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Jubilee Campaign Situation Assessment Trip to Northern Nigeria February 2012

Recognizing the Religious Underpinning of Violence In Northern Nigeria

Introduction 
From February 6-18 Jubilee Campaign conducted a situation assessment trip to 
Northern Nigeria in response to rapidly escalating levels of incitement and violence 
resulting in higher than average year to date casualty figures. Of particular concern was 
an ‘ultimatum’ given by a self-identified spokesman of the terrorist group Boko Haram, 
which called on Christians and southerners to leave the Muslim dominated areas of 
Nigeria in three days or face attacks. This statement was reported in the international 
news on January 2nd. Over the course of our trip Jubilee Campaign’s team interviewed 
eyewitnesses of violence, IDPs, and Christian leaders, academics, government officials  
and civil society members from Plateau, Sokoto, Jigawa, Yobe, Bauchi, Borno, and 
Northeast, North Central, Northwest and  Nigeria generally. The team also traveled to 
hot spots in the North and Middle Belt including Jos, Kaduna City, Bauchi Town and 
villages, Kano City and the FCT to observe conditions.

Our research, the interviews we conducted and the materials we gather indicate that the 
conflict in central and northern Nigeria is basically and primarily religious. This primacy 
was explicitly affirmed by the rhetoric of the political movements associated with the 
passage of Shari’a law and the subsequent violence targeting the Christian minority. 
This primacy is recognized by the leaders of the Christian minority in the north which 
has been especially victimized by the violence of the past 13 years.

The growing primacy of religion as well as the breakdown in traditional ethnic loyalties 
was graphically illustrated by the flight of northern Christian indigenes from their 
ancestral lands solely because of their religious identity. Ethnic cleansing strategies 
including house-to-house killings are even being employed against Christians by the 
Muslim members of their own ethnic groups. This represents a major shift in the north 
away from traditional Nigerian culture which has always emphasized tribal affiliation as 
the primary basis of identity and decision-making. Such a shift calls into question some 
of the basic tenets of Nigeria’s political system as well as the assumptions which 
underlie many outside evaluations of Nigerian stability.
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Background
The basic assumption which this shift challenges is the view that ethnic and family 
loyalties are the final word in Nigerian politics. This primacy of ethnicity appeared to be 
validated shortly after Nigeria achieved formal independence from the British in 1960. 
After a series of coups in 1966 as well as killings of Igbos on a genocidal scale, the 
eastern region declared its independence in 1967 beginning the Nigerian Civil War, or 
the Biafran War.1 This war conformed to the prevailing view of Nigerian conflict, which 
deemphasizes religion in favor of other factors, particularly tribal affiliation. In short, the 
Muslims and Christians in the rest of the country united to fight against the Christians in 
the East, demonstrating the primacy of regional and tribal elements in that conflict.

Religion continued to be clearly secondary while the country remained under a series of 
dictators until the restoration of civilian rule in 1999. Nevertheless periodic ‘religious 
riots’ through the 80s and 90s demonstrated fierce religious tensions on the part of large 
portions of the population. While this meant nothing while the country was ruled by 
military dictators, democracy quickly brought the issue to the fore. Virtually as soon as 
democracy was restored in the north, leaders were elected on platforms promising to 
enact Sharia law which they promptly did in one form or another.

The Sharia Laws led directly to mass violence across the North particularly in Kaduna 
State in 2000 causing over 2000 casualties. They also contributed to the tensions which 
exploded into violence in Jos in 2001 causing over 1000 casualties. We want to 
emphasize that while these are the largest single death tolls, violence related to the 
passage of Sharia occurred in virtually everywhere there was a sizable Christian 
minority in the north, including most of the major cities across the north as well as 
various rural LGAs. 

According to Christian leaders, the passage of Sharia put “great pressure” on ethnic 
relationships and that Muslims with Christian family members were expected to 
demonstrate their allegiance to Islam over “family ties or tribal loyalties” by fighting 
against their “Christian or traditionalist brothers and sisters” when Sharia related conflict 
broke out.2 It is important to note that this rhetoric and ideology has been openly 
operating for over a decade now and appears to be succeeding.

Religiously Aligned Injustice
The primacy of religion in this conflict is reinforced by several basic injustices which 
emphasize the superiority of Muslims over Christians in religious terms on religious 
grounds regardless of ethnicity. A long history of Intolerance and Incitement based on 
religious distinctions, lays the basic intellectual framework for a Muslim Christian divide 
in Nigeria. Concrete examples of Discrimination institutionalize this divide starting in 
grade school and continuing throughout adult life. Violence not only terrorizes the 
Christian minority, it serves further breakdown tribal and other loyalties by dehumanizing 

1 Biafra was the name of the proposed new nation.

2 Christianity in Crisis. CAN Borno State Chapter. Pg 2



the Christians in the eyes of the Muslims who attack them. Finally Impunity has 
sabotaged attempts to promote peace and reconciliation between the two groups by 
creating a general expectation that no serious prosecution will take place for crimes 
related to religious identity.

Incitement
The issue of incitement, that is advocacy of religious hatred which constitutes incitement 
to discrimination, hostility, and violence is a sensitive issue in northern Nigeria as it is in 
many Muslim dominated areas in the world.  According to materials we gathered, 
incitement to discrimination and hostility occur on a regular basis in Islamic sermons 
which affirm the comprehensive superiority of Muslims over every other group. 

One principle of this doctrine of Muslim superiority is that Muslims are commonly taught 
is that no non-Muslim should ever rule over a Muslim, in any arena. In personal life, that 
is why Muslim women are not permitted to marry non-Muslim men. In business, 
fundamentalist Muslims despise those Muslims who choose to work for Christians. In 
politics this resulted in the immediate rejection of the Jonathan administration after the 
election and the Muslim calls for uprising which resulted in the post-election violence in 
April of 2011.

Other incidents of incitement are accusations of sacrilege or blasphemy which mobilize 
the Muslim community to attack Christians. These accusations are overwhelmingly 
found to be baseless, but the mob response means that violence occurs before the 
facts can be ascertained. Many of these accusations are found to be utter fabrications.

For example, this year a group of youths were incited to attack Tafawa Balewa, which is 
a Christian area, along the southern border of Bauchi, a Muslim majority state. On 
January 22, 2012 a group of Muslim youths attacked Tafawa Balewa. After being 
captured, the youths confessed that they had been told that Christians had defecated in 
a Mosque by their Mallam (Nigerian Muslim spiritual leader) and this caused them to 
attack the town.

This is a prime example of a baseless accusation which leads to violence. Unfortunately 
the Nigerian government consistently fails to prosecute actual incidents of violence, 
much less these preliminary causes. Unfortunately incitement to discrimination, hostility, 
and violence on religious grounds is all to common in Nigeria.

In addition to issuing some of the most virulent statements of anti-Christian incitement, 
the terrorist group Boko Haram has called for the death of Muslims who fail to support 
them, as well as calling for the overthrow of traditional Islamic institutions, the 
government, and democracy.

The most serious recent incident of incitement was a statement reported in the 
international media on January 2nd by a Boko Haram spokesman who called for 
Christians to leave the North within three days or face attacks. This statement has 
contributed to the serious escalation of casualties in the first month of the year.



Discrimination
Our interviews revealed three areas of comprehensive discrimination against Christians 
across the North. These areas were Education, Employment, and Land Use.

Discrimination against Christians in the realm of education begins with the presence 
and maintenance of primary schools. Our interviews indicated that schools planned for 
Christian areas are not built, and in one instance were closed down under the pretext of 
renovations. As a result of this Christian children have to travel farther to schools which 
are built and maintained in Muslim areas. During times of tension the first casualty is the 
schooling of Christian children, particularly Christian girls, who are easily identifiable as 
non-Muslims and therefore targets of violence.

If a Christian child is able to attend primary school they face discrimination in the area of 
religious instruction. Islamic Instruction is regularly provided in public schools in the 
most at-risk Northern states, but Christian religious instruction is absent from most  
northern public schools. 

Chapter III Article 23 Section 2 of Nigeria’s constitution expressly forbids requiring 
children to attend instruction in a religion different from their own and we were informed 
that while this provision is not officially violated there is immense social pressure on 
Christian children to attend the classes on Islamic Religious Knowledge. Christian 
children are insulted and publicly humiliated for holding to their faith.

In one instance a Christian child was punished when she refused to attend the Islamic 
instruction. The child was sent outside and forced to squat down with her elbows on her 
knees and hold stones in her palms. If she dropped the stones or rose from her position 
she would be flogged. The child was forced to hold this position for the entire period of 
Islamic instruction. This story is a particularly instructive example of anti-Christian 
discrimination in the North, because it was unclear even to the pastor we interviewed if 
the intent of the punishment was to coerce the child into attending Islamic instruction or 
if it was simply intended to humiliate the girl for publicly demonstrating a non-Muslim 
religious identity.

Anti-Christian discrimination continues to occur in institutions of higher education. 
Christian students who had attended tertiary education in the North told us that 
Christians were required to score significantly higher on their exams to be permitted to 
pass. In addition, the honors of first in class or valedictorian, went to the Muslim with the 
highest scores, bypassing Christians with higher scores.

Schools have even been known to refuse to hand over certificates or diplomas 
necessary for graduates to work in the field of their degree. We spoke with a nurse who 
completed her schooling but refused the certificate granting her permission to work as a 
nurse. She had to wait 7 years and was forced to pay over 120,000 Naira (roughly 
$800) in bribes before school officials turned over the certificate which was rightfully 



hers. After receiving her certificate she was forced to travel to a Christian enclave in the 
Middle Belt to find work.

Islamic schools are built at government expense to the detriment of Christians who 
cannot attend them and are not given land to build schools for their own communities. 
They therefore have to attend public schools were they are pressured to attend classed 
on Islamic Religious Knowledge. Private schools exists but these institutions are far too 
expensive to be practically accessible to many Christians in the North. The Federal 
government continues to build hundreds of Islamic schools further perpetuating this 
discriminatory trend. One of the most striking examples of bias we encountered were 
the many examples of Christian schools seized by past governments in the name of 
secularization. These facilities have now been turned into public schools which heavily 
favor Muslims or outright Islamic schools.

The issue of educational discrimination was the most comprehensive issue that we 
encountered. This is particularly grievous in light of the fact that Christians are the most 
literate most highly educated population in the North. Not only is northern Nigeria 
depriving itself of these highly trained individuals as we will discuss next, they are going 
to great lengths to ensure that the next generation of Christians is forced into economic 
and intellectual poverty. Access to affordable education is a necessity in the modern 
age, both for individuals whose opportunities are severely affected and for nations who 
require a highly educated workforce. This is particularly true of developing nations such 
as Nigeria.

Interviews indicated that there is also heavy discrimination in the realm of employment. 
Christians face immense discrimination in hiring practices even in the capitol city of 
Abuja, and in the North most Muslims simply refuse to hire Christians. The civil services 
of both the states and the federal government have regulations which make it more 
difficult for religious discrimination to take place so Christians are able to find work 
there. Our interviews indicated that even in the civil service, Christians encounter a 
“glass ceiling” that keeps them out of management level positions.

It is important to note that this religious based discrimination does not take into account 
ethnicity. Indigenes who are Christian are subjected to the same hiring discrimination. In 
2004, in Kano State all Christians employed by the civil service of the State were fired 
without cause. These Christians were almost exclusively indigenous.

To return to the issue of schools, Muslim schoolmasters refuse to hire qualified Christian 
teachers, which in turn serves as an excuse for the school to refuse to offer Christian 
religious instruction. 

The final issue of discrimination which Christians face in the North was the issue of land 
use specifically building churches. While Muslims are given public land to build 
Mosques, and many mosques are constructed and maintained at public expense, 
Christians face immense difficulties in building churches with their own private money. 



Muslim landowners often refuse to sell to them, and officials refuse to issue Certificates 
of Occupancy which allows the church to prove ownership of the land.

In much of the North this discrimination is so effective that the only way Christians can 
get land to build a church is for a member to donate his personal property. Muslims 
respond to this tactic by refusing to sell land to Christians for any reason, recognizing 
that at some point in the future the land might be used to build a church.

Access to media was also denied to Christians primarily in newspapers and radio 
station in their own states. There was also a severe disparity between the large amount 
of Muslim programming on state TV, and the half-hour of Christian programming 
allowed once a week. In most of the North, even that half-hour was banned.

Violence
There have been far too many incidents of violence to detail them in this report. It is also 
important to distinguish between general violence and targeted attacks of the Boko 
Haram terrorist group.

Conservative estimates indicate that over 13,000 Nigerians have lost their lives to 
religious violence since the restoration of civilian rule in 1999. The group known as 
Boko Haram came to western attention in 2009 and human rights groups indicate that 
from 2009 to 2011 the group was responsible for 935 deaths, with 510 of those deaths 
occurring in 2011. The group calls itself Jamā'at Ahl al-Sunnah li Da'wah wa-l- Jihād, 
and our sources indicate that under that name they have been linked to attacks as early 
as Christmas of 2003. They may also have been involved in the burning of 56 churches 
in Maiduguri in 2006, which later became their primary base of operations.

One of the primary reasons for this trip was the sheer number of casualties in the first 
month of 2012. After the deadline given by Boko Haram expired attacks began on an 
almost daily basis. While most attacks only caused two or three casualties, some went 
as high as a dozen, the number of attacks meant that between January 5 and January 
19 over 75 people were killed. On January 20th Boko Haram operatives attacked the 
city of Kano. Roughly 100 operatives executed coordinated attacks with IEDs, suicide 
bombers, and automatic weapons. Targets included police stations, government 
buildings and churches and resulted in 180 casualties according to the state 
government. Our sources indicate that the true number of casualties is certainly over 
200.

Since then attacks have continued frequently though the pace has slowed somewhat. 
For example during our ten day trip there were at least three reported incidents 
including a suicide bombing.

One of the most important points to make regarding this violence is the way that religion 
is supplanting ethnicity as the primary factor of identity. While in the South there is 
religious diversity within specific tribes, in the North tribes tend to be heavily dominated 
by either Christians or Muslims. Thus in many cases religious tensions are expressed 



between ethnicities, and to outside observers the tensions might appear to be primarily 
ethnic and only secondarily religious. However, in recent years the tension between 
Muslims and Christians has broken down the tribal barriers, discrimination against all 
Christians has increased regardless of ethnicity. 

We interviewed IDPs from Potiskum and Damaturu in Yobe State who had fled to Jos in 
Plateau State. Over 500 Christians from tribes indigenous to Yobe fled to Jos and they 
claimed that around 3000 more IDPs had fled to other Christian enclaves in the Middle 
Belt. They told us that their houses had been marked as containing Christians and that 
every night men were going from house to house. If a house was marked as Christian 
they would attack it and kill any men inside.

These house to house killings represent a severe escalation in tactics. Even more 
serious is the fact that these ethnic cleansing tactics are being used within an ethnic 
group to purge their religious minority. While in the past Christians have faced 
discrimination, indigenous groups tended to unite around a common tribal identity. At 
least in Yobe, religious identity has now supplanted ethnicity to the point that Muslims 
are engaging in ethnic cleansing tactics against Christians members of their own ethnic 
group. 

It is also important to note that these indigenes of Yobe fled not to relatives, but to 
Christian enclaves in Jos and other parts of the Middle Belt. In Jos they were given 
shelter and relief not because of their ethnic identity but because of their religious 
identity. Most tellingly, when we interviewed the IDPs they identified themselves first as 
Christians and not a single one mentioned their tribe by name. It is understandable that 
they would hesitate to identify with those who discriminated and finally engaged in 
targeted violence against them. However, according to our contacts this demonstrates a 
drastic psychological shift from the traditional Nigerian sense of identity, which begins 
with tribal affiliation. The violence therefore is accelerating the breakdown in ethnic 
identity in favor of religious identity, on both the Muslim and Christian sides.

Impunity
Human rights groups commonly approach impunity in the governmental context 
addressing the common failure to prosecute crimes committed by police and other 
government actors. However, impunity also occurs whenever the crime is in some way 
related to religion. In fact, Jubilee Campaign has been unable to find any convictions for 
religious crimes which occurred between 1999 and 2010.

We were able to find instances of extra-judicial killings, or instances where people were 
simply detained without due process, but the Government of Nigeria has generally 
lacked the political will to prosecute those who commit acts of religious based violence. 
In many cases, when the police or the military hand prisoners over to the central 
government, they are released and quickly return to participate in more attacks. 
Frustration with the inability of the government to prosecute has no doubt contributed to 
extra-judicial killings and detention without due process, particularly of individuals who 
have been arrested multiple times.



While some prosecutions have begun to take place, they are few and far between and 
are often hampered by long-drawn out court processes. Even when prosecutions are 
successful the sentences are disproportionately light, and fail to serve as a deterrent to 
future attacks.

For example, the prosecution of regarding the Dogo Nahawa Massacre was an 
indictment of the criminal justice system of Nigeria. On March 7, 2010 Muslims attacks 
the village of Dogo Nahawa killing roughly 500 men, women and children. Of the 164 
people arrested only 15 suspects were convicted and they were sentenced to only ten 
years in prison. These light sentences utterly fail to serve as a deterrent for future 
violence and contribute to the climate of impunity in Nigeria.

While we will continue to investigate, Jubilee Campaign concludes that the Government 
of Nigeria lacks the political will to end the climate of impunity by seriously prosecuting 
religiously related violence.

Conclusion
Jubilee Campaign recognizes the complex historical background of the ethnic and 
religious violence in Nigeria as well as the prevailing assumptions that ethnic and 
regional concerns are the primary source of identity and decision-making. However we 
believe that there is clear evidence that the northern conflict is basically and essentially 
religious. The primacy of religion over ethnicity is clearly demonstrated by the 
intellectual framework of northern political rhetoric and by the comprehensive 
institutional discrimination along religious lines in the north. Most urgently and 
graphically, the primacy of religion is shown by the targeted house-to-house killings of 
the Christian indigenes of Yobe State.

There were clear cultural and social changes over the course of the last 13 years that 
created the cultural and social changes necessary for religion to be the primary factor in 
the northern conflict. Recognizing this primacy is the first step in creating a clear 
effective response which can take meaningful steps toward ending the violence and 
bringing peace and reconciliation to northern Nigeria.

Jubilee Campaign promotes the human rights and religious liberty of ethnic and religious minorities; 
advocates the release of prisoners of conscience imprisoned on account of their faith; advocates for and 
assists refugees fleeing religious based persecution; and protects and promotes the dignity and safety of 

children from bodily harm and sexual exploitation.  Jubilee Campaign holds special consultative status 
with ECOSOC at the United Nations.


