group operates. 
This perpetuation plays into an individual or group’s innate desire for stability, a life with more 
knowns than the unknowns that inevitably come with change. As a result, those with power 
maintain dominance over those in the system who have less. Often, the powerful actor is a 
national government, a regime that aims to promote itself more than its people. Consequently, 
the Nigerian government benefits from instability caused by Boko Haram as it presents a prime 
excuse for the state’s negligence towards the impoverished northeast. Even more disturbing, 
however is how system justification benefits Boko Haram. Feeding off ongoing instability and 
conflict, the group is motivated to perpetuate the status quo of violence to continue their position 
of power in a region. Once this motivation is understood, it becomes clear that Boko Haram’s 
attacks serve as both means and ends to build upon its reign of terror.  
 
Foundations 
 
A Profile of Nigeria 
 
 Nigeria is Africa’s number one economy, with an estimated 2015 GDP of $1.1 trillion US 
dollars4. Matched with a population growth rate of 2.45% in what is already Africa’s most 
populous country of 181.5 million, the economic and political potential of Nigeria is undeniable. 
Moreover, 43% of the population is below the age of 15; 19% below the age of 25; and 30% 
below the age of 55, magnifying Nigeria’s powerful position within Africa and the international 
community in the coming decades (see Figure 1 on following page for age distribution)5. The 
                                                
3Institute for Economics and Peace. (n.d.). Global Terrorism Index 2015: Measuring and Understanding the Impact 
of Terrorism. New York City: IEP. 
4 Central Intelligence Agency. (2015). Retrieved from The World Factbook : 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.htm  
5 Ibid 
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domestic tensions surrounding this potential quickly become apparent, however, by looking at 
the geographic distribution of wealth and resources. As shown in Figure 2, the poverty rate 
increases towards the North, with the worst poverty rate found in the north-east (NE) of the 
country. Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the country’s Muslim population, which roughly 
correlates with the most impoverished regions. This uneven distribution of wealth is also 
apparent in “the lack of development, jobs, and investment in the north”6. The religious divide 
coupled with the unequal development between North and South has led to a historically 
prominent tension between the Muslim and Christian populations in Nigeria, so much so that the 
political system is based on presidential terms alternating between northern and southern 
candidates. Thus, as the South benefits from Africa’s burgeoning economy, the north has built up 
tangible grievances as its socioeconomic conditions fail to improve. It is within the scope of 
these grievances that Boko Haram has found support for its cause and justification for its 
violence, though the latter now threatens any hope of lifting the northeast out of its poverty. 
 
Figure 1. 7 
 

 
 
As represented above, Nigeria has a rapidly growing population. Currently, the income and resource distribution 
overwhelmingly favors the population in the southern regions, creating a large swell of impoverished, under- or un-
educated, sometimes orphaned youth in the northern territories.  
 
 
 
                                                
6 Ploch Blanchard, L. (2014). Nigeria's Boko Haram: Frequently Asked Questions. Current Politics and Economics 
of Africa, 7(2), 143-172. 
7 Central Intelligence Agency. (2015). Retrieved from The World Factbook : 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.htm  
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Figure 2. 8 
 

 
 
The map above is separated by voting regions. Nigeria is commonly referred to as having six distinct regions: north-
west, north-east, north-central, south-west, south-east, and south-south. These categorizations are implemented 
almost in concert with assumptions regarding poverty, religion, and political allegiances. As is made apparent here, 
poverty is concentrated in the northern regions, greatly affecting the political tensions between the north and south 
(which switch off in holding the Presidency as stated in the Nigerian constitution). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
8 Sowunmi, F. A., Akinyosoye, V. O., Okoruwa, V. O., & Omonona, B. T. (2012). The Landscape of Poverty in 
Nigeria: A Spatial Analysis Using Senatorial Districts-level Data. American Journal of Economics, 2(5), 61-74. 
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Figure 3.9 
 

 
 
A Profile of Boko Haram 
 
 The numerous factions present in Nigeria are mirrored in the inconsistent narrative 
ascribed to Boko Haram’s origins, purpose, and actions. Although the perceptions of Boko 
Haram vary across the geographic regions in Nigeria, for the sake of this paper the accepted 
international explanations regarding the group will be used. At its heart, Boko Haram is “a Sunni 
Islamist group, seeking to have Sharia (Islamic law) imposed in the north of Nigeria, and in some 
accounts to have a separate Islamic state”10. The group emerged in the early 2000s and called 
itself Jama’a Ahl as-Sunna Li-da’wa wa-al Jihad (“People Committed to the Propagation of the 
Prophet’s Teaching and Jihad”), remaining largely nonviolent while spreading their message to 

                                                
9 The Economist. (2015, February 7). Back Luck For Nigeria. The Economist. 
10 Elden, S. (2014, December). The geopolitics of Boko Haram and Nigeria's 'war on terror'. The Geographic 
Journal, 180(4), 414-425. 
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purify Islam in Nigeria by ridding the country of Western culture and education. After an 
increasing number of skirmishes with local police in the predominantly Muslim northeast where 
Boko Haram was based, the group’s nonviolent tactics came to end after its leader, Muhammed 
Yusuf, died in police custody in 2009. Boko Haram retreated from the public eye to regroup and 
reestablished its presence in September 2010 with an attack on a Bauchi state prison, freeing 
hundreds of its own members and officially declaring war against the state11.  
 
 Boko Haram traces its origins back to the northeastern region of Nigeria, specifically the 
city of Maiduguri in the Borno State. Northern Nigeria has experienced a heavily Muslim 
influence for generations, including the Muslim Brotherhood movement during the 1980s12. This 
wave of a stricter interpretation of Islam led to a fracturing of the Muslim community between 
those who chose to support the new view and those who either rejected the transition or remained 
neutral. It is within the former group that Muhammed Yusuf established himself as a prominent 
youth leader at a mosque in Maiduguri, Borno State, setting the stage for Boko Haram’s home 
base in the future. Since 2002, the city served as the center of preaching to what would 
ultimately become Boko Haram and it continues to be the epicenter of the group’s actions and 
recruitment. Ironically, the Borno State has also been victim of the greatest concentration of 
Boko Haram attacks, with 57% of incidents from June through December 2014 occurring within 
the state. The second most affected state is Adamawa, on Borno’s southern border13. 
 

Boko Haram draws its members mainly from “disaffected youth, unemployed high 
school and university graduates, and destitute children, mostly from but not limited to northern 
Nigeria”14. As laid out in Onuoha’s report, Why Do Youth Join Boko Haram?, the group builds 
its membership by taking advantage of illiteracy, ignorance of religious teachings, 
unemployment and poverty, alienation from home and society because of difficult upbringing, 
and widespread government corruption. Boko Haram has thus taken advantage of its 
environment, as Nigeria’s literacy rate is only 59.6%15, its youth unemployment rate is 14%16, 
and it ranks 136th out of 167 on Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions 
Index17. The violence perpetuated by Boko Haram in the northeast exacerbates these statistics, 
creating a closed loop in which the citizens of their home state of Borno are increasingly 
entrenched in a world of poverty and socioeconomic depravity. In this sense, the group’s tactics 
perpetuate regional instability that supports recruitment and territorial power. The constant 
attacks in Borno, however, do not align with the proposed goals and rhetoric of Boko Haram as 
they threaten the Muslim community more than the Christian population, within which the 
condemned Western culture and education is harbored. These trends of violence and rhetoric will 
be explored in the following two sections. 
                                                
11 Ploch Blanchard, L. (2014). Nigeria's Boko Haram: Frequently Asked Questions. Current Politics and Economics 
of Africa, 7(2), 143-172. 
12 Aliyu, A., Moorthy, R., & Azizan Bin Idris, N. (2015). Towards Understanding the Boko Haram Phenomenon in 
Nigeria. Asian Social Science, 11(10), 317. 
13 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START). (2015). Retrieved from 
Global Terrorism Database: http://www.start.umd.edu/gtd  
14 Onuoha, F. C. (2014). Why Do Youth Join Boko Haram? Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace. 
15 Central Intelligence Agency. (2015). Retrieved from The World Factbook : 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/index.htm  
16 The World Bank. (2014). World Development Indicators. World Bank Group. 
17 Transparency International. (2015). Corruption Perceptions Index 2015. Transparency International. 
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The Paradox 
 
Boko Haram Violence vs. Rhetoric 
 
 To lay the groundwork to apply System Justification Theory in the next section, this 
section provides insight to the levels of violence perpetuated by Boko Haram in contrast to the 
rhetoric toted as the group’s central goals and explanations of their targets. These points are 
enumerated in statements made by members, shown below. 
 

1. Ultimate Goal: “Only battle, hitting, striking and killing with gun which we long for like 
tasty meal. This what we believe in and fight for. Our goal is to see only Koran being 
followed on earth. This is our focus.”18 

2. Targets: “We kill government functionaries, security agents, Christians and anyone who 
pretends to be a Muslim but engage in assisting security agents to arrest us…we only kill 
unbelievers.”19 

3. Justification for violence: “…there will certainly be a day when God will make things 
clear for the whole world to understand where we stand. To those that we kill, it has been 
established that they have constituted themselves as affront to the cause of God.”20 

 
Although the rhetoric maintained by Boko Haram leadership may vary with regards to 
inflammatory phrasing and condemnation of the West, the core tenants of the group’s violence 
are those listed above. In its march towards achieving an Islamic Nigeria, its “brutality, savagery, 
wanton destruction, callousness” and scope has become second to none in the world of terror21. 
Upon close inspection, however, this march seems to be taking Boko Haram in circles within the 
northeast, unleashing violence against the very region it uses as a home base and recruiting 
center, only worsening the socioeconomic depravity for the devout Muslims Boko Haram claims 
to fight for. 
 
 A glaring inconsistency in this image of freedom fighting in the name of religious purity 
is the fact that Boko Haram attacks have not exclusively or primarily targeted Christians. 
Moreover, it has not been “government functionaries” that have experienced the brunt of the 
group’s attacks, but private citizens (although that term may be subject to manipulation by Boko 
Haram as applying to any individual who, in their eyes, is against Islam and therefore aligns with 
the state).22  Also found in the IEP “Global Terrorism Index” report was the consistent trend of 

                                                
18 Audu, O. (2014, November 1). Full Transcript of Shekau's latest video on ceasefire deal, Chibok girls. Retrieved 
from Premium Times of Nigeria: http://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/170441-full-transcript-of-shekaus-latest-
video-on-ceasefire-deal-chibok-girls.html  
19 Olaniyan, A., & Asuelime, L. (2014). Boko Haram Insurgency and the Widening of Cleavages in Nigeria. African 
Security, 7(2), 91-109 
20 Brinkel, T., & Ait-Hida, S. (2012). Boko Haram and Jihad in Nigeria. South African Journal of Military Studies, 
40(2), 1-21. 
21 Olaniyan, A., & Asuelime, L. (2014). Boko Haram Insurgency and the Widening of Cleavages in Nigeria. African 
Security, 7(2), 91-109 (p.91) 
22 Institute for Economics and Peace. (n.d.). Global Terrorism Index 2015: Measuring and Understanding the 
Impact of Terrorism. New York City: IEP. 
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violence in the northeast, where Boko Haram is based, with the worst attack of 2014 occurring in 
a mosque in Borno.23 In referring back to Figure 3, it is clear that the attacks are thus harming 
more Muslims than Christians due to the sheer population density of the former in the northern 
region of the country. Not only are the attacks killing civilians, but they have destroyed centers 
of commerce, education, and agriculture, rendering life in the state of Borno and its neighbors a 
daily struggle. How, then, do Boko Haram’s attacks support its claimed goal of furthering 
Qur’anic teachings in and ousting Western culture from Nigeria? How does the perpetual cycle 
of destruction in the Muslim communities of the North threaten the proclaimed Christian 
enemies in the South? How does the continual instability caused by Boko Haram align with their 
greater cause? These questions can be answered by applying System Justification Theory to the 
actions of Boko Haram, showing that the group’s current state is simply self-serving for the 
leadership, and that actors within the Nigerian government may benefit from its perpetuation as 
well. 
 
System Justification Theory and Boko Haram 
 

As mentioned earlier, the central hypothesis of System Justification Theory is that 
individuals are motivated to justify, and thus perpetuate, the status quo of the systems in which 
their social group operates24. In other words, instead of passively operating within status systems, 
system justification theory proposes that actors actively maintain and legitimize frameworks of 
society to serve their own interests of establishing a positive and distinct identity. Boko Haram’s 
early identity was built upon acting on behalf of the impoverished, disadvantaged Muslims of the 
North by decrying Western-style consumerism and upholding a strict interpretation of the 
Islamic faith to be the solution to the country’s failing governance. From this angle, Boko Haram 
was striving to better their societal position, gaining a more positive and distinct identity for its 
ingroup. This façade is quickly broken, however, when one looks at the patterns of violence 
mentioned above. The group attacks soft targets, bombs and burns towns to the point of 
disrupting farming and limiting the transit of basic goods to local markets, as well as deterring 
any investment in the area that could possible ameliorate its socioeconomic status25. Thus, in 
many tangible ways, Boko Haram’s actions no longer support the original search for that positive 
and distinct identity as a group fighting for their fellow oppressed Muslims. They do, however, 
contribute to a perpetual state of instability that serves Boko Haram leadership well in 
contributing to their perceived power. Thus, there seems to have been a marked shift in priorities, 
from a leadership that sought to shine light on social injustices, economic hardships, and 
encourage Islam to be the vessel of change, to a leadership content on driving its proclaimed 
people further into poverty. Ironically, the key feature of this shift is the lack of parallel change 
in Boko Haram rhetoric; the espoused goals, remaining largely the same, no longer logically 
align with the group’s actions. It is in this sense that System Justification Theory applies to the 
current path of Boko Haram. 

 

                                                
23 Institute for Economics and Peace. (n.d.). Global Terrorism Index 2015: Measuring and Understanding the 
Impact of Terrorism. New York City: IEP. Pg. 22. 
24 Rubin, M., & Hewstone, M. (2004). Social Identity, System Justification, and Social Dominance: Commentary on 
Reicher, Jost et al., and Sidanius et al. Political Psychology, 25(6), 823-844. 
25 Ploch Blanchard, L. (2014). Nigeria's Boko Haram: Frequently Asked Questions. Current Politics and Economics 
of Africa, 7(2), 143-172. 
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Boko Haram recruits heavily from demographics that have high illiteracy, low 
employment, and minimal education. By literally eradicating education from region through 
destroying schools and assassinating educators, the group ensures a steady flow of youth 
susceptible to radicalization. By creating a dangerously volatile environment in the northeast, the 
group contributes to unemployment by deterring investment and disrupting local economic 
centers. In this way, Boko Haram’s violence is a self-serving method to solidify its power in the 
northeast. If the leadership were to fulfill its goals of removing Christianity from the country 
(and with it, western influence), the violence would have to be exported to the south. In doing so, 
the concentration of Boko Haram’s power would be spread thin and the group itself would be 
more vulnerable to attacks and dismantling. Thus, the terror reigning over the Borno state and 
others is no more than a selfish maintenance of power and identity for the Boko Haram 
leadership and does not further the group’s purported cause. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Aside from posing a timely example of failed counterterrorism strategies, the 
perpetuating violence of Boko Haram proves intriguing from a psychological standpoint. The 
group holds as its main objectives the expulsion of western influence and the implementation of 
Sharia law across the country, proclaiming any who stand opposed to that objective as enemies. 
Logically, the basis for Boko Haram operations has remained in the majority Muslim north-
eastern corner of Nigeria. However, the same geographic space that theoretically provides the 
group with more support because of religious similarities is also that most razed by Boko Haram 
attacks. The northeastern state of Borno served as the original home base for Boko Haram 
organization and recruitment but has suffered exponentially higher levels of violence than its 
neighbors26. If ridding the land of apostates in order to implement Sharia law in Nigeria is indeed 
the main goal of Boko Haram, why do their attacks continue to target Muslim majority states? If 
expelling Western influence from Nigeria is the means to this end, why is the group’s focus not 
on the Christian population of the South? The fiery rhetoric and violence that brought Boko 
Haram to the world’s attention no longer align with the goals used to justify their fight. The 
initial motivations that led Boko Haram to terrorism were undoubtedly real, socioeconomic 
grievances that continue to this very day. As the fight wears on, however, and those grievances 
fail to be addressed, Boko Haram leadership benefits more from the power garnered through fear 
than through laying down arms. In other words, Boko Haram will continue to be the sole victor 
in its brutal war against innocent civilians until incentivized to change course. 

 
It remains important to note that while Boko Haram leadership benefits from the current 

status quo, Nigerian government leaders use the terrorist group’s power as an excuse for the 
ongoing socioeconomic depravity in the northeast. By blaming the violence for the paltry living 
conditions in the region, the government turns a blind eye on the obvious lack of development 
that has plagued states like Borno for generations and inspired Boko Haram’s creation. This act 
of scapegoating leads to deepening distrust towards the government by citizens in the northeast, 
fueling the grievances of potential Boko Haram recruits and further perpetuating the destructive 
status quo. 

                                                
26 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. (2015). UCPD Conflict Encyclopedia. (U. University, Producer) Retrieved 
January 30, 2016, from www.ucdp.uu.se/database  
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Nigeria is losing its battle against Boko Haram, evident by the fact that the group 
surpassed the Islamic State in number of casualties in 201427; casualties attributed to Boko 
Haram tally 2,591 in the first half of 2016 alone28. Although the group’s attacks typically remain 
focused against domestic infrastructure and government, Boko Haram’s allegiances to al-Qaida 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) in 2009, its pledge of allegiance to ISIS in March of 2015,29 its 
cross-border attacks into neighboring countries, and attacks on international buildings 
demonstrate an increasing international focus by the group, which requires attention beyond the 
Nigerian government.30 The porosity of Nigeria’s borders combined with Boko Haram’s growing 
international presence through ties in the global terrorist network and attention in the media have 
transformed a domestic issue into an international concern. What began as a violent uprising 
against poverty is evolving into a destructive reign of terror driven by the inertia of system 
justification, harming millions in its path. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Blog posts and analysis papers represent personal opinions of individual authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of Ramen IR, other authors, or any of their organizations or 
affiliations. 

                                                
27 Institute for Economics and Peace. (n.d.). Global Terrorism Index 2015: Measuring and Understanding the 
Impact of Terrorism. New York City: IEP. 
28 Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project. (2016) 2016 Realtime Complete Africa File: Through 4th June 
2016. Retrieved June 6, 2016, from www.acledata.com/data/realtime-data-2016  
29 “Nigeria’s Boko Haram pledges allegiance to Islamic State”. (2015, Mar 7). BBC News. 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-31784538  
30 Brinkel, T., & Ait-Hida, S. (2012). Boko Haram and Jihad in Nigeria. South African Journal of Military Studies, 
40(2), 1-21 


