Journal of Global Security Studies, 11(1), 2026, ogaf037
https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogaf037
Research article

OXFORD

Fractured Brotherhoods: Ethnic Identity in
Multi-Ethnic Violent Political Groups

Makena N. Micheni

University of Oxford, UK

*Corresponding author: University of Oxford, UK. Email: Makena.micheni@Imh.ox.ac.uk

Makena N. Micheni is a Levin Junior Research Fellow at Lady Margaret Hall, University of Oxford. Her research focuses on terrorism,
political violence, identity, resistance, and state coercion. She has conducted extensive fieldwork in Nigeria, Kenya, and Lebanon, using
ethnographic and interview-based methods to examine the lived dynamics of conflict. Across her scholarship, Makena is committed to
advancing critical approaches to security studies and bridging academic research with broader policy and societal debates.

Abstract

This paper explores the critical role of pre-existing social networks in determining the organizational integration or fragmenta-
tion of armed groups, with a particular focus on sub-Saharan Africa. Ethnic networks and structures have historically shaped
conflicts in this region, such as the civil wars in Burundi and Nigeria. Although some contemporary armed groups, especially
religious extremists in Somalia, Nigeria, and Mali, claim to transcend ethnic identities, maintaining cohesion in ethnically
heterogeneous groups remains challenging. Effective socialization of combatants is essential for ensuring homogeneity and
commitment, as individuals possess multiple overlapping social and political identities. Implementing socialization methods,
such as ideological education, helps unify members and maintain organizational coherence despite diverse backgrounds.
However, these efforts often face barriers, and ethnicity can remain a dominant factor. Through interviews with Boko Haram
ex-combatants in Northern Nigeria (2019-2023), this study examines when, why, and how ethnicity becomes foregrounded
within armed groups, overriding intended supra-identities. The findings reveal that unit leaders’ pathways to leadership and
their socialization into Boko Haram are primary determinants of ethnic foregrounding. Leaders promoted without full social-
ization are more likely to retain ethnic sentiments and exhibit bias toward co-ethnics, influencing reward, punishment, and
military operations.

Resumen

Este articulo estudia el papel fundamental que juegan las redes sociales preexistentes en la determinacion de la integracion
o la fragmentacion organizativa de los grupos armados, con un enfoque particular en el Africa subsahariana. Las redes y las
estructuras étnicas han influido histéricamente sobre los conflictos de esta regién, como, por ejemplo, las guerras civiles en
Burundi y Nigeria. Aunque existen algunos grupos armados contemporaneos, especialmente los extremistas religiosos en
Somalia, Nigeria y Mali, los cuales afirman trascender las identidades étnicas, mantener la cohesién en grupos étnicamente
heterogéneos sigue representando un desafio. La socializacién efectiva de los combatientes resulta esencial para garantizar
la homogeneidad y el compromiso, ya que los individuos poseen multiples identidades sociales y politicas superpuestas.
El hecho de implementar métodos de socializacion, tales como la educacion ideoldgica, ayuda a unificar a los miembros
y a mantener la coherencia organizacional, a pesar de sus diferentes origenes. Sin embargo, estos esfuerzos, a menudo,
tienen que enfrentarse a diferentes obstéculos, y, en estos casos, la etnia puede seguir siendo un factor dominante. Este
estudio llevd a cabo entrevistas con excombatientes de Boko Haram en el norte de Nigeria entre 2019 y 2023. Esto nos
permite analizar cuando, por qué y como la etnicidad se vuelve prominente dentro de los grupos armados y sobrepasa las
supraidentidades intencionales. Nuestras conclusiones revelan que las vias hacia el liderazgo de los lideres de unidad, asi
como su grado de socializacién en Boko Haram, son determinantes principales del predominio étnico. Aquellos lideres que
ascienden sin haber llevado a cabo una socializacion completa tienen mas probabilidades de conservar sentimientos étnicos
y de mostrar sesgo hacia los miembros de su mismo grupo étnico. Esto, en consecuencia, influye en las recompensas, los
castigos y las operaciones militares.

Résumeé

Cet article s'intéresse au roéle critique des réseaux sociaux préexistants dans la détermination de I'intégration organisa-
tionnelle ou de la fragmentation des groupes armés, en se concentrant plus particulierement sur IAfrique subsaharienne.
Historiquement, les réseaux et structures ethniques ont faconné les conflits dans cette région, a l'instar des guerres civiles
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au Burundi ou au Nigeria. Bien que certains groupes armés contemporains, notamment les extrémistes religieux en Soma-
lie, au Nigeria ou au Mali, affirment transcender les identités ethniques, le maintien de la cohésion dans des groupes aux
ethnies hétérogenes reste un défi. Une socialisation efficace des combattants est déterminante pour garantir I'homogénéité
et I'engagement, car les individus possédent nombre d'identités sociales et politiques qui se chevauchent. La mise en ceu-
vre de méthodes de socialisation, telles que I'éducation idéologique, contribue a unifier les membres et a maintenir la
cohérence de I'organisation malgré la diversité des parcours. Néanmoins, ces efforts rencontrent souvent des obstacles,
et I'ethnie peut rester un facteur dominant. Par le biais d'entretiens avec d'anciens combattants de Boko Haram dans le
nord du Nigeria (2019-2023), cette étude examine quand, pourquoi et comment |'origine ethnique est placée au premier
plan au sein des groupes armés, passant outre le désir de supra-identité. Les conclusions révelent que la fagcon dont les
chefs d'unité accedent au pouvoir et leur socialisation dans Boko Haram constituent des déterminants essentiels de la mise
de I'ethnie au premier plan. Les chefs promus sans étre complétement socialisés ont plus de chances de conserver des
sentiments ethniques et de présenter des biais a I'égard des membres de la méme ethnie, ce qui aura une incidence sur
les récompenses, les punitions et les opérations militaires.

Key words: socialization; fragmentation; ethnicity; conflict; extremism.
Palabras clave: Socializacion; Fragmentacion; Etnicidad; Conflicto; Extremismo.
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Introduction Green 2016; Checkel 2017). This process is par-
ticularly important because individuals carry mul-
tiple, overlapping social and political identities that
can be emphasized differently depending on context
(McCauley 2017). Through mechanisms such as ide-
ological education, groups seek to unify members
and maintain organizational coherence despite di-
verse backgrounds and identities. Socialization, in
this sense, entails the comprehensive adoption of
a group’s ideology and identity, superseding previ-
ously held affiliations and belief systems. Checkel’s
notion of “Type II” socialization captures this deep-
est form, marked by a high level of internalization

To what extent does ethnicity influence cohesion in
insurgent organizations that are ethnically heteroge-
neous and ideologically committed to transcending
ethnic identity? This question is closely tied to the
organizational foundations of insurgent groups. As
highlighted by Paul Staniland, the structure of pre-
existing social networks upon which an armed group
is built plays a crucial role in determining its or-
ganizational integration or fragmentation (Staniland
2012). This insight is particularly relevant in the sub-
Saharan context, where societal networks, in particu-
lar ethnic networks and structures, have often shaped

conflicts (Horrowitz 1985; Gurr 1993; Sambanis and commitment to collectiv.e goals that goes be-
2001; ; Ilorah 2009; Wimmer et al. 2010; Balcells yond mere loyalty or compliance (Checkel 2017).

et al. 2016, 167; Kasara 2017; Lewis 2017; Haysom Such profound socialization is most characteristic
2015) Y ’ ’ of ideologically driven armed groups, in contrast

Historically, many conflicts in the region have to those that rely primarily on material incentives,

been shaped by ethnic dynamics, as seen in the civil such as financial rewards, to secure membership.

. . L Within armed groups, this distinction underscores
wars in Burundi and Nigeria. Today, however, some ¢ groups, this di .
cularly reliod : how mechanisms of socialization vary according to
armed groups, particularly religious extremist or-

ganizations in Somalia, Nigeria, and Mali, position the specific goals and ideologies that underpin the or-

themselves as transcending ethnic identities. Despite gaIIl_;zanon. h ffort ¢ al
these claims, the reality of sustaining cohesion and OWEVET, these €HIorts are not always success-

S . . ful and can encounter various barriers and chal-
viability in ethnically heterogeneous groups remains . , o
challenging lenges. Despite a group’s governing ideology meant

However, it is important to note that not all groups to dt raqscen:i fet}tlmalgy, ethn1c1tir sometlrrllgs trem.alns
aim to transcend. As noted by Benstead and Van a dommant factor. for exampie, several Iterviews

Lehman (2021) as well as Revkin and Wood (2021), “.’ith Boko Haram ex-combatants in Northern I\.Tig.e—
some groups actively perpetuate ethnic differences. @ betweeg 2019 apd 2(1023. revialed thaf Wéthlln
While their analysis focuses on women, whose expe- ~ SO™M¢ com atant units, despite the groups 1deol-

riences would naturally differ from those of active ogy that transcende.d ethnl'c1ty, at times, thnlaty
o . was foregrounded, influencing unit dynamics and
combatants, it is important to recognize that groups

c
engage with ethnicity in varied ways, deploying it cohesion.

strategically depending on the specific needs and ob- Therefore,l the p Urpose of this paper is to fur-
o e ther probe this dynamic. In particular, the paper asks
jectives of the organization.

Nevertheless, these dynamics underscore why ' %All names and other identifying information are

armed groups must effectively socialize their combat- anonymized to protect interviewee confidentiality. This study

ants to build cohesion and commitment (; Hoover was approved under LSE’s Research Ethics Committee: REC ref.
> 000940b.
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when, why, and how ethnicity becomes foregrounded
within armed groups, overriding the intended supra-
identity, despite efforts and claims of cross-ethnic in-
clusivity.

This paper demonstrates that the salience of eth-
nicity within Boko Haram is neither fixed nor univer-
sal; rather, it varies according to patterns of combat-
ant socialization and the mechanisms through which
leaders are elevated. Ethnic foregrounding becomes
most visible in instances of incomplete or unsuccess-
ful socialization, where the weight of ethnic identity,
and its effects on cohesion, is filtered through unit
leaders, who serve as the principal custodians of dis-
cipline and ideological orientation.

When leaders themselves are only weakly social-
ized into the group’s supra-ethnic identity, they are
more prone to tolerate, or even amplify, ethnic dy-
namics within their units. This tendency is closely
linked to the pathways through which they have at-
tained authority.

The route a leader takes to power, and the depth of
their ideological internalization, are therefore critical
determinants of whether unit cohesion is strength-
ened or eroded. Leaders promoted on the basis of re-
ligious knowledge and doctrinal reliability, typically
following sustained ideological training, are more
likely to embody the organization’s supra-ethnic
identity. They tend to mediate disputes through ap-
peals to shared doctrine and to treat subordinates
consistently across ethnic lines. By contrast, lead-
ers elevated primarily for battlefield performance or
ethnic affiliation often lack comparable ideological
grounding. As a result, they are more likely to re-
produce ethnic biases, enabling or even encouraging
ethnic favoritism within their units and thereby un-
dermining cohesion.

This bias is most evident in the management
of rewards, punishments, and military operations,
where ethnic ties provide an alternative and read-
ily available source of solidarity and belonging
when ideological socialization is weak. Taken to-
gether, these findings suggest that the salience of
ethnicity in insurgent groups is not merely an im-
ported cleavage, but an outcome shaped by the in-
teraction of socialization processes and leadership
trajectories.

By examining combatant unit dynamics, this pa-
per contributes to the expanding literature on com-
bat socialization and fragmentation, as well as the
broader study of how armed groups maintain cohe-
sion under strain. In particular, it offers a novel per-
spective on how different routes to leadership shape
socialization processes within units, and how these
processes in turn affect the balance between ethnic
affiliation and group-wide identity.

The paper proceeds by first reviewing existing
scholarship on rebel organizations, with particular

attention to combatant socialization, networks, and
mechanisms of cohesion. It then outlines the method-
ological approach and data sources. Next, the paper
situates Boko Haram within Nigeria’s ethnic land-
scape to highlight the salience of identity dynam-
ics. Building on this context, the core analysis ex-
amines how leadership within units, and the routes
through which individuals attain leadership, shape
unit-level socialization, thereby influencing cohesion
and amplifying (or mitigating) ethnic divisions. The
conclusion draws these threads together, clarifying
how leadership pathways and socialization processes
jointly explain the salience of ethnicity in non-ethnic
groups.

Pre-Existing Social Networks

Scholars of insurgent organizations emphasize how
pre-existing social networks shape both their for-
mation and evolution. Staniland’s social-institutional
theory highlights that the structure of these net-
works conditions whether armed groups integrate or
fragment (Staniland 2012, 142). Schlichte similarly
stresses that groups cannot invent new social orders
but instead reproduce the concepts of power, alle-
giances, and socialization already present in the soci-
eties from which they emerge (Schlichte 2009, 154).
In sub-Saharan Africa, ethnic kinship ties often pro-
vide the most salient of these pre-existing structures.

Indeed, ethnic affinity is regarded as a strong
motivator for loyalty and is a readily identifiable
trait (Oppenheim et al. 2015, 796). With regard
to, though not limited to, armed groups, ethnicity
can be a powerful lever for legitimacy and commit-
ment, offering not only solidarity but also protec-
tion and access to resources. Participation may even
be driven less by ideology than by the risks of non-
participation within a co-ethnic community (Kocher
and Kalyvas 2007). In this sense, rebellion can be a
strategy to mitigate, rather than assume, risk.

Yet as groups expand beyond homogeneous ori-
gins, which holds logistical benefits (Lewis 2017),
they confront the challenge of incorporating diverse
constituencies, all of which can introduce fractures
that test organizational coherence (Schlichte 2009,
154). Socialization and fragmentation scholarship
thus helps explain how these inherited social struc-
tures both enable cohesion and generate internal ten-
sions as groups evolve.

Strategies of Compliance: Socialization and
Ideology

Research on combat socialization demonstrates that
combatants vary in the depth of their commitment,
ranging from instrumental compliance to deep in-
ternalization of group goals (Checkel 2017). Schol-
ars identify several mechanisms driving these out-



comes: education, training, and indoctrination; co-
erced participation in violence that forges shared
bonds; and ideology, which prescribes institutions
and strategies for achieving the group’s objectives
and shapes patterns of behavior (Ugarriza and Craig
2012; Sanin and Wood 2014; Costalli and Ruggeri
2015; Ahmad 2016; Hoover Green 2016; Ahmodov
and Hughes 2017; Cohen 2017; Wood and Thomas
2017). Such processes are critical for explaining how
armed groups sustain cohesion beyond material in-
centives and short-term survival.

At the same time, organizational practices such as
combatant promotion and leadership selection inter-
sect with, rather than stand apart from, these social-
ization processes. Leaders shape the duration of con-
flicts (Tierney 2015; Cunningham & Sawyer 2019;
Doctor 2021), as well as the behavior of combatants
and the organization of group operations (Weinstein
2006; Lidow 2016; Acosta et al. 2023; Doctor et al.
2024). As Ortiz 2025, 1913) notes, rebel leaders who
have undergone the non-state group training “can
better socialize their fighters strategically using the
methods they themselves have experienced in their
training.” Yet, despite these insights, the literature
still leaves important questions about the nuances of
how, and on what basis, leaders are promoted within
insurgent organizations.

Moreover, socialization efforts frequently en-
counter obstacles. Vertical transmission of norms
from commanders to subordinates (Matfess 2023)
can be resisted, even by highly trained or seemingly
well-integrated fighters (Manekin 2017). This high-
lights a broader tension in the literature: while social-
ization can foster cohesion, it may also fail, opening
space for disobedience, resistance, or fragmentation.

Studies of fragmentation approach this issue from
two perspectives (Woldemariam 2018). Structural
explanations link the propensity for division to
factors such as resource bases, social foundations,
or founding ideologies (Weinstein 2006; Staniland
2012). Temporal explanations, by contrast, empha-
size the role of leadership and shifting contexts in
determining when groups splinter (Woldemariam
2018). Leadership experience appears especially sig-
nificant: groups led by militarily trained leaders are
more likely to remain cohesive, while those under
political leaders often struggle with the demands of
insurgency and are more prone to fragmentation
(Doctor 2021).

Overall, this scholarship underscores both the
promise and the limits of combat socialization. It
can cultivate durable bonds and commitment, but its
success depends on organizational structures, lead-
ership, and broader social foundations. The paper
therefore contributes to leadership scholarship by
highlighting how and why leaders are promoted, but
chiefly by demonstrating how these leadership dy-
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namics shape socialization processes and, in turn,
patterns of cohesion and fragmentation.
Understanding when and why these processes
break down remains an important frontier for re-
search, and it is this tension between cohesion and
fragmentation that this paper seeks to address.

Methodology

In order to understand how ethnicity affected group
cohesion and was foregrounded in some units and
not others, the paper relies on a total of ninety-
five interviews conducted by myself and my two re-
search assistants, Nasirx and Musax*, in Maiduguri
and Bama between 2019 and 2023 across three field-
work visits. The research began in an exploratory
manner, with each visit allowing me to refine and
adapt my approach in order to better capture the
lived experiences of individuals from different eth-
nic groups within and across various units. The in-
terviews involved a range of participants, including
local Borno residents, NGO staff, local leaders, in-
ternally displaced people (IDPs), and ex-combatants.
Nigeria and Boko Haram were chosen because the
ethnic dynamics at play within Boko Haram re-
flect patterns observable across much of sub-Saharan
Africa, making it a compelling context for examining
how ethnicity interacts with insurgent organization
and socialization.

Among these interviews, fifty-two were conducted
with ex-combatants from various Boko Haram fac-
tions, aged 18-45, representing eight different eth-
nic backgrounds.? While the Kanuri made up the
majority (approximately 65 percent), the interviews
also included several ex-combatants from the Mafa,
Margi, Waha, Shua Arab, Bolawa, Ngarmagu, and
Fulani ethnic groups. Of those interviewed, six had
held leadership positions, with only two of them not
being Kanuri (one Mafa and one Ngarmagu).

To identify individuals for interviews, both Musa
and Nasir leveraged their local networks in both
Bama and Maiduguri. In Maiduguri, Nasir and I
travelled to different IDP camps within the city, iden-
tifying willing participants with the assistance of lo-
cal interlocutors, including an ex-Boko Haram com-
mander. In Bama, Musa, who had previously worked
on a resettlement project for ex-combatants, lever-
aged his networks within the town to access a wide
sample of individuals whom he could contact and in-
vite for interviews.

2 Although Boko Haram has evolved significantly since its in-
ception, the realities of conducting fieldwork with combatants
make it nearly impossible to isolate a controlled sample com-
prised solely of ISWAP members. Many of the fighters inter-
viewed had moved between Boko Haram, JAS, and ISWAP over
time, blurring the lines between the two factions. This fluidity
meant that the insights gathered reflected experiences and social-
ization processes across both groups.
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The use of two study sites originated out of ne-
cessity due to ongoing government restrictions at the
Hajj camp, which housed ex-combatants in Maid-
uguri, and the closure of IDP camps in Maiduguri
in 2021. However, it also enabled me to access a
broader sample of respondents from across Borno
State, thereby reducing the potential effects of selec-
tion bias. Both Bama and Maiduguri served as valu-
able locations for this research, hosting diverse indi-
viduals from multiple ethnic groups across the state.
This diversity allowed me to identify respondents
with a wide array of experiences and backgrounds,
representing various ethnic identities.

One-to-one semi-structured interviews served as
the best possible medium to collect the type of data
required, as the questioning style helped create a
more relaxed atmosphere and helped interview re-
spondents feel more comfortable. Additionally, all
the interviews were conducted in private in Hausa
or Kanuri, either in a makeshift home in IDP camps
or a local office that was rented out, in order to en-
sure the anonymity of those interviewed.?> The use
of interviews was critical to uncovering the internal
dynamics and lived experiences within these groups.
Such qualitative engagement provides depth and nu-
ance that would not be attainable through secondary
data alone, offering unique insights into how social-
ization, leadership, and ethnic identity shape organi-
zational cohesion and fragmentation.

Before commencing each interview, oral consent
was obtained following an explanation of the pur-
pose of the research. There was only one instance
where an interview was terminated before starting,
after the respondent seemed agitated. However, in all
other interviews, after consent was given, each inter-
view began with some simple questions that focused
on the respondent’s background. For example, we
asked where respondents were born, how many sib-
lings they had, what ethnicity they were, and what
ethnicity meant to them. These questions were all
probed to understand the individuals better and give
them time to get used to the interview format before
progressing to the more sensitive questions.

Following this, the interviews moved on to ques-
tions concerning the individuals’ experiences with
Boko Haram. In particular, for those individuals who
had either lived with or fought for the group, ques-
tions were centered around the respondent’s first in-
teraction and subsequent entry into the group. After
this line of inquiry, the interview questions focused
on the respondent’s experience living with the group

3 While there are many different ethnic groups and ultimately
many ethnic languages in Northern Nigeria, Hausa, and Kanuri
are widely spoken throughout Borno, irrespective of a person’s
ethnic group. Additionally, because of the large number of Kanuri
people in Boko Haram, many people who lived with the group
learned Kanuri; therefore, speaking Kanuri or Hausa did not feel
foreign.

and the people they lived with. In particular, the ques-
tions focused on the nature of the respondent’s unit,
including the demographics, the leadership, group
operations, and disputes. These questions were de-
veloped and used in order to uncover any variation
in experience as well as the driving reason for this.

Each interview lasted between 1 and 2 h and was
recorded on a device and immediately uploaded to
a secure online drive. While both Musa and Nasir
translated the interviews they conducted for me, my
project heavily relied on an interpretivist sensibility,
considering that the role and effect of ethnicity are
not predetermined but depend on the individual and
circumstances. This meant I was interested in cap-
turing the meaning conveyed by respondents, and I
felt it was important not to rely solely on Musa and
Nasir’s translations and interpretations.

Given their own positionality and knowledge of
the conflict, and how much I learned from each of
them, I was committed to ensuring I also had some
understanding of my respondents’ words indepen-
dent of the interpretations of Musa and Nasir. With
this in mind, I felt it was important to seek out addi-
tional translations, and I was able to recruit Hausa
and Kanuri speakers to assist in this pursuit. This
served both as a form of quality control and to ensure
I was not missing out on any information being given
during the interviews. Since my third translator had
not been involved in the interviewing and data col-
lection in any form, and was only tasked with trans-
lating the audio files shared word for word, the trans-
lation felt as neutral, impartial, and independent as I
could get.

Overall, this exercise proved very fruitful and vali-
dating, as, in addition to a great many commonalities
concerning the core themes, I also encountered a few
things that were translated differently by different
people. For example, during the interviews, the ques-
tion “what does peace mean to you?” was posed to
try to better understand each respondent’s position-
ality, as well as stagger the introduction of talking
about violence. I provide a specific example of some
of the divergences I encountered between translators
below.

In an interview with a Mafa ex-combatant, one
translator recorded his response as

[Peace is] to have no problems with anybody. So
that’s why it’s very good to live in peace and har-
mony with anybody. It is destined by God.”

Alternatively, the other translator recorded the
same respondent’s answer as

Peace is not bearing grudges against anyone and
I know that whatever happens to me in life has
already been destined by God.*

4 B1: Male, Mafa. Borno 2022.



Therefore, while both quotes capture very simi-
lar meanings, analyzing both together helped gain a
richer and more precise understanding of what was
shared during the interviews.

Nevertheless, throughout the project, Nasir and
Musa were invaluable to this research. This was
not only because they both had first-hand experi-
ence with Boko Haram’s activity in Borno, having
both lived through the height of the group’s expan-
sion. Their backgrounds also helped build rapport
with interviewees. As one interviewee mentioned to
Nasir during an interview: “you know what hap-
pened in Borno, you were here.” It was evident from
the rapport each was able to build with intervie-
wees that Nasir and Musa were much better posi-
tioned to build relationships that allowed respon-
dents to talk comfortably and freely about their ex-
periences. As LeeAnn Fujii comments in her reflec-
tions on relational interviewing, it is not always at-
tainable to build good rapport with interviewees, de-
spite textbook advice to this (Fujii 2018). The reality
is that structural, positional, and identity-based fac-
tors can intervene in this endeavor despite the effort
researchers may put into breaking down such barri-
ers. This is particularly true in contexts such as mine,
where insecurity and mistrust are rife.

Overall, by using an interpretivist approach, the
goal was not “to achieve a singularly accurate objec-
tive snapshot of the world, but to develop an expla-
nation of how people socially construct and under-
stand the world in which they are embedded and the
logics they use to navigate those worlds” (Fujii 2018,
74). As a result, while the interviews were aimed
at understanding ethnicity, they also helped gain a
deeper understanding of each respondent, and their
relationships to and characterizations of their own
life experiences.’

Overall, the utilization of the myriad tools em-
ployed, along with the invaluable contributions of
research assistants and translators, helped construct
and evaluate the papers’ hypotheses.®

Ethnicity and Identity

Ethnic identity in Nigeria, like in most parts of sub-
Saharan Africa, is the most visible and politically
salient form of identity. As Reed and Mberu (2015)
note: “In competitive and non-competitive settings,
Nigerians are more likely to define themselves in

5 As with all research of this kind, caution is warranted when
interpreting self-reported accounts of decision-making. To miti-
gate the risk of biased interpretations, I triangulated the accounts
of interviewees, both leaders and rank-and-file combatants, to
identify patterns. While this does not eliminate bias, it helps
reveal discrepancies between official narratives, individual self-
presentation, and the diverse influences shaping decision-making.

® Further methodological details regarding the ethical ap-
proach are provided in Online Appendix A.
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terms of their ethnic affinities than any other iden-
tity” (Reed and Mberu 20135, 419). Additionally, re-
ligious identity is also very important to individuals,
and often these two identity tropes are tightly inter-
twined. For example, almost all Hausa, Kanuri, and
Fulani people are Muslim; as a result, Islamic identity
is very much embedded within each group.

Regardless of any diversity based on ethnicity,
within Islam, the notion of Ummah means that all
followers are part of a unifying ideological com-
munity. However, even though membership of the
ummah ostensibly replaced the tribal loyalty for
Nigerian Muslims, it did not abolish it. Rather, it
only sought to change the hierarchy of an individ-
ual’s identities in society (Ataman 2003).

However, within the subcontinent of sub-Saharan
Africa, despite the significance and breadth of Is-
lam, ethnic identity is still an almost unshakable phe-
nomenon, and an individual’s ethnic identity often
carries a significant amount of sentimentality that
manifests as an identity that connects them to their
wider community—like an extended family.

In Borno itself, there is considerable hetero-
geneity, with the dominant ethnic group, the Ka-
nuri, residing in Abadam, Mobbar, Gubio, Guza-
mala, Kukawa, Nganzai, Monguno, Marte, Ngala,
Kaka-Balga, Dikwa, Bama, Konduga, Mafa, Kaga,
Magumeri, Damboa, and Maiduguri LGAs. The
Shuwa ethnic group is present in Mafa, Jere, Marte,
Monguno, Dikwa, Ngala, Kala-Balge, Bama, and
Koguda LGAs. Additionally, there are other ethnic
groups such as the Hausas in Askira and Maiduguri
LGAs, Babur-Bura in Biu, Hawul, Kwaya-Kusar,
Bayo, and Shani LGAs, Mandara in Gwoza LGA,
and Chibok in Chibok LGA (CIRDDOC 2016).

Boko Haram

Boko Haram is an Islamic extremist group that
originated in north-eastern Nigeria. The group was
founded by Mohammed Yusuf in 2002 and was led
by Abubakar Shekau after Yusuf’s death in 2009 un-
til Shekau’s death in 2021.

Initially starting as a mass religious movement that
demanded the incorporation of Sharia Law in Borno,
the group later transitioned to an armed struggle
(Thurston 2017) aimed at overthrowing Nigeria’s
secular government and establishing an Islamic state

Since its shift into violence, the group has con-
tinuously evolved, its leadership has changed, and
the group split in 2016 into two main competing
groups, namely JAS and the Islamic State in West
Africa Province (ISWAP).”

7 Splits within Boko Haram stemmed from disputes over
Shekau’s extreme violence against Muslims, his weak theological



Fractured Brotherhoods

Since 2009, more than 35,000 people have been
killed by the group, earning it the label of one of the
deadliest terrorist groups in the world (Afzal 2020).
Their tactics include killings, suicide bombings, ab-
ductions, torture, rape, forced marriages, and the
recruitment of child soldiers, as well as attacks di-
rected against government infrastructure, traditional
and religious leaders, and the civilian population.
Additionally, there are at least 1.8 million inter-
nally displaced persons in the north-eastern states of
Adamawa, Borno, and Yobe, and health services and
education have been severely disrupted. The group
has also carried out attacks in neighboring countries,
resulting in the killing and displacement of civilians
in Cameroon, Chad, and Niger (GCR2P 2023).

As aresult of an aggressive counteroffensive by the
Nigerian government and continued pressure from
the regional response teams provided by the Multi-
national Joint Task Force, the group has suffered
severe weakening. Furthermore, after the death of
Shekau, the former leader of JAS following infight-
ing between the two factions, a significant number
of fighters have left the group. However, while JAS is
believed to have been defeated, ISWAP is still known
to be active within the region.

While the precise ethnic composition of Boko
Haram is unknown, it is widely acknowledged that
the Kanuri ethnic group constituted the largest de-
mographic within the organization, reflecting the de-
mographics of Borno. Additionally, Boko Haram in-
cluded members from various other ethnic groups.
Despite the significant role of religion, ethnicity re-
mained a notable factor and held considerable senti-
ment for recruits both during recruitment and while
in the group.

In particular, when asked about their feelings to-
ward their identity, respondents, regardless of their
ethnic group, frequently emphasized its significance,
with one respondent stating that “no one denies their
identity.”® Similarly, as proclaimed by one Shua re-
spondent:

I am Shua by tribe. I am feeling like the most im-
portant person on earth and there is no other lan-
guage on earth that is better than me.’

Therefore, it was not surprising that following re-
cruitment, at times, insurgents from the same eth-
nic background often preferred to spend time to-
gether, rather than with those from other ethnic
backgrounds. This loyalty prevailed for many Boko

justification for leadership, and personal rivalries such as Mam-
man Nur’s leadership ambitions. While this important dynamic
lies beyond the scope of this paper, which focuses on ethnicity,
further detail would be needed to do it justice, though it does not
affect the main argument here.
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Haram members in spite of their group’s fairly di-
verse ethnic composition. Alex, a combatant from
Gwoza Local Government, reinforced this point,
noting that:

Sometimes those insurgents that are from the
same ethnic group prefer to hang out together.'”

However, this desire did not automatically lead to
fragmentation and factionalization within units and,
as will be explored in the following section, Boko
Haram was, in most instances, able to effectively en-
sure and protect cohesion and a shared sense of buy-
in, although there were instances where this was not
successful.

The Utility and Significance of Ethnicity and
the Leadership Effect

As previously noted, while Boko Haram did attract
fighters from various ethnic backgrounds, Kanuri
members constituted the majority of fighters in most
units. Moreover, historically, the group’s leadership
has been predominantly composed of Kanuri mem-
bers. This ultimately made the group more appealing
to their co-ethnics compared to other ethnic groups.
Such a dynamic constituted a far more complex soci-
ological process, created by the existing dynamics of
the border space (Mbowou 2017). Ethnicity provides
an effective recruitment tool because it offers a pre-
existing community through which ideology can be
spread, drawing on shared language, cultural prac-
tices, and identity markers that facilitate trust and
access.

For example, as was highlighted by one Kanuri ex-
commander:

The Kanuri... are the bedrock. Yeah, they are the
bedrock.... Even started the whole team. So the
reason why the Kanuri are the majority, because
you know even the founder of the sect is Kanuri,
that is Mohammed Yussuf.

... any place you go, if you preach to them in their
own, you know tribe, they will find it easier for
them to join. So that’s why they are the majori-
ty... because our fellow Kanuri are doing it, so
we thought it is a good thing.!!

Moreover, despite the group’s ideology rejecting
ethnic affinity or superiority, the Kanuri people were
often seen as the most respected. This was because,
as was explained by a number of respondents, “all
the leaders are Kanuri,” and because they “have the
largest population of members.”'?
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When asked how they felt about being the major-
ity or about being in the same ethnic group as the
leadership, almost all Kanuri respondents expressed
feelings of varying degrees of pride and happiness.
For example, one respondent noted that he found
“it was heart-warming knowing that my tribe’s men
were in the forefront of God’s work; so I was very
happy.”"?

The opposite sentiment was, therefore, felt at
times for minority ethnic group’s identity within a
given unit. For example, as one respondent noted
when asked about the least respected people in the
group, “I would say Wula. . . Because they are mi-
nority tribes in Borno.”'*

One benefit of the positionality held by the Ka-
nuri was the ability to dictate the group’s norms. This
ability, known as bargaining power, is contingent
on, among other things, control over the resources
(material or immaterial), for instance, if holding all
of the prominent leadership positions.

As Bunce and McElreath note, individuals from
an out-group (e.g. non-Kanuri) may adopt another
group’s norms as exposure to those norms, identifi-
cation with the out-group, and access to resources
controlled by it all shape norm adoption processes
(Bunce and McElreath 2017). This phenomenon was
similarly seen within Boko Haram. For example,
many non-Kanuri members interviewed learnt to
speak Kanuri while in the bush to better assimilate
with the wider community. For instance, one respon-
dent noted:

I was in the midst of two Kanuri and all of a
sudden, they started speaking Kanuri. Although
Hausa is the general language here but most times
when you have two or more Kanuri, they some-
times switch to Kanuri even though there are
other people that don’t understand Kanuri. This
has prompted me to learn the Kanuri language.'®

However, the majority of the leadership did not
encourage any sense of superiority based on ethnic-
ity. Instead, they focused on fostering a unified envi-
ronment and a shared sense of community and com-
mitment. And in most instances, the groups’ unify-
ing governing ideology was promoted above any eth-
nic sentiments. As was explained by a Kanuri ex-
combatant, “you know the leader is Kanuri, so if
everyone is not treated fairly, other tribes might not
support the cause.”'®As a result, many non-Kanuri
“didn’t feel anything because our religion was what
brought us together and not our tribes.”"”
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To achieve this shared sense of buy-in, as discussed
in the following sections, Boko Haram leadership
extensively focused on practices aimed at the com-
plete socialization and indoctrination of combatants.
It was only when these efforts were unsuccessful that
ethnicity was foregrounded, subsequently influenc-
ing group cohesion.

Combatant Socialization and the Role of
Leadership in Boko Haram

Combatant socialization is a critical component of
an insurgent group’s success, as it enables combat-
ants to operate as a unified body and carry out large-
scale violence often against non-combatant commu-
nities. To achieve this, insurgent groups use a vari-
ety of institutions to socialize new recruits into the
group’s governing ethos and ideology (Hoover Green
2017). These institutions are part of a broader reper-
toire of political (re)education, which is designed
to create a cohesive social community with shared
expectations about what is right (Manekin 2017).
These processes, when effective, deeply shape the be-
havior exhibited by the group and their ability to
work effectively together toward the same goal.

For Boko Haram, the two key institutions essen-
tial during combat socialization are ideological ed-
ucation and military training. Both are designed to
strip away pre-existing values, commitments, norms,
and identities, replacing them with the group’s single
cohesive governing ideology and identity. Ideological
education, in particular, is a key mechanism in the or-
ganization used to instill loyalty and unity.

As discussed earlier, all members of Boko Haram
interviewed, regardless of their ethnicity, hold their
ethnic identity in high regard. This is because it of-
ten carries a significant amount of sentimentality,
connecting the individual to their wider community,
similar to a relationship with extended family. Co-
ethnics often invoke shared common traits, including
language, to help cement these connections. For ex-
ample, many respondents noted that while they did
not look down on other tribes, they felt happy and
at peace whenever they met people from their own
tribe.'$

However, the desire to interact with one’s co-
ethnics does not automatically result in group dis-
putes or conflicts, and associating more with co-
ethnics does not necessarily equate to feelings of su-
periority or exclusion. Instead, Deng argues that the
concept of unity within diverse environments derives
from the assumption that a successful group or na-
tion is one that is able to pool its diverse social inter-
mixture together in a way that builds on the richness
of different members’ backgrounds rather than alien-
ating any single group (Deng 1997). Moreover, in
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general, for Boko Haram’s top leadership, ethnicity
held no ideological significance, and everyone who
accepted the group’s ideology was accepted. One re-
spondent shared of the highest echelons of the Boko
Haram leadership that:

Culture means nothing to them. Everyone, irre-
spective of tribe, will be accepted into the group.
They are only bothered about religion."’

In order to firmly embed this sentiment, Boko
Haram’s leadership focused on entrenching the
group’s supra-identity, centered around their govern-
ing ideology, and was intended to supersede all other
loyalties. They sought to achieve this through a rigor-
ous and intensive commitment to ideological educa-
tion. In particular, the organization’s leaders sought
to embed Boko Haram’s core values, namely, drawn
from Wahabism, through the continuous preaching
of the group’s central unifying ideas during religious
sermons and schooling.

From the moment individuals were introduced
to the group, whether voluntarily or coercively, the
group’s unifying dogma was taught to recruits, while
those who were not members of Boko Haram were
perpetually otherized. This was done through the
strict enforcement of daily prayers and frequent ser-
mons from emirs, as well as during allocated times
for individuals to study the Quran.?® This prac-
tice consumed a significant amount of the recruits’
days and continued throughout their time with the
group, and many respondents expressed positive sen-
timents toward collective ideological education, as
highlighted by one respondent who stated that he
loved reading every day when asked what they liked
about being in the bush.?! Nevertheless, this practice
was very successful in instilling the group’s doctrine,
and multiple respondents shared that they believed
what they were doing was right and that they be-
lieved they were doing the “works of God.” 2

In addition to ideological education, military
training also served as a critical institution used by
the group through which the organization’s values
were communicated and embedded amongst mem-
bers. However, ideological education never stopped.
Running alongside the group’s ideological education,
military education similarly emphasized principles of
religious and political loyalty. Known as Tadrip, the
military training taught recruits the essential skills
needed for warfare, and the ideological education,
which ran in tandem, instilled the reason why it was
needed.?® For example, one respondent shared:
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We had military training, but we studied the faith
as well.2*

Similarly, another noted:

[T would spend the day at] religious learning
school, where [the recruits would] learn about the
faith. After that, we learnt the skills of shooting
guns, and then they started taking us out for op-
erations.”?’

These twin practices of ideological education and
military training provided recruits with an identity
that ensured their obedience and made them ready
to fight, kill, or die in pursuit of the group’s goals.?®

Moreover, while these sentiments were effective in
turning Boko Haram against non-members of the
group, in most instances, they also played a pow-
erful role in creating an environment where ethnic
heterogeneity did not lead to fragmentation despite
the leadership being mostly saturated with one eth-
nic group or even at times of stress, for example,
when resources were low. This was also true for
those who had never interacted or co-habited with
non-co-ethnics. When asked how he felt interacting
with people from other ethnic groups, one respon-
dent who had rarely previously interacted with non-
co-ethnics expanded on this theme:

Since I shared and propagated the same ideology,
I felt comfortable.?”

It was also through the processes of religious
and military education that specific individuals were
identified as potential leaders by the existing Boko
Haram hierarchy. In particular, as the following sec-
tion discusses, individuals who distinguished them-
selves through their religious intelligence and/or mil-
itary accomplishments were subsequently appointed
to new positions after being recognized for their po-
tential leadership qualities.

At the time this research was conducted, at the
top of the Boko Haram hierarchy was the Imam,
Abubakar Shekau, who led the group from 2009
to 2021.2% Below him sat the Emir Jesh and the
Emir Pair who control weapons and resources and
approve requests of the Ka’id who are responsi-
ble for organizing and coordinating war. Under the
Ka’id, who are war commanders, are normally four
Mumzir who assist them. Under the Mumzir are
the Nakip, who are platoon commanders. Finally,
under them are the local unit Emirs, who are sub-
commanders responsible for collecting resources and
looking after civilians.?’ Camps varied significantly
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within the Sambisa, ranging from a few hundred to
thousands, and the larger the number, the more se-
nior leaders present within the camp with multiple
commanders below them that had control of their
own men.

In most instances, the selection of a person for
a leadership position was done by the immediate
superiors in the hierarchy. For example, the Ka’id
would select the Mumzir, and the Mumzir would
appoint the Nakip—often from the community in
question—as highlighted by one combatant who ex-
plained that most of the time, the leader selected was
from “within us.”3°

After the death of a former leader, which often
occurred in battle or as a result of a drone strike,
the leadership would select a successor based on
their demonstration of a specific quality that qual-
ified them for the position.>! The selection process
typically followed three paths. In particular, leaders
were selected on the basis of their religious knowl-
edge and the degree to which they excelled in demon-
strating loyalty and commitment to Boko Haram’s
overarching mission. The second pathway through
which leaders were selected was based on military
achievements, while the final pathway involved eth-
nic patronage. Rather, ethnic affinity typically served
as a supplementary pathway rather than a primary
one—though is nevertheless worth noting. Of all
three pathways, the first and second are integral for
the group’s survival, while the third often naturally
occurs unless actively suppressed.

Path One—Ildeological Education

If an individual is recognized for having a high ap-
titude and a conviction in the group’s ideology—
described by one respondent as “knowing the
roots”—they are likely to be quickly promoted once
a leadership position becomes available.3> More
specifically, if an individual distinguishes themselves
from others because of their knowledge of the group
doctrine, then the leadership will often take notice
and promote them to a leadership role. An individ-
ual’s selection can also be accelerated if they have
shown other attributes, such as positive relation-
ships with others and an ability to communicate the
group’s message, ethos, and ideology to peers.>3 This
is because if they have shown an aptitude for com-
municating the group’s ideology, it will help them not
only ensure stability within the group, as will be dis-
cussed in the following section, but also effectively
recruit others to join the group.
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For example, as was noted by one Ngarmagu ex-
combatant:

They are looking at your braveness, secondly
your intelligence. How you understand the holy
book and they look critically with your relation-
ship with people. How you can communicate
their ideology with the people. 34

Similarly, two Kanuri ex-combatants explained:

There are different leadership positions; Ka’id,
Nakip and Emir. If you are influential and you
are knowledgeable about the religion and you are
brave, they will make you a leader.?’

The leadership are within us....the one that is
very intelligent.3®

Overall, this pathway to leadership is heavily in-
fluenced by the individual’s knowledge and convic-
tion in the group’s ideology. Individuals who possess
these qualities are recognized and sought out as they
are often skilled at communicating the group’s be-
liefs and values. This ability not only helps sustain
the group but also plays a critical role in its growth.

Path Two—Miilitary Skill

Secondly, an individual can also be selected for a
leadership position based on their military knowl-
edge and accomplishments. For example, as noted
earlier, an individual may be promoted if they have
demonstrated bravery and a willingness to never
withdraw during battle.3” Moreover, if an individual
has a lot of military knowledge, including knowledge
of the terrain, or has successfully carried out multi-
ple attacks, they may be approached and promoted
to fill a new leadership role. For instance, one ex-
Nakip shared that he was promoted because he was
an excellent driver and knew the route to all the small
villages.>® As aforementioned, this often happens af-
ter the death of the previous leader. If an individual
is recognized for their abilities, they are likely to be
chosen to fill the position.?’

Another way military accomplishments could lead
to promotion was if an individual had participated in
multiple attacks and brought back resources, includ-
ing captives, to the camp. During our conversation,
a Ngarmagu ex-combatant shared how individuals
in his unit were promoted based on this criterion. In
particular, he noted:

If you are going to take part in many operations,
and if you come back, they are going to promote

34 B50: Male, Ngarmagu. Borno 2023
35 B9: Male, Kanuri. Borno 2022

36 M4: Male, Kanuri. Borno 2022

37 MS8: Male, Kanuri. Borno 2023

38 M10: Male, Kanuri. Borno 2023

3% B18: Male, Kanuri. Borno 2022



Fractured Brotherhoods

you from the initial post that you are. So after
carrying out so much of an attack and bringing
people to the bush, it depends on the number of
people you have under you*°

Another shared that:

There was a time that we went to war with my
commander in Movix* and unfortunately, he got
killed. So after he gets killed they are searching
for someone that will be a commander, then they
say I am the best person to be the commander....
They say I should be the commander. That was
how I became a commander.*!

Therefore, given the heavy dependence on mili-
tary expertise and the frequency of Boko Haram’s
military operations, individuals who were seen as
good soldiers were often recognized and sought after.
When a new role became available, these individuals
were often selected and promoted. However, leaders
promoted through this channel did not necessarily
exhibit the same internalization to the group’s shared
identity above their own ethnic identity.

Path Three—Ethnicity

The role of ethnicity in leadership promotion is more
complex. Ethnicity can influence selection in two dis-
tinct ways:

Ethnic affinity—leaders may prefer to promote
co-ethnics, particularly from the dominant eth-
nic group, for example, Kanuri, even when oth-
ers are equally or more qualified.*?

Strategic ethnic selection—leaders may promote
individuals from particular ethnic groups in
order to enhance outreach and governance
within that community.

However, ethnicity does not function as an entirely
independent or substitutive pathway to leadership.
Instead, it operates in tandem with the other two
routes, ideological education and military accom-
plishment, by amplifying the prospects of individuals
who already demonstrate these core qualifications.
These routes remained indispensable to the group’s
internal logic and operational requirements, and eth-
nicity rarely, if ever, completely supplanted them. Al-
though ethnicity can provide candidates with an ad-
vantage, at times even an unfair one, and is perceived
by some as benefiting individuals despite shortcom-
ings when compared to non-co-ethnic competitors,
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this influence does not diminish the centrality of ide-
ological and military credentials. Rather, ethnicity’s
role lies in how it can reinforce or elevate these other
forms of qualification. Nevertheless, its impact is sig-
nificant, as it can ultimately tip the balance in lead-
ership selection.

Within Boko Haram, an individual may receive
preferential treatment for leadership selection due
to existing leaders’ affinity toward their co-ethnic,
most notably within the dominant ethnic group—
Kanuri.** Consequently, Kanuri members may re-
ceive preferential treatment over non-Kanuri mem-
bers, even if they possess similar skills and aptitudes.

If multiple individuals have shown military skill,
the current leadership’s co-ethnic may select a co-
ethnic candidate over a non-co-ethnic one. This is
because, despite outwardly professing that ethnicity
is not considered when selecting a leader, some re-
spondents noted that it did play a role under certain
conditions.

For example, Abdulx and another Kanuri ex-
combatant both shared this sentiment during our
conversation:

... they used to assess and analyse which of the
tribes that are trustworthy. Most of time they
tend to choose from the Kanuri, that is the num-
ber one choice. The second choice is the Hausa,
because the rest of the tribe, like the Ngarmagu
they used to have a problem with them.... they
are not trustworthy**

You know there are different tribes in Boko
Haram; yes, usually a Kanuri leader will favour
his fellow Kanuri even if the Ngarmagu are much
more qualified for the leadership position*’

Similarly, a Ngarmagu ex-combatant shared that:

There are so many different camps. If you are go-
ing to be promoted as a leader, if there is like 100
or 50 or 200 people, they can decide to put you
as a leader. But it is more than 1000 people, like
2000 people, they must tell the commander gen-
eral, that is Shekau, and he must know you and
where you come from and will make some little
investigation on you and the people you stayed
with and your community before they give you
the leadership. And even though they do this in-
vestigation you must be Kanuri before you get
any leadership to have even interacted with the
senior leadership in the bush.*

43 This notion of ethnic affinity is similar to what Cook-
Martin and Viladrich discuss in their work on migration, where
they highlight the privilege of migration or citizenship status
based on perceived common origins (Cook-Martin and Viladrich
2009).
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This practice was confirmed by Abdul* during our
interview. He shared that certain ethnic groups, par-
ticularly Kanuri and Hausa, are seen as trustworthy
and are chosen over others for leadership positions.
Abdulx acknowledged that he was selected for his
position because he was Kanuri:

I am among the big big people.... And when I
joined it didn’t even reach 1 year and they started
to promote me because I am Kanuri.*”

Therefore, ethnicity alone is rarely the sole reason
for an individual’s selection. Rather, it can serve as an
extra advantage to further distinguish an individual.
As explained by another ex-combatant:

If you are influential and you are knowledgeable
about the Koran, you are brave with good fight-
ing skills. And sometimes one may be appointed
leader by tribalism.*3

In the second channel, leaders from particular eth-
nic groups may be selected to strengthen the organi-
zation’s outreach and legitimacy within their com-
munities. This highlights the additional advantage
that ethnicity can confer in distinguishing an indi-
vidual for leadership.** While other attributes such
as religious knowledge or military skill remain rel-
evant, this pathway is nonetheless shaped decisively
by ethnic background, with leadership often weigh-
ing an individual’s ethnicity as a key factor in their
selection.

Overall, it is challenging to classify these pathways
into fixed categories, since two of the attributes that
influence them—ideological education and military
achievement—are often intertwined. This makes it
difficult to strictly delineate these pathways. How-
ever, as will be discussed in the following sections,
it is the absence or minimal presence of religious
knowledge/ideological education in leadership, and
the subsequent failure to internalize the group’s
supra-identity that allows for ethnicity to become
foregrounded. And when this occurs within the lead-
ership, it can have the biggest effect on group cohe-
sion and shape the salience of ethnic identity within
the unit as a whole.

Leadership Dynamics and Sub-Unit
Variation in Boko Haram

Despite Boko Haram’s efforts, it is not uncommon
for recruits to resist socialization efforts. This re-
sistance is unsurprising, given that recruits are not
blank slates and often come with pre-existing beliefs
and commitments that may conflict with the group’s
ideology and identity. Moreover, many recruits may
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have joined the group out of fear for their own safety,
rather than a genuine desire to be part of the group.
As one respondent explained:

We were separated, I was one of those who chose
to move to the side of those who would join be-
cause | saw their faces; I knew what they may
likely do, so those who indicated not to join were
instantly killed. And that was how we followed
them to the bush.’°

Those recruited through threat and fear may not
be predisposed to internalize the group’s ideology or
identity, but rather to respond to particular incentive
structures, such as the fear of being killed if they do
not comply with the group’s demands. This type of
resistance to socialization efforts can pose significant
challenges for extremist groups like Boko Haram, as
it undermines their ability to create a cohesive and
committed membership base.

Resistance to socialization efforts is not limited
to fear-based motivations. In some cases, attempts
to internalize the group’s ideology and identity were
met with significant resistance, as recruits viewed the
group’s identity, beliefs, and practices as incompat-
ible with their own, or at least not strong enough
to supersede them. Alex,* an ex-combatant from
Borno, emphasized: “people are different, and every-
one is created differently by God.™*

Nevertheless, it is the role of the leadership to con-
tinue to promote and enforce the group’s ideology
and identity among those under their control to en-
sure cohesion and the successful internalization of
the group’s supra-identity. For example, if there are
any disagreements or disputes, including along eth-
nic lines, it is the unit leader who is tasked with set-
tling these, often by promoting the group’s governing
ideology.>?

This is because Boko Haram had a very frag-
mented structure (Curiel et al. 2020). After enter-
ing many of the towns, just as the Islamic State had
done, Boko Haram appointed its own emirs and be-
gan to institute its own governance agenda enforced
by hudud punishments (Warner et al. 2021).>3 As
previously noted, “some have up to ten thousand in
their camp, some five thousand and some five hun-
dred,” even within the Sambisa Forest.’* Therefore,
unit leaders had a lot of power, including over re-
sources.
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Moreover, many recruits had little contact with the
group’s main leaders. In fact, throughout all the inter-
views conducted, most respondents noted that they
had never met or seen Shekau in person. This was
confirmed by one Shua Arab ex-combatant who ex-
plained that:

These leaders, it is hard to even see them. That is
the leaders from the Shekau camp.’®

This lack of direct contact with the group’s se-
nior leadership underscores the pivotal role of unit
leaders in maintaining cohesion and reinforcing the
group’s ideology and collective identity among re-
cruits. These leaders occupied central and multi-
faceted positions within the fragmented organiza-
tion, balancing authority, discipline, logistics, and
personal relationships with their fighters. Serving
as the primary link between rank-and-file mem-
bers and the senior command, they ensured that
the group’s ideology, operational directives, and be-
havioral codes were consistently communicated and
strictly enforced, a dynamic also highlighted by
Themnér (2015) in his analysis of mid-level com-
manders.

Unit leaders were disciplinarians, upholding strict
behavioral standards and imposing severe punish-
ments for infractions, such as smoking or drug use,
violations that could result in eighty to ninety lashes
with a cane.’® This strict discipline reinforced order
and obedience, creating an environment where hi-
erarchy and loyalty were non-negotiable.’” As one
fighter explained of his commander:

He is a peaceful person, but he is always ready to
punish offenders; if he catches you smoking, the
punishment for that is 80 strokes of cane. Anyone
caught in drug abuse (tramadol), will receive 90
strokes of cane. %

Beyond discipline, leaders exercised significant lo-
gistical and operational control. They planned and
organized raids, assigned men to missions, and en-
sured fighters were adequately provisioned, often
providing cash payments (ranging from ¥50,000 to
¥100,000) and food supplies before operations.’’
Upon return, they managed the distribution of re-
sources, reinforcing loyalty and a sense of reciprocity
within their units.

Leaders also assumed paternal roles, fostering
trust and loyalty by demonstrating care for their
men. Many combatants described their comman-
ders as figures who “catered for us,” tending to the
wounded, ensuring medical care for the sick, and, in
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the event of death, taking on the responsibility of
supporting the deceased fighter’s family.® As one for-
mer member recalled:

“He gathers the men and takes them out on op-
erations, and if any is injured, he makes sure they
are well taken care of. If any of the men dies, he
takes on the responsibility of his family. This is
why we adore him; and for sick men, he person-
ally takes care of the person and makes sure he is
treated.” ¢!

In addition to their internal responsibilities, lead-
ers held absolute authority in captured areas, making
key decisions about governance and control. Some
commanders allowed local populations to continue
their daily activities, fostering a sense of normalcy,
while others imposed strict shutdowns, asserting to-
tal dominance over the towns and their resources.®”

Overall, the decentralized structure of Boko
Haram underscores the importance of effective unit
leadership in promoting the group’s ideology and
identity and maintaining cohesion among its mem-
bers. For example, one respondent noted that: “lead-
ers are responsible for upholding the law and or-
der.”®3

This combination of discipline, operational over-
sight, and paternal care positioned unit leaders as
both authority figures and mediators within their
camps. By managing the daily rhythms of camp life,
from enforcing behavioral codes to ensuring fair dis-
tribution of resources, they cultivated a sense of or-
der and loyalty that extended beyond the battlefield.
This dynamic also reinforced the perception of unit
leaders as the immediate embodiment of the group’s
authority, making them the first point of recourse for
resolving tensions and disputes within the ranks.

As a result, as noted, when disputes happened,
conflicting members often brought the issues to the
unit leader to settle, and it was not uncommon for
ethnic group communities to argue, for example,
over access to resources such as arable farmland.
This conflict was primarily observed among ethni-
cally distinct groups with a history of discord, of-
ten rooted in perceptions of superiority by one group
over the other.

However, when this happened, it was the role of
the leadership to settle the dispute and pacify angry
members by promoting the group’s ideology that em-
phasized the members’ shared identity and the rea-
son why they need to work together.

For example, as was highlighted by one ex-
combatant:
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If we do an argument, we will call the leaders and
they will resolve it.... T have never seen them mal-
treat anyone. And the reason is they want us to
come closer to them to feel as if, yes, the ideology
and the religion is real.®*

Similarly, during his interview, a Ngarmagu re-
spondent explained that there were often arguments
between the Ngarmagu and Kanuri within his unit—
because historically, as the Kanuri traditionally held
a sense of superiority over the Ngarargu. However,
when these disputes arose, they would bring them to
the leader, who would use the group’s ideology to
pacify any disagreements by preaching the group’s
unifying doctrine and shared identity. Specifically, he
shared:

What usually brings argument between tribes
mostly when the Ngarmagu people are discussing
that we are the strongest, we understand the war
better than anybody, ... Then the Kanuri people
will start accusing us and saying, “when did you
even convert to Islam” “what do you know about
Islam” ¢ it is just recently that you have accepted
the religion’. This is how we get to start an argu-
ment that even leads to fights...

...How we resolve it is that at times, we talk to
our leader and then the leaders will judge us and
tell us what to do and what not to do, and we
should stop discriminating and calling names.

Therefore, considering the potential limitations of
socialization and the noted tendency for combatants
to disagree along ethnic lines resulting in its fore-
grounding, it can be challenging to ensure cohesion
without effective leadership. This, in turn, restricts
the group’s ability to achieve its objectives. There-
fore, it is the role of the leadership to try and miti-
gate any potential for conflict and fractionalization.
However, if an appointed camp leader has not fully
himself been sufficiently socialized and internalized
the group’s supra-identity, as will be discussed in the
following section, they not only have limited capac-
ity to deal with divisions but also have the power to
propagate division, particularly concerning ethnicity.

The Salience of Ethnicity as a Function of
Leadership Trajectory

While the three leadership trajectories identified in
the previous section are often intertwined, ideolog-
ical education—and subsequent emphasis on reli-
gious intelligence, as a reason for promotion, most
profoundly influences the salience of ethnicity within
a unit.
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More specifically, if ideological education and
knowledge are not given prominence, it is less likely
that an individual has sufficiently internalized the
group’s ideology the group’s new supra-ethnic Jihadi
identity above all else.

Alternatively, if religious intelligence is empha-
sized in an individual’s promotion trajectory, partic-
ularly when they are promoted based on their reli-
gious intelligence, they are more likely to embody the
group’s overarching cross-ethnic ideology and pro-
mote it within their given unit. This phenomenon,
akin to Checkel’s (2017)“Type II socialization,” in-
dicates a deeper level of commitment.

Secondly, as highlighted in the previous section,
unit leaders have a great deal of power and influ-
ence over sub-unit culture and can resultingly have a
significant impact on group behavior and cohesion.
Moreover, often those under their control would not
complain if they had any issues out of respect or fear.
As noted by one Kanuri ex-Nakip:

We cannot go and complain to the higher author-
ity as it is a sign of disrespect to say you are going
to complain, so it is hardly that you see someone
punished for all these things, but it used to hap-
pen.®®

Nevertheless, if the leaders are fully socialized into
Boko Haram, they are more likely to promote the
group’s values and norms to mitigate the chance of
division, limiting the salience of ethnicity within the
unit. This dynamic was highlighted by one Ngar-
magu ex-combatant who shared how such a leader
would

....want to draw your attention closer to them,
and they want you to believe in the ideology and
they want more people to be their followers. And
by doing that they create peace within the people
that are staying in the bush”.%”

This perspective was shared by several respon-
dents who after stating that leaders were chosen be-
cause of intelligence also spoke of their fairness, as
well as the absence of ethnicity as a determining fac-
tor within the unit. For example, during our con-
versation, a 35-year-old Kanuri ex-combatant ex-
plained that leadership positions were given based
on religious intelligence, which was central to the
group’s overarching identity. Additionally, he also
shared how it was because of his leader’s religious
knowledge and conviction that he trusted him, as
well as how he treated everyone equally:

Int: Who was your leader then? He is from Mafa.

Int: Did you trust him? Yes.
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Int: Why did you all trust him?

Because he was our religious leader, and he
was carrying out Allab’s bidding before he was
killed.... He made sure everyone gets what they
deserve.

Int: How does one become a leader in the group?

There are different leadership positions; Ka’id,
Nakip and Emir. If you are influential and you
are knowledgeable about the religion and you are
brave, they will make you a leader.

Culture means nothing to them; everyone, irre-
spective of tribe, will be accepted into the group.
They are only bothered about religion. Why? Be-
cause religion is the instrument used to recruit
people into the group and not their tribe.

Similarly, one Ngarmagu ex-combatant, who, dur-
ing our conversation, spoke fondly of his non-co-
ethnic leader and of how he treated everyone equally,
also noted that the leader was selected because of his
religious knowledge and conviction. In particular, he
stated that:

They are looking at your braveness, secondly
your intelligence. How you understand the holy
book and they look critically with your relation-
ship with people. How you can communicate
their ideology with the people. 8

Mustafa*, a Ngarmagu ex-combatant, also com-
mented on a particular leader that treated everyone
fairly compared to other leaders. In particular, he de-
scribed how he was chosen because of his religious
intelligence. Moreover, Mustafa noted that he always
relied on religious texts to govern his actions when-
ever any disputes or issues arose. In particular, he
shared how the leader was

...Very kind. Because he is too religious and un-
derstands the religion so well. Had it been he was
our leader there we would have enjoyed better.
Because he is treating people fairly with justice
and respect... whatever happened he would just
open the holy book and then read to us and say
this is what the holy book said and this is what
the judgement is supposed to be.®’

These examples and experiences noted above
demonstrate the significance and effect of a leader’s
religious knowledge and conviction in the group’s
governing ideology. In particular, while other at-
tributes were also involved, in instances where a re-
spondent noted that a leader was chosen because of
his religious conviction and knowledge, there were
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no instances of ethnic bias or preferential treatment.
Instead, such leaders were known to always treat
those under them as equals, regardless of their eth-
nicity. For example, three respondents, including two
Kanuri and one Ngarmargu, revealed during their in-
dividual interviews that they were part of the same
camp in Sambisa. They also shared that the leader se-
lection process considered knowledge and the inclu-
sive nature of Islam. Notably, all emphasized that ev-
eryone, irrespective of ethnicity, received equal treat-
ment. Similarly, three out of five different respon-
dents from three different ethnic groups, who also
mentioned that they stayed in the camp and that eth-
nicity did not matter, referenced religious intelligence
or knowledge as a reason for promotion.”’

And, if any disputes or divisions occurred between
ethnic communities, such leaders were known to
abide by the group’s norms and beliefs in settling
conflicts. This maintaining of neutrality and pro-
moting of unifying ideas mitigated the seriousness
of any potential division within a given unit from
arising, including along ethnic lines, and helped to
achieve “collective homogeneity.””" For example, as
was highlighted by one combatant, who noted that
his leader would “never allow problems to come be-
tween you; rather they will pacify you, using religion
to accept their ways.””?

However, in instances where respondents noted
that a leader was selected within no reference to re-
ligious intelligence, for example, solely because of
his military accomplishments, it was more likely that
they would have commented on the salience of eth-
nicity or noted instances of bias within their unit and
fragmentation. Therefore, alluding that such leaders
chosen through these channels were more likely to
still harbor ethnic biases. In such cases, ethnicity be-
comes more prominent, and respondent noted that
certain ethnic groups received preferential treatment
particularly in the distribution of resources, military
operations, and the administration of punishment
and rewards.

An example of this was shared during a conversa-
tion with Abdulx who spoke of one Emir Jef whom
Shekau appointed because of his military knowledge
and achievement. However, as he explained during
our conversation, after he was appointed, he began
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71 Building upon Weinstein’s work, this paper delves deeper
into the concept of “collective equilibrium,” which pertains to
the leader’s role in fostering uniformity among all forces and in-
terests within a specific unit. However, the argument put forth in
this paper posits that the term “collective homogeneity” provides
a more comprehensive explanation for the strategies employed
by insurgent groups like Boko Haram. Unlike collective equilib-
rium, collective homogeneity underscores the group’s emphasis
on achieving uniformity among its actors, rather than aiming for
a state of balanced interests (Weinstein 2006).

72 B32: Male, Ngarmagu. Borno 2022



16

to show bias toward his fellow Hausa by awarding
them gifts. In particular, he noted:

There was an Amir Jesh. His name is Ali, he loves
the Hausa because he is Hausa. ...When it comes
to gift to people, he chooses the Hausa to give and
not the Kanuri.

... It was Shekau that appointed him without
knowing that he is as such. He replaced some-
one that was called ... Charlie...he was killed in
a battle in the Lake Chad. When he died they
said because Ali used to be his personal assistant
he should just take the leadership .... because he
knows more about their area of control 73

Similarly, Mustafa* who also noted that some in-
dividuals were selected for leadership positions be-
cause of military successes—particularly if the value
of the goods seized was high—about the unfair treat-
ment that such leaders directed toward the Ngar-
magu people. In particular, he shared:

There are other leaders who are not truthful...
some of them are doing it just to get money, some
are doing it to protect their ethnicity just to gain
a name and other promotions, .... Some are not
doing it the way they preach to us what the lead-
ership is, because of God. Later on, we come to
understand that.

How they are selecting is like politics. ...they give
the leadership to someone who they know can
bring something...They give these big big leader-
ship [positions] to those who can serve them. ...
For example, if you go and attack a community,
like you attack a bank and bring a lot of money,
and you bring it to the bush... they will know you
bring something to them.

And when things were being shared:

If you are not Kanuri, if you go and collect food
items, how they will be giving the food items for
the Kanuri and how they will be giving the food
items [to]..other tribes is not the same...the Ka-
nuri people, they are going to be providing very
good things to them.

He also mentioned:

There was a time where we had a problem with
the Kanuri people, and when they call us they
said we should be his witness and explain what
happened. But they said they are not going to ac-
cept it, because we are Ngarmargu people, we are
backing our brother. And they punished him and
even us they locked us in a cell. 74
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Additionally, a different Ngarmagu ex-combatant,
who explained that individuals were selected for
leadership roles based on their participation in multi-
ple military operations, also commented extensively
on the salience of ethnicity within his unit. He ex-
plained how he would target his co-ethnics to bring
back to the “bush” when on operations, demonstrat-
ing again the lasting ethnic sentiment within such
units.

In particular, he noted:

If you are going to take part in many operations,
and if you come back, they are going to promote
you from the initial post that you are. So after
carrying out so much of an attack and bringing
people to the bush, it depends on the number of
people you have under you.

Even me now, when we go on operations, I target
the people of my ethnicity to take them to the
bush. The reason why I am doing that is because
I gather them so I will have more strength...

Yes, it is possible to have people from different
tribes but if you have more of your tribal people
in your own camp you again have more recogni-
tion and you have more powers”’

Another Kanuri ex-Emir, who spoke of how he
would use Ngarmagu fighters in battle because they
are like “slaves to us,” also noted that individuals are
chosen for leadership positions because of military
abilities.”® This once again demonstrates how, when
selected because of reasons that are not contingent
on the complete internalization of the group’s ideol-
ogy and supra-identity, then ethnicity is more likely
to become salient within units.””

Moreover, as noted, one’s ethnicity can be an ex-
tra advantage that leads to their appointment to a
leadership position. However, similarly, when cho-
sen based on ethnicity, the individual is more likely
to hold ethnic sentiments, which they can propagate
once in a leadership position. Once this dynamic un-
folds, it profoundly influences the salience of ethnic-
ity within their given unit. For example, during his in-
terview, one Ngarmagu ex-commander, who shared
how he was selected as a leader because of his ethnic-
ity, also shared how there was widespread ethnic bias
within his unit. He noted throughout our interview
that the Kanuri favored their fellow Kanuri and ex-
pressed how he also favored and showed leniency to-
ward his fellow Ngarmagu. For example, he shared:

By the time they are ready to share the loot, they
will keep the best items for themselves and toss
the bad ones to us. As a matter of fact, I have not
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forgotten the way they segregated us and I still
feel the pain in my heart.”®

Similarly, Abdulx, who acknowledged his promo-
tion was partly due to being Kanuri, spoke passion-
ately about how only certain ethnic groups, specif-
ically Kanuri and Hausa, are deemed trustworthy
enough for leadership roles. These examples illus-
trate that when ethnicity is a significant factor in se-
lecting leaders, the prominence of ethnicity within
the group increases. This tendency is particularly evi-
dent in the appointment of new leaders, where ethnic
bias or identity can overshadow the group’s unify-
ing ideology, even among those given leadership po-
sitions. Consequently, within such groups, ethnicity
often takes precedence as leadership favors their pre-
existing ethnic social ties over the group’s broader
supra-identity.

Overall, the accounts from ex-combatants shared
in their interviews highlight how, despite a group’s
governing ideology aiming to transcend ethnicity,
ethnic identity sometimes remained a dominant fac-
tor within certain combatant units, influencing unit
dynamics and cohesion. As demonstrated through-
out this paper, this is significantly shaped by the unit
leader’s path to leadership and their socialization
into the group.

Conclusion

Within his work on Islam and ethnic conflict, Gurses
asks if religion can “in fact help foster a new polit-
ical identity that de-prioritises ethnic identities and
grievances?” He further asks: Can co-religiosity re-
ally help bring peace between warring groups of
the same faith? Focusing on the dispute between
the Muslim Kurds and the Turks, Gurses finds that
rather than being an antidote for the Kurdish con-
flict, Islam has become more of a tool for political
leaders to strengthen their position than an ideologi-
cal force to guide their platforms. And in the hands of
political entrepreneurs, religious ideology has turned
into another effective instrument of legitimization
and mobilization (Gurses 2015).

Despite their adoption of Boko Haram’s ideology,
ethnic identity still held a lot of importance for many
Boko Haram recruits. However, while the group’s in-
terpretation of Islamic doctrine often worked to en-
trench an overriding supra-identity, its success was
not universal. In practice, it fell to leaders to rein-
force this supra-ethnic identity above all else, ensur-
ing deeper socialization and promoting cohesion.

In other words, the responsibility often falls on
the unit leader to ensure that individuals under his
control are fully socialized into the group, setting
the tone for cohesion and unity among diverse mem-

78 B21: Male, Ngarmargu. Borno 2022

17

bers. However, due to divergent promotion trajecto-
ries, leaders who were not effectively socialized into
the group and had not fully internalized the group’s
ideology and identity, such as those promoted based
on military accolades or ethnic selection, were more
likely to retain ethnic sentiments. In such instances,
rather than promoting the group’s supra-identity,
these leaders are more likely to exhibit bias toward
their co-ethnics, contributing to the salience of eth-
nicity within the group, which in turn can influence
unit cohesion.

Therefore, while at a macro level, the group lead-
ership projected a unified image, on a more micro
level, within certain units, varying experiences of
socialization—which can be traced to leader promo-
tion patterns within the group—meant that ethnicity
was foregrounded to different degrees.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at Journal of
Global Security Studies online.

References

Acosta, Benjamin, Rui Huang, and Danielle Silverman.
2023. “Introducing ROLE: A Database of Rebel Leader
Attributes in Armed Conflict.” Journal of Peace Re-
search 60, no. 2: 352-61. https://doi.org/10.1177/
00223433221077920.

Afzal, Madiha. 2020. In From “Western education is forbid-
den” to the world’s deadliest terrorist group: Education
and Boko Haram in Nigeria. Brookings Institution.

Ahmad, Aisha. 2016. “Going Global: Islamist Competi-
tion in Contemporary Civil Wars.” Security Studies 25,
no. 2: 353-84. https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2016.
1171971.

Ahmodov, Anar K., and James Hughes. 2017. “Targeting
Civilians in Civil Conflicts: Why Ideology Matters.”
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/blog/targeting-
civilians-in-civil-conflicts-why-ideology-matters.  Date
accessed 20 September 2020.

Ataman, Muhittin. 2003. “Islamic Perspective on Ethnicity
and Nationalism: Diversity or Uniformity?” Journal
of Muslim Minority Affairs 23, no. 1: 89-102. https://
www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/12/nigeria-plans-
to-close-idp-camps-in-maiduguri-could-endanger-lives/
Date accessed 15 September 2023.

Balcells, Laia., Leslie-Anna Daniels, and Abel Escriba-Folch.
2016. “The Determinants of Low-Intensity Intergroup
Violence: The Case of Northern Ireland.” Journal of
Peace Research 53, no. 1: 33-48. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0022343315610399.

Benstead, Lindsay J., and Daniel Van Lehman. 2021“Two
Classes of ‘Marriage’: Race and Sexual Slavery in Al-
Shabaab-Controlled Somalia.” The Journal of the Middle
East and Africa 12, no. 4: 385-403. https://doi.org/10.
1080/21520844.2021.1923998.

Bunce, John A., and Richard McElreath. 2017. "Interethnic
Interaction, Strategic Bargaining Power, and the Dynam-


https://academic.oup.com/jogss/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/jogss/ogaf037#supplementary-data
https://doi.org/10.1177/00223433221077920
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2016.1171971
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/blog/targeting-civilians-in-civil-conflicts-why-ideology-matters
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/12/nigeria-plans-to-close-idp-camps-in-maiduguri-could-endanger-lives/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343315610399
https://doi.org/10.1080/21520844.2021.1923998

18

ics of Cultural Norms A Field Study in an Amazonian
Population.” Hum Nat 28: 434-456. p

Checkel, Jeffrey T. 2017. “Socialization and Violence:
Introduction and Framework.” Journal of Peace Re-
search 54, no. 5: 592-605. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0022343317721813.

CIRDDOC. (2016). Borno State: Ethnic and religious profile.
Centre for Information on Religion and Development. ac-
cess at: https://cirddoc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/
BORNO_STATE.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Cohen, Dara K. 2017. “The Ties That Bind: How Armed
Groups Use Violence to Socialize Fighters.” Journal of
Peace Research 54, no. 5: 701-14. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0022343317713559.

Cook-Martin, David, and Anahi Viladrich. 2009. The Prob-
lem with Similarity: Ethnic-Affinity Migrants in Spain.
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 35, no. 1: 151-
170. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830802489309

Costalli, Stefano, and Andrea Ruggeri. 2015. “Indignation,
Ideologies, and Armed Mobilization Civil War in Italy,
1943-45.” International Security 40, no. 2: 119-57.
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00218.

Cunningham, Kathleen Gallagher, and Katherine Sawyer.
2019. “Conflict Negotiations and Rebel Leader Selec-
tion.” Journal of Peace Research 56,n0. 5: 619-34. https:
/lwww.jstor.org/stable/48596218

Curiel, Rafael P, Olivier Walther, and Neave O’Clery.
2020. “Uncovering the Internal Structure of Boko Haram
through Its Mobility Patterns.” Applied Network Science
5:28.

Deng, Francis M. 1997. “Ethnicity: An African Predica-
ment.” https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ethnicity-an-
african-predicament/. Date accessed 26 Septemeber 2019.

Doctor, Austin C.2021“Rebel Leadership and the Specialisa-
tion of Rebel Operations.” Civil Wars 23, no. 3: 311-42.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2021.1906073.

Doctor, Austin C., Samuel T. Hunter, and Gina S. Ligon.
2024, “Militant Leadership and Terrorism in Armed Con-
flict.” Terrorism and Political Violence 36, no. 6: 740-56.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2023.2189972.

Fujii, Lee Ann. 2018. Interviewing in Social Science Research.
Oxon: Routledge.

Gurr, Ted Robert. 1993. “Why Minorities Rebel: A
Global Analysis of Communal Mobilization and
Conflict Since 1945.” International Political ~Sci-
ence Review 14, no. 2: 161-201. https://doi.org/
10.1177/019251219301400203.

Gurses, Mehmet. 2015. “Is Islam a Cure for Ethnic Conflict?
Evidence from Turkey.” Politics and Religion 8: 135-54.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048315000024.

Haysom, Simon. 2018. Where Crime Compounds Conflict:
Understanding northern Mozambique’s Vulnerabilities.
Geneva: The Global Initiative against Transnational Or-
ganized Crime.

Hoover Green, A.. 2016. “The Commander’s Dilemma: Cre-
ating and Controlling Armed Group Violence.” Journal
of Peace Research 53, no. 5: 619-32. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0022343316653645.

Hoover Green, Amelia. 2017. “Armed Group Institutions
and Combatant Socialization: Evidence from El Sal-
vador.” Journal of Peace Research 54, no. 5: 687-700.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317715300.

Makena N. Micheni

Horowitz, Donald L.. 1985. Ethnic Groups in Conflict.
Berkley, CA. University of California Press.

Ilorah, Richard. 2009. “Ethnic Bias, Favouritism and
Development in  Africa.” Development Southern
Africa 26, no. 5: 695-707. https://doi.org/10.1080/
03768350903303209.

Kasara, Kimuli. 2017. “Does Local Ethnic Segregation Lead
to Violence?: Evidence from Kenya.” Quarterly Journal
of Political Science 11, no. 4: 441-70. https://doi.org/10.
1561/100.00014115.

Kocher, Mathew A., and Stathis N. Kalyvas. 2007. “How
‘Free’ Is Free-Riding in Civil Wars?” World Politics 59,
no. 2: 177-216.

Lewis, Janet. 2017. “How Does Ethnic Rebellion Start?”
Comparative Political Studies 50, no. 10: 1420-50. https:
/ldoi.org/10.1177/0010414016672235.

Lidow, Nicolai H.. 2016 “Leaders, Commanders, and Sol-
diers.” In Violent Order: Understanding Rebel Gov-
ernance through Liberia’s Civil War. 32-64. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. https:/doi.org/10.
1017/9781316257814

Manekin, Devorah. 2017. “The Limits of Socialization and
the Underproduction of Military Violence: Evidence from
the IDFE.” Journal of Peace Research 54, no. 5: 606-19.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317713558.

Matfess, Hilary. 2023“New Frontiers in Rebel Sociali-
sation: Considering Care and Marriage.” Civil Wars
25, no. 2-3: 472-91. https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.
2023.2249325.

Mbowou, Claude. 2017. Between the ‘Kanuri’ and oth-
ers: Giving a face to a jihad with neither borders nor
tribes in the Lake Chad Basin. In Tribes and Global Ji-
hadism. edited by V Collombier& and O Roy. (pp. 131-
152). Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/
0s0/9780190864545.003.0007

McCauley, John FE. 2017. The Logic of Ethnic
and  Religious Conflict in  Africa. New York:
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/
9781316796252.

Oppenheim, Ben, Abbey Steele, Juan F. Vargas, and Michael
Weintraub. 2015. “True Believers Deserters, and Traitors:
Who Leaves Insurgent Groups and Why.” Journal of Con-
flict Resolution 59, no. 5: 794-823. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0022002715576750.

Ortiz, T. Juliana. 2025. “Trained to Rebel: Rebel Leaders’
Military Training and the Dynamics of Civil Conflicts.”
Journal of Peace Research 62, no. 6: 1908-22. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00223433251333389 .

Reed, Holly E., and Blessing U. Mberu. 20135. “Ethnicity, Re-
ligion, and Demographic Behavior in Nigeria.” In The In-
ternational Handbook of the Demography of Race and
Ethnicity. edited by R. Saenz, D. Embrick, and N. Ro-
driguez. Dordrecht: Springer.

Revkin,, Mara R., & and Elizabeth J. Wood,. 2021. “The Is-
lamic State’s Pattern of Sexual Violence: Ideology and In-
stitutions, Policies and Practices.” Journal of Global Secu-
rity Studies 6, no. 2: 1-20. https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/
o0gaa038

Sambanis, Nicolas. 2001. “Do Ethnic and Nonethnic Civil
Wars Have the Same Causes ? A Theoretical Inquiry (Part
1).” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 45,n0. 3: 259-82.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002701045003001.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317721813
https://cirddoc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/BORNO_STATE.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317713559
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691830802489309
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00218
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48596218
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ethnicity-an-african-predicament/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2021.1906073
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2023.2189972
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251219301400203
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048315000024
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343316653645
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317715300
https://doi.org/10.1080/03768350903303209
https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00014115
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414016672235
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316257814
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343317713558
https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2023.2249325
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190864545.003.0007
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316796252
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002715576750
https://doi.org/10.1177/00223433251333389
https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogaa038
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002701045003001

Fractured Brotherhoods

Sanin, Francisco Gutiérrez, and Elisabeth Jean Wood. 2014.
“Ideology in Civil War: Instrumental Adoption and be-
yond.” Journal of Peace Research 51,n0.2:213-26. https:
/ldoi.org/10.1177/0022343313514073.

Schlichte, Klaus. 2009. I the Shadow of Violence: The Pol-
itics of Armed Groups. Frankfurt; New York: Campus
Verlag.

Staniland, Paul. 2012. “Organizing Insurgency: Networks,
Resources, and Rebellion in South Asia.” International
Security 37, no. 1: 142-77. https://doi.org/10.1162/
ISEC_a_00091.

Themnér, Anders. 2015. “Former Military Networks and the
Micro-Politics of Violence and Statebuilding in Liberia.”
Comparative Politics 47, no. 3: 334-53. http://www.jstor.
org/stable/43664150

Thurston, Alex. 2017. Boko Haram: The History of an
African Jibadist Movement. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press. https:/doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvc779gc.

Tiernay, Michael. 2015. “Killing Kony: Leadership Change
and Civil War Termination.” The Journal of Conflict Res-
olution 59, no. 2: 175-206. http://www.jstor.org/stable/
24546278

Ugarriza, Juan E., and Matthew J. Craig. 2012. “The Rele-
vance of Ideology to Contemporary Armed Conflicts: A

19

Quantitative Analysis of Former Combatants in Colom-
bia.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 57, no. 3: 445-77.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002712446131.

Warner, Jason, Ryan O’Farrell, Héni Nsaibia, and Ryan
Cummings. 2021. The Islamic State in Africa The Emer-
gence, Evolution, and Future of the Next Jihadist Battle-
front. London: Hurst.

Weinstein,  Jeremy M. 2006. Inside  Rebellion:
The Politics of Insurgent Violence. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/
CBO9780511808654.

Wimmer, Andreas, Lars-Erik Cederman, and Brain Min.
2010. “Why Do Ethnic Groups Rebel, New Data and
Analysis.” World Politics 62, no. 1: 87-119.

Woldemariam, Michael. 2018. “A Theory of Rebel Frag-
mentation.” In Insurgent Fragmentation in the Horn
of Africa: Rebellion and Its Discontents. 23-68. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.
1017/9781108525657

Wood, Reed M., and Jakana L. Thomas. 2017. “Women
on the Frontline: Rebel Group Ideology and Women’s
Participation in Violent Rebellion.” Journal of Peace
Research 54, no. 1: 31-46. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0022343316675025.

© The Author(s) 2026. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the International Studies Association. This is an Open Access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which
permits non-commercial reproduction and distribution of the work, in any medium, provided the original work is not altered or transformed in any way,
and that the work is properly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact reprints@oup.com for reprints and translation rights for reprints. All other
permissions can be obtained through our RightsLink service via the Permissions link on the article page on our site-for further information please contact

journals.permissions@oup.com


https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343313514073
https://doi.org/10.1162/ISEC_a_00091
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43664150
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvc779gc
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24546278
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002712446131
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511808654
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108525657
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343316675025
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:reprints@oup.com
mailto:journals.permissions@oup.com

	Introduction
	Methodology
	Ethnicity and Identity
	Boko Haram
	Conclusion
	Supplementary material
	References

