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Abstract

Boko Haram was ranked the world’s “most deadly” terrorist group in 2016 and the country where it primarily 
operates, Nigeria, was ranked the world’s third “most terrorised” nation in 2017. However, for such a significant 
militant group there is a dearth of research on Boko Haram using document analysis that can shed light on the 
inner workings and decision-making processes of the group’s leadership. Most researchers have instead examined 
structural factors in Nigeria to understand Boko Haram. This has led to an academic consensus that Boko 
Haram was originally peaceful and only marginally benefitted from its ties to al-Qaida - if at all. This article, 
in contrast, presents documents of the leadership of al-Qaida and Boko Haram that show early and continuing 
communications between Boko Haram and al-Qaida and al-Qaida had a significant impact on Boko Haram’s 
founding in 2002, launch of a jihad in 2009 and introduction of suicide bombings in 2011. In addition, the al-
Qaida-trained militants in Boko Haram played a leading role in conquering territory in Nigeria in 2013, setting 
up a line of communication to Islamic State in 2014 and facilitating Boko Haram’s switch of allegiance and merger 
with Islamic State in 2015. 
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Introduction

In the thirty years since al-Qaida’s founding, there has been a significant amount of scholarship on the group 
and those affiliates and cells that have benefitted from al-Qaida’s funding, training and advice. However, there is 
one group whose origins and violent rise is still misunderstood. This group is Jamaat Ahl as-Sunnah Liddawah 
wal-Jihad [1], which has become known as “Boko Haram” and was ranked the world’s “most deadly” terrorist 
group in 2016 for the number of people it has killed.[2] 

The key debates about Boko Haram reflect the debates surrounding jihadism more generally, such as whether 
structural and local factors or external influences and individual agency best explain Boko Haram’s origins 
and violent rise.[3] The former view, which is supported by Alexander Thurston, Marc-Antoine Pérouse de 
Montclos, and Kyari Muhammed, tends to see only  a “marginal” role of al-Qaida in Boko Haram’s origins 
and violent rise and instead sees Boko Haram as the product of “multi-dimensional” factors, such as “religious 
doctrines, poverty and inequality, post-1999 politics, youth agency, and geography.”[4] The latter view, in 
contrast, finds Boko Haram to be primarily the result of the individual decisions of militants who sought to 
engage in a jihad in Nigeria and were empowered to do so because of al-Qaida’s and particularly al-Qaida in the 
Islamic Maghreb’s (AQIM) and al-Shabab’s funding, training and advice. Neither view can be fully correct but 
this article argues the latter view is more accurate but also underutilised in explaining Boko Haram’s founding, 
launch of a jihad, and tactical innovations, such as suicide bombings. 

The article will present three episodes or cases of Boko Haram from: (i) the group’s founding in 2002-2003, 
(ii) launch of jihad in 2009-2010 and (iii) introduction of suicide bombings in 2011-2012. It is argued that 
these three cases exemplify how al-Qaida’s significant impact on Boko Haram has been misunderstood to be 
“local” phenomena in most previous research on the group. Furthermore, this article discusses obstacles and 
opportunities for future research on Boko Haram.

2002-2003: The Case of Ibrahim Harun

There are a number of incorrect assumptions about Boko Haram’s origins that are reflected in most literature 
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on the group. One such assumption is that Boko Haram began as a primarily peaceful movement in 2002 
or 2003 before becoming violent and that al-Qaida’s impact on the group has been speculative or marginal. 
Thurston, for example, considers al-Qaida’s influence on Boko Haram to have been “marginal” to the group’s 
“overall development” and argues that Boko Haram was a “mass religious movement” before transitioning 
to armed struggle.”[5] Jean Herskovits, similarly, has argued that Boko Haram “began in 2002 as a peaceful 
Islamic splinter group.”[6] Consistent with this, Hilary Matfess argues that Boko Haram was a “largely peaceful, 
dissident religious sect that had been founded by Muhammed Yusuf in 2002” and that Boko Haram’s “purported 
relationship” with “global Salafi-Jihadist groups” began as late as Boko Haram’s “joint training with AQIM in 
2009-2010.”[7] Kyari Muhammed has also argued that Boko Haram “emerged as a home-grown group with 
local grievances.”[8] 

One other example from this school of thought that disregards any role of al-Qaida in Boko Haram’s origins or 
violent jihadist motives for Boko Haram’s founding comes from Pérouse de Montclos, who wrote that: 

“…in 2003, the so-called ‘Nigerian Taliban’ [Boko Haram’s name from 2003 to 2009] were students 
from the city of Maiduguri who preached a cultural revolution and went to farming in a rural and 
remote area, the village of Kanama, near the Niger border. Chased away by the army, they returned to 
Maiduguri and joined the most radical preacher in town, Mohammed Yusuf, who was killed by police 
in 2009.”[9]

Pérouse de Montclos has furthermore characterised Boko Haram’s “possible links” to AQIM as the product of 
“speculation” of “many articles” in the security studies field and “analysis” [of Boko Haram] as “often spoiled by 
the storytelling of a global jihad linked to al-Qaida or [Islamic State].”[10] One final perspective from another 
researcher, Adam Higazi, is that adopting the style of al-Qaida has been “good propaganda” for Boko Haram 
but that there were no operational ties. Notwithstanding evidence to the contrary, Higazi also depicted Boko 
Haram’s pledge of loyalty to Islamic State in March 2015 as “a response to the pressure being exerted by the 
new regional military alliance against Boko Haram” starting in late January 2015 but not indicative of lengthier 
negotiations between the two groups or ideological reasons for the pledge.[11]

The common portrayal of Boko Haram’s origins in much of the literature on the group is at odds with the first 
reports about Boko Haram closest in time to the group’s founding. In 2004, Boko Haram was widely described 
to be a small religious movement of 200 to 1,000 mostly educated and well-off members who engaged in 
military training at a remote camp near the Nigeria-Niger border to launch a jihad and create an Islamic state 
in Nigeria modeled on Taliban-ruled Afghanistan.[12] Only after 2010 when Boko Haram leader Abubakr 
Shekau declared a jihad against Nigeria and the U.S., and the group gained attention in the scholarly community 
and media, did Boko Haram become portrayed as “peaceful” at the time of its founding. 

Analysis of primary source documents from Boko Haram and al-Qaida also paints a different story about 
al-Qaida’s relationship with Boko Haram at the time of the group’s founding than is presented in most of the 
literature. One overlooked example from the time of Boko Haram’s founding is that one of Boko Haram’s 
leaders in 2003, a Saudi-born Nigerian named Yusuf Ahmed, and another Boko Haram member named 
Muhammed Ashafa met with Ibrahim Harun in 2003 to arrange for Harun to send 21 Boko Haram members 
to train in Niger with AQIM’s predecessor, the Salafi Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC).[13] According 
to Ibrahim Harun’s court transcript from the Eastern District of New York in March 2017, Harun was a Saudi-
born Nigerien (from the Republic of Niger) who trained in Afghanistan before 9/11, killed two U.S. soldiers in 
Afghanistan in 2002 and was deployed to Nigeria in 2003 after meeting with two of the highest ranking al-Qaida 
members in Pakistan  - Abdel Hadi al-Iraqi and Abu Faraj al-Libi - to plan attacks on U.S. and Israeli interests 
in Nigeria with Boko Haram.[14] Harun’s plans in Nigeria came to a halt only when the Boko Haram member 
who Harun deployed to Pakistan to meet with al-Qaida’s external operations unit, Ashafa, was arrested at the 
airport in Pakistan before his return to Nigeria.[15] The case of Ibrahim Harun is indicative of Boko Haram’s 
ties to al-Qaida’s senior leadership in Pakistan since as early as 2003.

The decoded messages on Ashafa’s hard drive showed that Harun not only met with leaders of Boko Haram in 
Nigeria, such as Yusuf Ahmed, but also with members of the GSPC in Nigeria. The head of al-Qaida’s external 
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operations unit was also directing Harun from Pakistan on where to target in Nigeria, and consulting with 
Harun on a range of issues from storing weapons and conducting surveillance to whether Harun should marry 
or not.[16] Harun was arrested in Libya in 2005 after fleeing Nigeria when Ashafa was arrested in Pakistan. 
Harun was then extradited to the U.S. in 2012 after he was able to leave Libya during the country’s civil war in 
2011 and confessed to Italian border authorities of being a member of al-Qaida.

Yusuf Ahmed was not the only Boko Haram leader with direct ties to al-Qaida at the time of Boko Haram’s 
founding. Two Nigerian scholars, Kyari Muhammed and Abdul Raufu Mustapha [17], who respectively have 
written that Boko Haram was only “trying to mimic” al-Qaida or “burnish its symbolic credentials” through 
propaganda about al-Qaida, have nonetheless also written that Boko Haram’s founder in 2002 was a certain 
jihadist named Muhammed Ali.[18] According to Kyari Muhammed, Muhammed Ali was “a Nigerian who 
was radicalized by jihadi literature in Saudi Arabia and was believed to have fought alongside the mujahideen 
in Afghanistan.”[19] Muhammed Ali was also reported in Nigerian press in 2004 to have led Boko Haram with 
Yusuf Ahmed. According to such reports, the “duo” of Muhammed Ali and Yusuf Ahmed were the only ones 
who knew the sources of Boko Haram’s funding at the time.[20]

Al-Qaida in its al-Risalah magazine in January 2017 also recognized Muhammed Ali as the Boko Haram 
founder and said his initial funding came from “members of al-Qaida residing in the Arabian Peninsula.”[21] 
This could refer to Osama Bin Laden’s Yemeni “envoy” to northwest Africa, who visited Nigeria in 2002 on the 
invitation of a GSPC member in Nigeria.[22] Other researchers who have interviewed former Boko Haram 
members also found that Muhammed Ali fought in Afghanistan, as Kyari Muhammed suggested, and was a 
“disciple” of Bin Laden in Sudan in the mid-1990s and had received a promise of money from Bin Laden to 
form a jihadi cell in Nigeria.[23] 

The profiles of Muhammed Ali and Yusuf Ahmed suggest it is unlikely that under their leadership Boko Haram 
was at the time of its founding simply “a mass religious movement” or a “peaceful Islamic splinter group” or 
that its “purported relationship” with AQIM (or its predecessor, the GSPC) began only after 2009. Moreover, 
these two leaders with direct ties to al-Qaida would have been an unlikely choice for a “homegrown” group that 
emerged as a result of poverty, politics or other domestic problems.

Both Muhammed Ali and Yusuf Ahmed were killed in early 2004 when the Nigerian government cracked 
down on Boko Haram’s base camp in the town of Kanama in Yobe State, Nigeria, near the border with Niger. 
The camp was called “Afghanistan” in tribute to the group’s inspiration, the Taliban. According to northern 
Nigerian civil society activist-turned-politician Shehu Sani and journalists who reported on Boko Haram in 
2004, Boko Haram had “amassed weapons” and engaged in “military training” at the Afghanistan camp.[24] In 
an academic article in 2015, a scholar on West African intellectual history, Andrea Brigaglia, who conducted 
fieldwork in Nigeria on Boko Haram’s origins, also questioned how a “peaceful” group could have engaged in 
combat for several weeks with Nigerian security forces if not for the group’s prior amassing of weapons and 
military training at the camp.[25]

Brigaglia’s fieldwork in northern Nigeria was unique. He identified the group’s early supporters in 2002, 
including naming the imams in Yobe State who facilitated recruitment to the Afghanistan camp from Salafi 
mosques, rather than relying on intangible structural factors to explain Boko Haram’s founding. Brigaglia 
suggested that the Afghanistan camp was not a “simple commune” as “virtually all the literature on Boko 
Haram” depicts. Rather, Brigaglia suggested that the camp represents the genesis of Boko Haram and was “a 
camp with international connections”; established for the purpose of training “(al-Qaida’s?) militants” (sic); 
and was “the first of its kind in the history of Nigeria.”[26] However, Brigaglia did not further explore the 
“international connections” of Boko Haram in 2003 – something that primary sources, such as transcripts 
from Ibrahim Harun’s trial, have since provided. 

Brigaglia also argued that the Afghanistan camp was an “appendage” of northern Nigeria’s Salafi mission known 
as Ahl as-Sunna. Another often cited leader of Boko Haram in 2002, Muhammed Yusuf, was, according to 
Brigaglia, responsible for liaising between the Afghanistan camp and mosques in north-eastern Nigeria. Yusuf 
admitted in an interview that some members of the Afghanistan camp were his students, although he denied 
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being the group’s leader (Muhammed Ali was the leader and clashed with Yusuf over when a jihad should be 
launched, with Yusuf arguing to delay the jihad).[27] However, Brigaglia argued that some of Ahl as-Sunna’s 
leading clerics expected that the Afghanistan camp’s members would only carry out attacks or join jihadist 
groups abroad but not, as Ibrahim Harun planned, within Nigeria. 

According to Brigaglia, it was the correct interpretation that the Afghanistan camp was going to be used for 
training to wage jihad in Nigeria and not abroad that led Ahl as-Sunna’s most prominent cleric, Shaykh Jafaar 
Mahmoud Adam, to turn against the camp’s jihadi project one year after the camp’s founding. Shaykh Jafaar 
then consented to the Nigerian government crackdown on the camp in late 2003.[28] This has become the 
origin of Boko Haram’s desire for revenge against both Nigerian Salafis and the Nigerian government and is 
still reflected in the rhetoric in Boko Haram’s videos in 2017.[29]

In 2017, a recording of one of Shaykh Jafaar’s deputies, Shaykh Aminu Daurawa, was released for the first time 
and featured him saying in a sermon in the week after 9/11 that “Allah is a suicide bomber.”[30] This audio 
added to other evidence that Ahl as-Sunna’s most prominent clerics, including Shaykh Jafaar, spoke favorably 
of al-Qaida, Bin Laden and jihadism after 9/11 and would likely have supported a jihadi training camp for 
Nigerians to join al-Qaida’s jihads at least in Afghanistan and Iraq.[31] Other documentary sources, such as 
those emerging from the Ibrahim Harun case, are increasingly corroborating Brigaglia’s hypothesis about Boko 
Haram’s origins, which this author finds to be convincing, and which challenges most other research on the 
subject.

2009-2010: The Launch of Jihad under Shekau’s Leadership

As discussed in the above section, al-Qaida had a significant impact on Boko Haram’s founding. This is 
evidenced by the operational coordination between Yusuf Ahmed and Muhammed Ashafa with Ibrahim 
Harun and al-Qaida’s external operations unit in 2003; the experience of Boko Haram founder, Muhammed 
Ali, with al-Qaida in Sudan and Afghanistan and reports of his receiving money from al-Qaida to form Boko 
Haram’s Afghanistan camp in 2002; and the objective of the Afghanistan camp to train Nigerians to fight in 
jihads in Afghanistan and Iraq with the consent, at least initially, of Ahl As-Sunna’s clerics. 

A second area where al-Qaida had a significant impact on Boko Haram was in assisting the group to launch a 
jihad in Nigeria after Abubakr Shekau became Boko Haram leader in 2009. This assistance mostly came from 
the al-Qaida affiliate AQIM whose leader, Abdelmalek Droukdel, pledged loyalty to al-Qaida in 2006. Bin 
Laden’s deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, accepted Droukdel’s pledge of loyalty in 2007 and claimed to have been 
“entrusted” to do so by Bin Laden: this is why the GSPC changed its name to AQIM in 2007.[32]

Some Boko Haram members, such as the son of a wealthy Borno State contractor, Adam Kambar, retreated 
to GSPC camps in the Sahel after the destruction of the Afghanistan camp in late 2003. Kambar and several 
other Boko Haram members were later tried on terrorism charges in Nigeria in 2007 for their training with the 
GSPC, which had by then become AQIM.[33] Kambar and 17 other suspects were not convicted, however, due 
to pressure for their release from groups such as the Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria (SCSN) of which 
Muhammed Yusuf had been a member. 

SCSN, for example, accused the Nigerian government of Islamophobia by saying that such trials “employed 
the machinery of the state to victimize Muslim organizations and individuals” and “stereotyped and slandered 
Islam and Muslims.”[34] Kambar, however, later became a U.S. specially designated terrorist in 2012 for, among 
other reasons, his alleged direct communications with Ayman al-Zawahiri.[35] Babagana Ismail Kwaljima, 
who was also released with Kambar in 2007, was arrested again in Nigeria in 2011 in the days before the suicide 
bombing of the UN building in Nigeria’s capital of Abuja in August 2011, which killed 23 people.[36] Kwaljima 
was believed to have been planning a major attack when he arrested, which was probably the attack on the UN 
headquarters.  

Other Boko Haram members stayed in Nigeria after 2003 and continued following Boko Haram’s preachers, 
who were now under Muhammed Yusuf ’s leadership and most famously argued that “Boko” is “Haram”, which 
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roughly means “Western education” is “blasphemous” in the Hausa language. Boko Haram carried out few 
attacks in Nigeria from 2004 to 2009. However, there was another government crackdown on Boko Haram 
after Muhammed Yusuf announced in June 2009 that he would soon launch a jihad and a “Chadian extremist 
with limited ties to al-Qaida” reportedly entered Nigeria to launch an attack on “high profile targets” with Boko 
Haram.[37] This crackdown in July 2009 killed around 800 Boko Haram members including Yusuf. 

After July 2009, according to Kyari Muhammed, Boko Haram then “went underground” but was able to 
“remarkably re-surface” in 2010 with “changed tactics.”[38] Similar to Kyari Muhammed, Abdul Raufu 
Mustapha wrote that in July 2009 “Boko Haram went underground, re-organized and resurfaced in 2010 under 
the leadership of [Abubakr] Shekau.”[39] There is a key analytical point that is absent from these two common 
explanations about Boko Haram’s transition from 2009 to 2010: after Boko Haram went “underground” in 
2009 AQIM’s support is the reason why the group was able to “remarkably re-surface” and “re-organize” with 
“changed tactics” and launch a jihadist campaign in Nigeria in 2010. 

Documents found in Bin Laden’s compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan in 2011 confirm what the current Islamic 
State West Africa Province (ISWAP [40]) and Ansaru [41] leaders also have stated in their own biographies: 
after July 2009 Boko Haram members retreated to the Sahel and AQIM provided critical training and financial 
support to the group (ISWAP and Ansaru are discussed below in this article).[42] One document dated to 
August 2009 was a letter from AQIM’s commander of the Tariq ibn Ziyad Brigade in the Sahel, Abu Zeid, to 
AQIM leader Abdelmalek Droukdel. The letter shows that Boko Haram’s new leader, Abubakr Shekau, sent 
three emissaries in August 2009 to meet with Abu Zeid to “consult on waging a guerilla war” in Nigeria.[43] 
These three Nigerian emissaries included Khalid al-Barnawi and Abu Muhammed, who later became two of 
the founders of Ansaru in 2011, and another militant, Abu Rayhan. Khalid Al-Barnawi had been involved in 
one of the GSPC’s most notorious attacks on Lemgheity military barracks in Mauritania in 2005 with a number 
of future AQIM commanders, such as Mokhtar Belmokhtar. After 2005, Khalid al-Barnawi led a training camp 
in Algeria where Abu Muhammed, who had been at the Afghanistan camp in 2003, also trained.[44] There was 
another training camp for Nigerians at the same time in Algeria led by Adam Kambar, who returned to Algeria 
after he was released from custody in Nigeria in 2007.[45] 

Abu Zeid wrote in the letter to Droukdel in August 2009 that “we know them well” referring to the three 
emissaries who had fought in the Tariq ibn Ziyad Brigade, and said that they recounted how Muhammed 
Yusuf ’s killing and torture in July 2009 was what also happened to Muhammed Ali in late 2003. Abu Zeid’s 
statement and Khalid al-Barnawi’s background as well as the case of Ibrahim Harun indicate the relationship of 
the Boko Haram leadership to AQIM must have predated – by far – August 2009. Considering the clandestine 
nature of AQIM, it is also unlikely Shekau could have so quickly dispatched three high-level Boko Haram 
emissaries to meet an AQIM leader such as Abu Zeid after the Nigerian government’s crackdown on Boko 
Haram from July 26-29, 2009 if not for pre-existing close ties between Boko Haram and AQIM before August 
2009. 

The letter from Abu Zeid to Droukdel also proves that after Shekau took over leadership of Boko Haram from 
Muhammed Yusuf, among his first activities was to send the three emissaries to meet with AQIM leadership. 
The three emissaries told Abu Zeid they faced a “big problem with weapons and money” and wanted trainings of 
Boko Haram members in intervals of 200 fighters, which Abu Zeid detailed to Droukdel in his letter. Subsequent 
documents released by AQIM in April 2017 included letters between AQIM and Shekau and AQIM and Khalid 
al-Barnawi from the months before al-Barnawi split from Shekau and formed Ansaru in 2011. The letters show 
that AQIM responded positively to the requests of Shekau’s three emissaries.[46] In one letter that Droukdel 
wrote to Shekau in August 2009, which was also found in Bin Laden’s compound in 2011, Droukdel said “We 
are happy at the arrival of your delegation” and “we welcome the union [with Boko Haram], and see it as a 
necessity to strengthen it, develop it, and raise it to a continuous level”. Droukdel also said that AQIM would 
provide to Boko Haram “waves” of trainings to its members as well as weaponry, “which is not a problem, 
because of their abundance,” and money “to the extent that we have it, so we have added some extra.”[47] 

According to a separate document, Droukdel confirmed to Shekau that he ordered Abu Zeid to provide 
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$250,000 to Shekau before Boko Haram launched its first attack under Shekau’s leadership on Bauchi prison 
in September 2010, which freed 150 Boko Haram members who were imprisoned in July 2009 (and hundreds 
of other common criminals).[48] Reports had also appeared in the Nigerian press in 2012, based on Nigerian 
intelligence documents that had been made public, of about $250,000 that AQIM gave to Boko Haram to 
kidnap foreigners in Nigeria.[49] One month after Boko Haram’s attack on Bauchi prison, Shekau wrote to 
Abu Zeid in October 2010 to say “thank you for the training and financial generosity,” which indicates AQIM’s 
money and training likely facilitated Boko Haram’s first attack under Shekau. 

Another letter found in Bin Laden’s compound in 2011 included a request from Shekau asking to speak to “Bin 
Laden’s deputy”, Ayman al-Zawahiri, about “joining the organization.”[50] This letter was not addressed to 
anyone in particular but by context of the letter it was likely intended for Droukdel to forward to al-Zawahiri. 
Al-Zawahiri had been more open than Bin Laden to enlist new affiliates, which was evidenced by al-Zawahiri’s 
acceptance of the GSPC’s affiliation with al-Qaida in 2006 when Bin Laden presumably could have done so 
himself and of al-Shabab’s affiliation with al-Qaida in 2012 when Bin Laden declined to do so publicly before 
his death in May 2011. This may be why Shekau was advised to communicate with al-Zawahiri instead of Bin 
Laden on matters of “joining the organization” of al-Qaida. However, a loyal courier may have nonetheless 
delivered Shekau’s letter to Bin Laden, which is why it was found in his compound in Pakistan in 2011.[51] 

Shekau’s letter to al-Zawahiri was a follow-up to Abu Zeid’s request to Shekau’s three emissaries when they 
met in August 2009 about whether Boko Haram was “an organization” or wanted to “join an organization.” 
The three emissaries said Shekau was injured in July 2009 but wanted to speak directly on the matter of 
“joining an organization”, which appears to be why Shekau wrote directly to al-Zawahiri to ask about joining 
al-Qaida. The three emissaries also said that they were “delaying” the matter of forming “an organization” until 
they “established jihad in Nigeria”. This is likely why Shekau declared a jihad in a video and released his first 
written statement on a jihadi web forum announcing Boko Haram’s new official name—Jamaat Ahl as-Sunnah 
Liddawah wal-Jihad—at the first anniversary of Muhammed Yusuf ’s death in July 2010 and two months ahead 
of Boko Haram’s first attack on Bauchi prison in September 2010. Even though AQIM and Boko Haram had not 
publicized their “union” at this time in 2010, an accredited AQIM member of the al-Fallujah jihadi web forum, 
Abu-Dujanah al-Tunisi, reacted to Shekau’s written statement by saying that he had “credible information” that 
Boko Haram had “joined” AQIM and that the “union” would soon come.[52] Shekau’s July 2010 video showed, 
however, that he had already begun to disobey Droukdel’s advice to not declare a jihad “until the time is ripe 
from all perspectives with calm nerves, together with a comprehensive consultation with the jihad leaders in 
the Islamic world.”[53]

Shekau’s actions immediately after the July 2009 crackdown and AQIM’s support to Boko Haram before Boko 
Haram’s first attack in September 2010 present an opposite assessment of Boko Haram’s ties to AQIM than 
what researchers, such as Thurston, have described as “informal”, “loose”, and “marginal.”[54] Such terms are 
not applicable to the level of trust exhibited by the top levels of AQIM and Boko Haram leadership, including 
Shekau, Droukdel and Abu Zeid, whereby Shekau could immediately reach out to AQIM’s leadership in 2009 
and receive virtually all the support that he requested from AQIM during a time of need.

2011-2012: AQIM and Al-Shabab Support for Suicide Bombings in Nigeria

This article has argued that al-Qaida and AQIM had a significant impact on Boko Haram’s founding in 2002-
2003 and its launch of a jihad in 2009-2010. A third area in which AQIM and al-Shabab had a significant 
impact on Boko Haram was in suicide bombings. In addition to empirical evidence of AQIM’s and al-Shabab’s 
influence on suicide bombings in Nigeria, there are theoretical perspectives to support that expertise in suicide 
bombings was imported to Nigeria. Michael C. Horowitz, for example, found in 2010 that the “diffusion” of 
suicide bombing reflects “some sort of transmission from group to group” and that “while it is tempting to 
evaluate the behavior of every group solely in terms of its local context, a broader perspective is necessary”. 
In this case it was Boko Haram’s suicide bombings (or suicide bombings by Boko Haram members who then 
became aligned with Ansaru, as this section discusses) that were a product of the “combination of learning and 
emulation” from AQIM and al-Shabab.[55] 
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There had never been a suicide bombing in Nigeria’s history before Boko Haram’s first suicide attack on the 
Federal Police Headquarters in Abuja in June 2011. However, from June 2011 until the end of 2011 there were 
seven suicide bombings in Nigeria and throughout 2012 there were 29 more suicide bombings in the country.
[56] This totaled 36 suicide attacks in an 18-month period from June 2011 until the end of 2012, according 
to data this author has collected. The rapid rise in suicide bombings in Nigeria suggests not that Boko Haram 
gradually learned the tactic through trial and error, but rather that the group learned the tactic from other 
groups and immediately carried out suicide bombings in Nigeria with proficiency.

Although Boko Haram’s relationship with AQIM was closer than to al-Shabab, there is evidence that both 
AQIM and al-Shabab provided trainings in suicide bombing to Boko Haram before the group’s first suicide 
bombing in June 2011. The first suicide bombing in Nigeria’s history at the Federal Police headquarters in June 
2011 was preceded by a Boko Haram member who the day before the attack warned the media that members 
who “arrived from Somalia” would soon carry out an attack.[57] This warning proved to be correct. Another 
Boko Haram member who claimed the attack the day after it was launched, Abu Fatima, later joined Ansaru 
in 2012 and became its “commander of suicide operations”.[58] Yet another Boko Haram spokesman claimed 
to a journalist who has contacts to Boko Haram leadership, Ahmed Salkida, that the bomb used in the suicide 
attack “was a ready-made bomb acquired from abroad,” presumably from AQIM.[59]

Mamman Nur, who was Muhammed Yusuf ’s third-in-command behind Shekau, also led up to 90 Boko Haram 
members in training with al-Shabab after Yusuf ’s death in July 2009.[60] After this training, Nur was reported 
to have masterminded the second suicide bombing in Nigeria’s history at the UN building in August 2011, 
which killed 23 people. As mentioned earlier, this attack was also planned in coordination with AQIM-trained 
Babagana Ismail Kwaljima, who had been released from custody on terrorism charges with Adam Kambar in 
2007.[61] 

A UN report also found that a group of Boko Haram members returned to Nigeria from training with al-
Shabab in March 2011, which was three months before the group’s first suicide bombing in June 2011.[62] This 
suggests that the return of al-Shabab-trained Boko Haram members to Nigeria in 2011 immediately preceded 
the introduction of suicide bombings in the country and that the training Boko Haram members received from 
abroad contributed to the group’s first suicide bombings. It is possible that AQIM and al-Shabab coordinated 
the training of the Nigerian suicide bombers with AQIM sending some Boko Haram fighters with Mamman 
Nur to Somalia before their return to Nigeria in the first half of 2011. 

Geographically, the suicide bombings in Nigeria from June 2011 until the end of 2012 were primarily in Nigeria’s 
Middle Belt [63] region, where 30 of the 36 suicide bombings took place: only six were in the three states of 
north-eastern Nigeria - Borno, Yobe and Adamawa - during that 18-month period. This is despite that the vast 
majority of other attacks from June 2011 until the end of 2012 were concentrated in north-eastern Nigeria, 
albeit mostly relatively small-scale attacks, such as assassinations of Islamic clerics, bombings and shootings 
at police stations, government offices or churches, and bank robberies.[64] It was the suicide bombings in 
the Middle Belt that made Boko Haram a major threat to international targets and to Nigeria’s unity. Nearly 
half of the suicide bombings in the Middle Belt targeted churches, especially on holidays such as Easter and 
Christmas, which escalated Muslim-Christian tensions because the Middle Belt is a fault line between Nigeria’s 
majority Muslim population in the north and majority Christian population in the south. 

The Middle Belt and states surrounding the region, such as Kano, is also where Ansaru was most active, with 
its kidnapping of 11 foreigners in four operations from 2011-2013. One of the kidnappings was led by two 
Mauritanian AQIM members in Kano targeting a German engineer in January 2012; it was claimed by AQIM’s 
al-Andalus agency directly.[65] In three of the kidnappings the hostages were killed in rescue attempts, while 
in only one instance a hostage escaped.[66] 

According to the documents released by AQIM in April 2017, Ansaru, whose shura [council] included Khalid 
al-Barnawi and Abu Muhammed, broke away from Shekau in 2011. Among other reasons that Khalid al-
Barnawi cited for breaking away from Boko Haram was that Shekau had fighters killed who had gone for 
training in Somalia (with al-Shabab) or in Algeria (with AQIM). This training in 2010 coincided with the 



181ISSN  2334-3745 December 2017

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 11, Issue 6

condolence messages at the one-year anniversary of Muhammed Yusuf ’s death that AQIM and al-Shabab 
released in July 2010, thus indicating their support for Boko Haram at that time.[67] However, AQIM support 
only continued to Ansaru under Khalid al-Barnawi’s leadership and did not extend to Boko Haram under 
Shekau’s leadership after al-Barnawi had broken away from Shekau in 2011 and formed Ansaru. 

Because Ansaru operated in and around the Middle Belt in 2011-2013, where 30 of the 36 suicide bombings 
were carried out from June 2011 until the end of 2012, and Boko Haram under Shekau primarily operated in 
north-eastern Nigeria, it is likely the suicide bombings in Nigeria from June 2011 until the end of 2012 were 
carried out by Ansaru and AQIM- and al-Shabab-trained militants in Boko Haram. However, the AQIM- 
and al-Shabab-trained militants in Boko Haram were likely antagonistic to Shekau and closely aligned with 
Ansaru. One example of this is the case of the mastermind of a major suicide car bombing at a church outside 
of Abuja on Christmas Day 2011 that killed 41 people. This mastermind, Kabiru Sokoto, claimed in his court 
trial to have received a portion of $250,000 from “a group in Algeria” and was also reported to have made a 
phone call to the suicide bomber of the Federal Police headquarters in the hours before that attack in June 2011 
and to have made phone calls to Mamman Nur.[68] Kabiru Sokoto said in his trial, however, that Khalid al-
Barnawi’s deputy, Abu Muhammed, was in charge of “North Central” - referring to the Middle Belt - and that 
he answered to Abu Muhammed, not Shekau.[69] 

Kabiru Sokoto’s claim suggests that his operation was carried out by fighters in Boko Haram who were aligned 
with Khalid al-Barnawi and Abu Muhammed of Ansaru and Mamman Nur. Mamman Nur had rivaled Shekau 
for the leadership of Boko Haram after Muhammed Yusuf ’s death in July 2009. He was bolstered by the 
credibility he had gained from training in Somalia, which Shekau may not have permitted because it enabled 
Nur to challenge Shekau’s hold on the group’s leadership. However, Nur did not formally break with Shekau 
because he wanted to prevent the infighting that Boko Haram carried out against Ansaru after Khalid al-
Barnawi had broken away from Shekau in 2011.[70] Presumably, Kabiru Sokoto and other beneficiaries of 
AQIM and al-Shabab funding and training also did not formally break from Boko Haram for the same reasons 
as Nur. 

There were also specific ideological and personality issues that explain why Khalid al-Barnawi broke with 
Shekau but Nur did not. For example, Khalid al-Barnawi wrote to AQIM that Shekau declared takfir on civilians 
as if he were a “graduate” of the Algerian Armed Islamic Group (GIA) from which the GSPC broke in 1998. 
Shekau, also like one of the GIA’s leaders, considered himself to be the “caliph and greatest imam” and ignored 
the advice of both Boko Haram’s shura and AQIM’s shura. Khalid al-Barnawi’s longer history with AQIM 
and the GSPC than Nur could explain why al-Barnawi was reminded of the GSPC’s own experiences with the 
GIA and could not bear co-existing with Shekau in 2011 while Nur could. The AQIM documents released in 
April 2017 show that once Shekau stopped responding to “letters of advice” from AQIM leaders, such as sharia 
advisor Abu al-Hasan Rashid al-Bulaydi, Khalid al-Barnawi and his supporters consulted with AQIM and 
formed Ansaru in 2011.[71]

Most likely, Ansaru kept the remainder of the $250,000 from AQIM for itself after Ansaru split from Shekau in 
2011. Ansaru then used the money for kidnappings and major suicide bombings, especially at churches in the 
Middle Belt on Christian holidays. This would have been consistent with AQIM’s desire to fund kidnappings of 
foreigners for ransom in Nigeria and Droukdel’s perception of the conflict in Nigeria in his statements as one 
between a “Crusader minority” and a Muslim majority (although Muslims and Christians are nearly equally 
distributed in Nigeria).[72] 

Shekau’s spokesmen in Boko Haram claimed many of the suicide attacks in the Middle Belt, including the 
Kabiru Sokoto-masterminded attack at the church outside of Abuja on Christmas Day 2011, even though 
Kabiru Sokoto did not answer to Shekau.[73] This is because the militants involved in such attacks, such as 
Mamman Nur and Kabiru Sokoto, had not formally broken with Shekau like Ansaru did. Shekau’s spokesman, 
who was in phone contact with Kabiru Sokoto, still admitted after his arrest in January 2012 that “most of us 
were tired of fighting but we could not come out to say so because of fear of reprisal from our leader, Imam 
Shekau, on dissenting members.”[74] 
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Thurston has argued that because Boko Haram “could” have learned to carry out suicide bombings on its 
own that is incorrect to suggest that the tactic was therefore not “homegrown” while Pérouse de Montclos has 
argued that Boko Haram “did not need any foreign instruction to rebel against the Nigerian government.”[75] 
However, the evidence about the first series of suicide bombings in Nigeria, like the evidence about Boko 
Haram’s founding in 2002-2003 and the launch of jihad in 2009-2010, suggests that Boko Haram did seek and 
benefit significantly from the support of al-Qaida and its affiliates. The first suicide bombings in Nigeria from 
June 2011 until the end of 2012 were carried out by Ansaru or Ansaru-aligned militants in Boko Haram who 
were trained and funded by AQIM and al-Shabab. Thurston also misinterprets factional relations in Boko 
Haram and the impact of the group’s training with AQIM and al-Shabab where he writes that Boko Haram’s 
“self-generated” attacks, such as assassinations on motorbikes, do not “correlate” with “the alleged interventions 
of outsiders.”[76] In the two years after Ansaru broke from Shekau in May 2011, the impact of the training with 
AQIM and al-Shabab was evidenced not through the attacks of Shekau’s faction of Boko Haram in north-
eastern Nigeria, which were mostly “self-generated”, but through the suicide bombings and kidnappings of 
Ansaru and Ansaru-aligned militants in Boko Haram in the Middle Belt region.

 
Obstacles to Recognising Al-Qaida’s Significant Impact on Boko Haram

This article presented three cases that show al-Qaida had a significant impact on Boko Haram’s founding in 
2002-2003, launch of jihad in 2009-2010 and first series of Boko Haram suicide attacks in 2011-2012. These 
cases should not, however, be considered the full evidence of al-Qaida funding, training and advising of Boko 
Haram but rather they should be seen as a sample of this. For example, in separate analyses this author has 
detailed how Ansaru members, such as Khalid al-Barnawi and Abu Fatima, and Ansaru-aligned Boko Haram 
members, such as Mamman Nur, rejoined Boko Haram under Shekau’s leadership in 2013. In addition to 
them, Ansaru-aligned Nigerian militants who fought alongside AQIM in Mali rejoined Boko Haram when 
they returned to Nigeria after the French-led military intervention in Mali in February 2013.[77] This paved 
the way for Boko Haram’s occupation of territory in north-eastern Nigeria starting in March 2013. If those 
analyses or the analysis in this article are correct, Thurston’s claim that al-Qaida’s impact on Boko Haram was 
“marginal” or that AQIM did “perhaps not” have a “decisive effect” on Boko Haram are major under-estimates.
[78] 

The occupation of territory, for instance, not only allowed Boko Haram to achieve one of its original aims 
envisaged in 2002 - to govern a Taliban-like state (at least in terms of sharia punishments) - but it also opened 
up space for the group’s kidnapping of the Chibok schoolgirls in 2014 and the group’s pledge of loyalty to the 
Islamic State in 2015. Thurston has recognised that, “If training in Mali occurred, and if it allowed Boko Haram 
to begin holding territory in Nigeria in 2013, these developments do not seem to have enthused AQIM.”[79] 
Such “developments” did not “enthuse” AQIM because when Boko Haram occupied territory in Nigeria in 
2013 some of the group’s tactics, such as “enslaving” the kidnapped Chibok schoolgirls, using girls in suicide 
bombings and burning boys in their school dormitories, were not to the liking of either AQIM or Ansaru 
members who did not rejoin Boko Haram.[80] 

This does not mean, however, that Ansaru members, Ansaru-aligned Boko Haram members and AQIM-allied 
Nigerian militants who fought in Mali did not rejoin Shekau’s faction of Boko Haram in north-eastern Nigeria 
and improve its capabilities in kidnappings-for-ransom, which became Boko Haram’s biggest “war chest”; 
suicide bombings, which increased from less than 10 in north-eastern Nigeria and neighboring countries 
from 2011 to 2013 to more than 200 in the same region from 2014 to 2016; and conquering territory.[81] 
Rather, after they rejoined with Boko Haram in 2013 Shekau exploited those capabilities in ways AQIM did 
not approve. Shekau’s excesses are also why Mamman Nur, Abu Fatima and Khalid al-Barnawi all broke again 
from Shekau by 2016 and Nur, Abu Fatima and Muhammed Yusuf ’s son, Abu Musab al-Barnawi, took over 
the lead of ISWAP in August 2016 and ejected Shekau from the group (Khalid al-Barnawi returned to Ansaru 
before his arrest in April 2016).

Part of the concern about recognising al-Qaida’s significant impact on Boko Haram is that, according to 
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Thurston, it reflects an “alarmist agenda”.[82] However, a certain level of alarmism may have been useful for 
countering Boko Haram. In 2007, the Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria (SCSN) claim that the Nigerian 
government’s allegations about Adam Kambar and Babagana Ismail Kwaljima were not true but Islamophobic 
and the sultan of Sokoto’s claim at the U.S. Institute of Peace in Washington D.C in 2007 that “there is no al-
Qaida in Nigeria” led to complacency.[83] That same year, Ousmane Kane described Boko Haram as “largely 
homegrown, not [an] offshoot of militant groups with ties to the Middle East” and argued that “if Islamism 
exist[ed] in [sub-Saharan Africa], it exist[ed] in the form of moderate revivalists attempting to implement 
social change.”[84] This complacency was shattered when Boko Haram went “underground” in 2009 and 
then “remarkably resurfaced” with its first series of attacks in 2010 with AQIM support, and when Nigeria 
experienced the first series of Ansaru and Boko Haram kidnappings and suicide bombings in 2011, also with 
support from AQIM and al-Shabab. At the time in 2011, Ansaru’s first kidnapping in Nigeria was “ruled out” 
as an al-Qaida operation by, among others, Thurston, because AQIM “had to [Thurston’s] knowledge, made no 
inroads into Nigerian territory.”[85] 

A lack of alarm - and perhaps also awareness - about al-Qaida in the early 2000s likely also contributed to 
Shaykh Jafaar’s and other Salafi clerics’ promotion of al-Qaida and Bin Laden in their sermons and on billboards 
in cities such as Kano, even as late as 2006.[86] Had Nigerian Salafis never formed what Thurston admits was 
a “close relationship” with Boko Haram and tolerated an al-Qaida presence at the Afghanistan camp in Nigeria 
in 2002, the Nigerian government’s crackdowns in 2003 and 2009 and Boko Haram’s reprisals with AQIM and 
al-Shabab support may have never become a defining feature of the conflict in Nigeria.[87] 

Others, such as Abdul Raufu Mustapha and Pérouse de Montclos, have argued respectively that analysis 
showing al-Qaida’s significant impact on Boko Haram comes from a “Western security mind-set” and that it 
may “help authoritarian and corrupt regimes to get international financial and military support in their war on 
terrorism.”[88] Similar to Pérouse de Montclos, Thurston has expressed concern that this analysis may lead to 
the “stereotyping” of “African Islam” as “essentially pacifist” until it is influenced by a more “militant” style of 
“Arab Islam” and be used by Nigerian politicians to “downplay” Boko Haram’s “domestic support” or “security 
force abuses.”[89] However, the three foremost Boko Haram “insiders” and a former lawyer for Muhammed 
Yusuf, who are all Nigerian Muslims, have recognised al-Qaida’s impact on Boko Haram’s financing, ideology 
and operations.[90] Moreover, it is problematic to distort analysis that al-Qaida had a significant impact on Boko 
Haram despite the evidence because it may lead to poor counter-terrorism policies or incorrect assumptions. 
Researchers and officials can neutrally evaluate the analysis in this article and, if it is accepted, still prescribe 
counter-terrorism solutions that they believe are not counter-productive.

Finally, the prevailing meta-narrative that Boko Haram is “homegrown” and “local” has in effect, if not also by 
intent of Gulf-based research patrons[91], not only led to a misunderstanding of al-Qaida’s significant impact 
on Boko Haram’s founding, launch of jihad and suicide bombings, but it has also inhibited a broader critique 
of the impact of external actors on Boko Haram. For example, to this author’s knowledge, Brigaglia is still the 
only scholar to have investigated the early Ahl as-Sunna-Boko Haram alliance in 2002 in any depth and not 
only from an ideological but also a logistical, operational and individual agency perspective.[92] Moreover, the 
antagonism towards non-Salafi Muslims, such as Sufis, secular governance and democracy and the promotion 
of jihadism by Gulf-funded and Gulf-trained Salafis in Nigeria created conditions for the early expansion of 
Boko Haram’s ideology and recruitment pool in the 2000s. Muhammed Yusuf may have broken from Shaykh 
Jafaar in the mid-2000s but Yusuf carried with him the legacy of the Afghanistan camp in his preaching until 
his death in 2009, which transferred to Shekau with his declaration of jihad in 2010.[93] Further research 
on these aspects of Boko Haram’s founding in 2002 would not only overturn the conventional wisdom that 
it was a “peaceful” group in 2002 but also shed further light on the extent to which Shaykh Jafaar or his 
deputies in Ahl as-Sunna collaborated with, and knew about, al-Qaida’s role in the Afghanistan camp in 2002.  

Conclusion

While this article does not argue that external factors and individual agency are the only ways to explain the 
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founding and rise of Boko Haram, the article does suggest that more research on external influences and the 
decision-making processes of Boko Haram leaders using primary sources be conducted. The strongest reason 
for emphasising external influences and individual agency is that it contributes to understanding the indicators 
for what the teacher of critical thinking and advanced analytic techniques, Randolph H. Pherson, has termed 
“signposts of change” or “sudden shifts”.[94] Why did Boko Haram form a training camp in Nigeria right 
after 9/11 in 2002? Why did Boko Haram suddenly begin launching attacks in September 2010 after being 
“underground” for a year? Why were an unprecedented 30 of 36 suicide bombings from June 2011 until the 
end of 2012 in the Middle Belt? And why did Boko Haram begin raiding military barracks and conquering 
territory in Nigeria one month after the French-led military intervention in Mali in February 2013? Structural 
factors did not vary significantly before these changes, but the external influences and individual decisions of 
militants did.
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