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Narratives of Conflict: A Literary Exploration of Boko Haram’s Impact in
Politics and Security in Nigeria’s Northeast Since 2009

Markus Ishaku
Department of English and Literary Studies, Faculty of Arts, University of

Maiduguri
Madani6723@unimaid.edu.ng

Abstract

This study explores the complex interplay between crisis, politics, and security in
Nigeria's Northeast through the lens of literary narratives focused on the Boko
Haram insurgency since 2009. This analysis examines the narratives surrounding
this conflict through postcolonial literary theory, exploring how the legacies of
colonialism, power structures, and cultural identities intersect with the violent
insurgency and its repercussions. The research critically examines how literature
has responded to and depicted the social, political, and security challenges posed by
the insurgency, reflecting on the broader implications for Nigerian society. By
analyzing selected works, this study investigates the role of fiction in shaping and
reflecting public perceptions of the crisis, the portrayal of affected communities, and
the impact of the insurgency on the political landscape and security apparatus in
the region. The study also considers how these narratives contribute to broader
discourses on conflict, resilience, and identity in a region marked by prolonged
instability. This research underscores the significance of literature in understanding
the socio-political dynamics of conflict and the human experiences underlying these
events, offering a nuanced perspective on the ongoing crisis.

Keywords: Boko Haram insurgency, Conflict narratives, Northeast Nigeria,
Political instability and literary perspectives

i. Introduction
The Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria,
particularly in the Northeast sub-
region, represents one of the most
severe crises the nation has faced in
recent decades. Originating as a
relatively obscure group, Boko Haram,
officially known as Jama'atu Ahlis
Sunna Lidda'awati Wal-Jihad, gained
international notoriety due to its
violent campaign against the Nigerian
state, its citizens, and its devastating
impact on regional stability. The
group's insurgency, which began in

earnest in 2009 following the
extrajudicial killing of its leader,
Mohammed Yusuf, has since morphed
into a prolonged conflict characterized
by widespread violence, human rights
abuses, and significant political and
security challenges. This crisis has not
only reshaped the socio-political
landscape of Nigeria's Northeast but
has also inspired a significant body of
literary work that seeks to document,
analyze, and critique the multifaceted
dimensions of the conflict.

mailto:Madani6723@unimaid.edu.ng
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Historically, Nigeria's Northeast region
has been marked by socio-economic
challenges, including poverty, illiteracy,
and unemployment, which have
created fertile ground for the
emergence of extremist ideologies
(Onuoha, 2014). Boko Haram's radical
narrative, which rejects Western
education and seeks to establish an
Islamic state governed by Sharia law,
resonated with segments of the
population that felt marginalized and
disenfranchised by the state. The
group's initial focus on proselytization
quickly escalated into violent
insurgency following the Nigerian
government's crackdown on its
members in 2009. Since then, the
conflict has claimed tens of thousands
of lives, displaced millions, and led to a

humanitarian crisis of unprecedented
scale in the region (Amnesty
International, 2015).

The literature that has emerged in
response to the Boko Haram crisis
offers valuable insights into the lived
experiences of those affected by the
insurgency. Literary works, ranging
from novels and short stories to poetry
and memoirs, have served as powerful
tools for documenting the horrors of
the conflict, critiquing the state's
response, and exploring the socio-
political dynamics at play. For instance,
Helon Habila's The Chibok Girls: The
Boko Haram Kidnappings and Islamist
Militancy in Nigeria (2016) provides a
poignant narrative that humanizes the
victims of the insurgency while
offering a critical examination of the
factors that have sustained the conflict.
Similarly, Abubakar Adam Ibrahim's
Season of Crimson Blossoms (2015)
delves into the personal and societal

impacts of the insurgency, portraying
the psychological and emotional toll on
individuals and communities in
Northern Nigeria.

Literature has long been recognized as
a mirror of society, reflecting the
complexities and contradictions
inherent in social, political, and cultural
realities. In the context of the Boko
Haram crisis, literary works not only
capture the immediate consequences
of the conflict but also engage with
broader themes such as identity,
resilience, and resistance. These
narratives contribute to a deeper
understanding of how the insurgency
has reshaped the Northeast's socio-
political landscape, influencing
everything from local governance to
national security policies. Moreover,
they offer a platform for voices that are
often marginalized in mainstream
political discourse, including women,
children, and displaced persons, whose
experiences are central to the
humanitarian dimension of the crisis
(Kew & Phillips, 2013).

The intersection of literature, politics,
and security in the analysis of the Boko
Haram insurgency provides a unique
lens through which to explore the
impact of the crisis on Nigeria's
Northeast. By examining literary
representations of the conflict, this
research aims to uncover the ways in
which these

narratives reflect and critique the
political and security challenges posed
by the insurgency. Furthermore, it
seeks to highlight the role of literature
in shaping public perceptions of the
crisis, offering new insights into the
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ongoing struggle for peace and stability
in the region.

In conclusion, the Boko Haram
insurgency has profoundly affected
Nigeria's Northeast, leaving a legacy of
violence, displacement, and political
instability. Through the study of
literary works that engage with this
crisis, this research will contribute to a
broader understanding of the socio-
political dynamics at play and the
potential for literature to serve as a
tool for both reflection and resistance
in the face of conflict.

ii. Definition of Terms
2.1 Boko Haram insurgency: The
Boko Haram insurgency refers to the
violent campaign initiated by the
extremist group Boko Haram in
northeastern Nigeria since 2009. The
group, whose name roughly translates
to "Western education is forbidden,"
aims to establish an Islamic state and
enforces strict Sharia law. Their
insurgency has resulted in widespread
terror, including bombings,
assassinations, and abductions, causing
immense human suffering and
displacement across Nigeria and
neighboring countries. Boko Haram is
designated as a terrorist organization
by several nations and international
bodies.

2.2 Conflict narratives: Conflict
narratives refer to the stories and
accounts that arise from, or are
centered around, conflicts. These
narratives can take various forms,
including oral histories, literature,
media reports, and political discourse.
They play a crucial role in shaping
perceptions, identities, and responses
to conflict, often highlighting different

perspectives, grievances, and
motivations of the parties involved.
Conflict narratives can perpetuate or
resolve tensions, depending on how
they are framed and disseminated.

2.3 Northeast Nigeria: North
East Nigeria is one of the six
geopolitical zones of Nigeria,

consisting of six states: Adamawa,
Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Taraba, and
Yobe. The region is characterized by a
predominantly Sahelian and Sudanian
climate, with agriculture as a key
occupation. It has been significantly
affected by insurgencies, particularly
by the Boko Haram group, resulting in
widespread displacement and
humanitarian crises. The region is
culturally diverse, with multiple ethnic
groups and languages. The capital
cities of the states serve as
administrative and economic hubs
within the zone.

2.4 Political instability: Political
instability refers to the condition in
which a government or political system
faces significant uncertainty,
disruption, or threats to its continuity.
It often manifests through frequent
changes in leadership, civil unrest,
protests, coups, or other forms of
political violence. Political instability
undermines governance, weakens
institutions, and can lead to economic
decline, social unrest, and a breakdown
in law and order. It is typically caused
by factors like corruption, weak
institutions, economic hardship, and
deep-seated social divisions.
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2.5 Literary perspectives: A
literary perspective refers to the
specific lens or viewpoint through
which a text is analyzed, interpreted, or
understood. It encompasses the
theoretical approaches, such as
feminist, Marxist, psychoanalytic, or
postcolonial perspectives, that
influence how themes, characters, and
narratives are examined. A literary
perspective shapes the reader's
understanding of a text by highlighting
particular aspects of the work, such as
power dynamics, cultural context, or
psychological depth, allowing for
diverse interpretations and critical
analysis.

iii. Theoretical Orientation
Postcolonial Theory, as articulated by
scholars such as Edward Said, Homi K.
Bhabha, and Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, offers a compelling framework
for analyzing the literary
representations of the Boko Haram
insurgency. This theory examines the
enduring

impacts of colonialism and imperialism
on formerly colonized societies,
focusing on how power dynamics and
cultural conflicts persist in the
postcolonial era.

In relation to the topic, "Narratives of
Conflict: A Literary Exploration of Boko
Haram's Impact on Politics and
Security in Nigeria's Northeast since
2009," Postcolonial Theory illuminates
the historical and cultural contexts that
have influenced the emergence and
perpetuation of the Boko Haram
insurgency. The Northeast of Nigeria, a
region with a complex colonial and
postcolonial history, has been shaped
by colonial policies, regional power

struggles, and socio-economic
inequalities. These factors contribute
to the rise of extremist groups like
Boko Haram, which exploit historical
grievances and socio-economic
marginalization (Akinwumi, 2018).

Literary works that explore the Boko
Haram crisis often reflect themes of
resistance, identity, and cultural
conflict, which are central to
Postcolonial Theory. For example,
narratives that address the impact of
the insurgency on local communities
may depict the struggle between
traditional values and modernity, as
well as the clash between indigenous
cultures and external influences. These
narratives often reveal how the
insurgency's ideology is rooted in a
response to historical injustices and
ongoing socio-political issues,
reflecting a broader postcolonial
struggle for agency and identity (Ngugi,
1986).

Moreover, Postcolonial Theory
provides insights into how literature
serves as a means of resistance and
critique. In the context of the Boko
Haram crisis, literary texts can be seen
as tools for challenging dominant
narratives and representing
marginalized voices. By analyzing
these texts through a postcolonial lens,
one can uncover how they engage with
themes of power, authority, and
resistance, offering a critique of the
socio-political conditions that have
contributed to the conflict (Said, 1978).

In summary, Postcolonial Theory is a
suitable lens for studying the literary
exploration of Boko Haram's impact on
politics and security because it
addresses the historical and cultural
legacies that shape the conflict. It
allows for a nuanced analysis of how
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literary narratives reflect and critique
the socio-political realities of the
postcolonial context.

iv. Analysis and Discussion
The emergence and ongoing activities
of Boko Haram in northeastern Nigeria
since 2009 have profoundly shaped the
political landscape and security
dynamics of the region. This analysis
examines the narratives surrounding
this conflict through the lens of
postcolonial literary theory, exploring
how the legacies of colonialism, power
structures, and cultural identities
intersect with the violent insurgency
and its repercussions. Postcolonial
literary theory provides a framework
for understanding the complex
interplay of historical, cultural, and
political forces at work in the Boko
Haram conflict. By examining literary
representations and narratives of the
insurgency, we can gain insight into the
ways in which colonial legacies
continue to influence contemporary
Nigerian society and how various
actors construct and contest identities
and power relations in the context of
violent extremism.

4.1 Historical Context

To fully appreciate the narratives
surrounding Boko Haram, it is essential
to consider the historical context of
northern Nigeria. The region has a rich
pre-colonial history, including the
Kanem-Bornu Empire and the Sokoto
Caliphate, which were centers of
Islamic learning and political power
(Last, 1967). The arrival of British
colonial rule in the late 19th century
disrupted existing power structures
and introduced new forms of
governance and education. The

colonial period saw the
implementation of indirect rule, which
reinforced traditional hierarchies and
religious authority in the north while
simultaneously introducing Western-
style education and administration
(Falola & Heaton, 2008). This dual
system created tensions between
traditionalists and modernizers, laying
the groundwork for future conflicts
over identity, governance, and
education. Post-independence
Nigeria inherited these colonial
structures and tensions. The northern
region, predominantly Muslim, often
found itself at odds with the more
Westernized south, leading to political
and social divisions that persist to this
day (Osaghae, 1998). It is within this
historical context that Boko Haram
emerged, capitalizing on grievances
related to poverty, corruption, and
perceived Western cultural
imperialism.

4.2 Postcolonial Literary
Analysis of Boko Haram Narratives

Postcolonial literary theory
emphasizes the construction and
contestation of identities in the wake of
colonial rule. In the case of Boko
Haram, we see a complex interplay of
religious, ethnic, and national identities.
The group's name itself, which roughly
translates to "Western education is
forbidden," highlights the tension
between traditional Islamic values and
Western-influenced modernity
(Walker, 2012). Literary
representations of the conflict often
grapple with these contested identities.
For example, Elnathan John's novel
Born on a Tuesday (2015) explores the
radicalization of young men in
northern Nigeria, depicting the ways in
which religious identity becomes
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intertwined with political violence. The
protagonist's journey from Quranic
student to militant illustrates the
complex factors that shape individual
and collective identities in the region.

Similarly, Helon Habila's The Chibok
Girls (2016) examines the impact of
Boko Haram's actions on the identities
of its victims. The kidnapping of the
Chibok schoolgirls in 2014 became a
symbol of the conflict between
Western education and extremist
ideology. Habila's non-fiction account
explores how the girls' identities as
students, Christians, and Nigerians
were all challenged and reshaped by
their experiences.

4. 2.1 Language and Power

Postcolonial theory emphasizes the
role of language in shaping power
relations and cultural identities. In the
context of Boko Haram, the use of
language becomes a battleground for
competing narratives and ideologies.
The group's rejection of Western
education extends to a rejection of the
English language as a colonial
imposition, favoring instead the use of
Hausa and Arabic (Brigaglia, 2015).
Literary works addressing the conflict
often explore the tension between
different linguistic and cultural
traditions. For instance, Adaobi Tricia
Nwaubani's novel Buried Beneath the
Baobab Tree(2018) uses a mix of
English and Hausa to convey the
cultural complexity of the region. The
protagonist's struggle to maintain her
desire for education in the face of Boko
Haram's oppression is partly expressed
through her negotiation of different
linguistic worlds.

4.2.2 Representation and Voice

A key concern of postcolonial literary
theory is the question of who gets to
speak for whom. In the case of the
Boko Haram conflict, this issue is
particularly pertinent. Many narratives
about the insurgency come from
outside observers, raising questions
about authenticity and the right to
represent others' experiences.
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's essay
“The Danger of a Single Story" (2009)
speaks to this issue, warning against
the oversimplification of complex
situations. While not specifically about
Boko Haram, her insights are relevant
to how the conflict is portrayed in
literature and media. She argues for
the importance of diverse voices and
perspectives in understanding any
situation, particularly in postcolonial
contexts. Local voices and perspectives
are crucial in countering simplistic
narratives. Works like Ahmed Salkida's
journalistic accounts provide insider
perspectives on the conflict,
challenging dominant narratives and
offering nuanced understanding of the
insurgency's roots and dynamics
(Salkida, 2012).

4.2.3 Trauma andMemory

Postcolonial literature often deals with
the trauma of colonial violence and its
aftermath. In the context of Boko
Haram, we see similar themes of
trauma, memory, and resilience in the
face of ongoing violence. Literary
works addressing the conflict grapple
with how individuals and communities
process and remember traumatic
events. Edna O'Brien's Girl (2019),
while written by an Irish author,
attempts to give voice to the
experiences of girls kidnapped by Boko
Haram. The novel explores themes of
trauma, survival, and the struggle to
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reintegrate into society after
experiencing extreme violence. It
raises questions about the possibility
of representing such experiences
authentically and the role of literature
in bearing witness to trauma.

4.2.4 Resistance and Agency

Postcolonial literary theory
emphasizes the agency of colonized
peoples and their resistance to
oppression. In the context of Boko
Haram, we see various forms of
resistance depicted in literature, from
armed struggle to non-violent protest
and everyday acts of defiance.
Habila's The Chibok Girls (2016)
documents the Bring Back Our Girls
movement, showing how civil society
mobilized to resist both Boko Haram's
violence and the government's
perceived inaction. This narrative of
resistance challenges the portrayal of
northeastern Nigerians as passive
victims, highlighting instead their
active engagement in shaping their
own futures.

4.2.5 The Role of Religion

Religion plays a central role in the
Boko Haram conflict, and postcolonial
literary analysis must grapple with its
complex manifestations. The group's
extremist interpretation of Islam is set
against a backdrop of diverse religious
practices and beliefs in the region.
Literary works often explore the
tension between different
interpretations of Islam and the ways
in which religion intersects with
politics and identity. Habila’s The
Chibok Girls: The Boko Haram
Kidnappings and Islamist Militancy in
Nigeria (2016) provides a nuanced
examination of the role of religion in
the conflict, challenging simplistic

narratives that equate Islam with
extremism.

4.2.6 Gender and Power

Postcolonial feminist criticism
highlights the intersections of gender,
race, and power in colonial and
postcolonial contexts. The Boko Haram
conflict has had particularly severe
impacts on women and girls, as
evidenced by the Chibok kidnappings
and other gender-based violence.
Literary representations of the conflict
often focus on the experiences of
women and girls. Nwaubani's Buried
Beneath the Baobab Tree (2018) and
O'Brien's Girl (2019) both center on
female protagonists, exploring how
gender shapes their experiences of
violence and resistance. These
narratives challenge patriarchal power
structures and highlight the agency of
women in the face of oppression.

In conclusion, the literary exploration
of Boko Haram's impact on politics and
security in Nigeria's northeast since
2009 reveals a complex interplay of
historical legacies, contested identities,
and ongoing struggles for power and
representation. Through the lens of
postcolonial literary theory, we can see
how narratives of the conflict engage
with themes of identity, language,
trauma, resistance, and gender. These
literary works serve not only as artistic
expressions but also as important
interventions in public discourse about
the conflict. They challenge simplistic
narratives, give voice to marginalized
perspectives, and offer nuanced
understandings of the complex factors
driving the insurgency and shaping its
impacts. As the conflict continues to
evolve, literature will undoubtedly play
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an ongoing role in shaping public
understanding and memory of these
events. By critically engaging with
these narratives, we can gain deeper
insight into the historical, cultural, and
political dynamics at play in
northeastern Nigeria and beyond.

v. Summary
This analysis explored the Boko Haram
conflict in northeastern Nigeria since
2009 through the lens of postcolonial
literary theory. It examined how
colonial legacies, power structures, and
cultural identities intersect with the
insurgency and its repercussions. Key
themes include contested identities,
language and power, representation
and voice, trauma and memory,
resistance and agency, the role of
religion, and gender dynamics. The
discussion highlighted how literary
works challenge simplistic narratives,
give voice to marginalized perspectives,
and offer nuanced understandings of
the complex factors driving the
insurgency. Various literary examples,
including novels, non-fiction accounts,
and journalistic works, were used to
illustrate these themes. The analysis
emphasized the importance of
considering historical context,
including pre-colonial Islamic empires
and the impact of British colonial rule.
It also addressed the tension between
traditional values and Western-
influenced modernity, which plays a
central role in the conflict. The literary
exploration revealed the ongoing
struggles for power and representation
in the region, demonstrating how
narratives of the conflict engage with
broader postcolonial themes.

vi. Recommendations:
i. Encourage and support more

local voices in literature

and journalism to provide
authentic perspectives on
the conflict.

ii. Promote literary works that
offer nuanced
representations of the
region's cultural and
religious diversity.

iii. Incorporate postcolonial
literary analysis in
educational curricula to
foster critical
understanding of the
conflict's complex dynamics.

iv. Support translation efforts to
make regional literature
accessible to a wider
audience, fostering greater
cross-cultural
understanding.

v. Encourage interdisciplinary
research that combines
literary analysis with
historical, political, and
sociological approaches to
the conflict.

vi. Develop literacy programs that
use literature as a tool for
conflict resolution and
peace building in affected
communities.

vii. Create platforms for dialogue
between authors, scholars,
and community members
to discuss the role of
literature in shaping
perceptions of the conflict.

vii. Conclusion
The literary exploration of Boko
Haram's impact reveals the power of
narrative in shaping understanding of
complex conflicts. Through
postcolonial literary analysis, we gain
insights into the historical, cultural,
and political dynamics at play in
northeastern Nigeria. These narratives
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challenge oversimplified views,
highlight the agency of affected
communities, and expose the
multifaceted nature of identity and
power in the region. As the conflict
continues to evolve, literature will play
a crucial role in documenting
experiences, fostering empathy, and
imagining possibilities for peace and
reconciliation. By engaging critically
with these narratives, we can
contribute to a more nuanced public
discourse and potentially inform more
effective approaches to addressing the
roots and consequences of the
insurgency.
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