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Abstract

Religious extremism has emerged as a significant threat to peace and security in multifaith
communities across the globe. From the Middle East to Southeast Asia, extremist ideologies have
fueled sectarian violence, deepening social divides and undermining peaceful coexistence. In
Africa, countries like Nigeria stand at the intersection of religious pluralism and extremism, where
faith-based conflicts have become increasingly prevalent. Nigeria, characterized by its rich
religious diversity with both Christian and Muslim populations, has experienced recurring
violence driven by extremist groups such as Boko Haram and other radical factions. The objective
of this paper is to examine the impact of religious extremism on peace and security in Nigeria'’s
multifaith communities. It investigates how extremist ideologies disrupt societal harmony, deepen
religious divides, and threaten national stability. The paper also evaluates the factors contributing
to the rise of extremism in Nigeria, such as socio-political grievances, economic disparities, and
identity politics, while analyzing government and community responses to mitigate these
challenges. Key regions and communities affected by religious violence, particularly in Northern
Nigeria and the Middle Belt, serve as case studies to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the issue. The importance of this paper lies in its contribution to the discourse on peacebuilding
in religiously diverse societies. By focusing on Nigeria, a country often seen as a microcosm of
broader religious tensions in Africa, this research highlights the need for sustainable strategies to
address religious extremism. It offers insights into fostering interreligious dialogue, enhancing
community resilience, and promoting policies that encourage peaceful coexistence. This study is
critical for policymakers, religious leaders, and peacebuilding practitioners aiming to develop
context-specific solutions that counteract extremism and nurture a culture of tolerance in Nigeria
and beyond.
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Introduction

Religious extremism has become a major threat to peace and security in Nigeria’s multifaith
communities. Extremist groups such as Boko Haram and ISWAP exploit poverty, political
grievances, and religious differences to perpetrate violence, resulting in mass killings, abductions,
and large-scale displacement. These acts destabilize communities, deepen mistrust among
religious groups, weaken national security, and hinder economic development. Nigeria is a unique
tapestry of cultures, ethnicities, and religions, with Islam and Christianity as the two dominant
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faiths, alongside indigenous practices. This diversity, though rich and vibrant, has also made the
country vulnerable to tensions that extremist ideologies easily exploit. Left unchecked, these
ideologies can ignite hostilities that endanger peace and slow national progress (Ali & Lawal,
2024). Religious extremism in Nigeria is not a new phenomenon; it has historical roots intertwined
with socio-political struggles and economic challenges. However, recent years have witnessed an
escalation that is both concerning and unprecedented (Sambo & Sule, 2024). Groups such as Boko
Haram and ISWAP capitalize on grievances to push divisive ideologies, often targeting civilians
and religious minorities. The rise in violent attacks, kidnappings, and destruction of communities
has left deep scars on Nigeria's multifaith society, instilling fear and division among groups that
once coexisted peacefully (Petranick, 2021).

The impact of extremism extends beyond immediate violence; it disrupts social cohesion,
compromises national security, and worsens economic instability. Extremist groups exploit
religious differences to amplify mistrust, eroding the bonds necessary for peaceful coexistence.
This polarization complicates government and security responses, intensifying an already fragile
security landscape (Queiroz, 2022). Economically, infrastructure destruction, disrupted trade
routes, and forced displacement devastate communities, especially in the North, where farmers
abandon land, businesses collapse, and schools close due to insecurity. These disruptions
perpetuate poverty and deepen inequalities, creating fertile ground for extremism to spread
(Mshelia, 2024). Efforts to counter extremism are further hindered by the manipulation of religious
authority. Distorted interpretations of faith are used to justify violence, making it difficult to
counter extremist narratives, as communities may hesitate to denounce members of their own
groups (Chukwuebuka Ohaekwusi, 2021). Building resilience requires not only security measures
but also the active involvement of religious leaders in promoting peace and interfaith harmony.
Despite the scale of the problem, there is hope. Nigeria’s multifaith identity, if harnessed
effectively, can serve as a stronghold against extremism. Interfaith dialogue, educational
initiatives, and grassroots programs promoting tolerance have shown promise in rebuilding trust
and fostering understanding.

This work explores the complex impact of religious extremism on peace and security in Nigeria’s
multifaith communities, analyzing its effects on social dynamics, insecurity, and development. It
examines the root causes and manifestations of extremism while highlighting the challenges of
balancing religious diversity with social stability. It also identifies practical solutions at
community, national, and policy levels to mitigate the threat and foster peace. Sustainable peace
is attainable only through inclusive approaches that engage all segments of society. By promoting
tolerance, resilience, and unity, Nigeria has the potential not only to overcome current threats but
also to serve as a model of peaceful coexistence in a religiously diverse world. This paper is
therefore a call to action, advocating for collaborative, culturally sensitive strategies that address
the roots of extremism while strengthening Nigeria’s multifaith identity.

Methodology

This paper adopts a qualitative and conceptual approach, relying on secondary data from peer-
reviewed journal articles, government reports, policy documents, and media sources (2021-2025).
The analysis is based on document review and thematic interpretation, focusing on the drivers,
impacts, and mitigation strategies of religious extremism in Nigeria. The use of case studies (e.g.,
Boko Haram insurgency, Maitatsine uprisings, Sunni—Shia clashes) provides empirical grounding
to the discussion.
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Literature Review

Theoretical Framework

The paper centers on two key theoretical frameworks that underpin various themes. The first focus
is on Frustration-Aggression Theory, developed by John Dollard and later expanded by Neal E.
Miller and Leonard Berkowitz, is one of the most relevant theories for understanding the
psychological motivations behind religious extremism. Ameh-Ogigo (2025), Frustration-
Aggression Theory posits that when people are prevented from achieving their goals, they
experience frustration, which can lead to aggressive behavior. In societies where social, economic,
or political aspirations are frequently blocked, this frustration may intensify over time, especially
if people believe that specific entities, such as governments or rival groups, are responsible for
their deprivation. This theory applies well to the Nigerian context, particularly in the economically
marginalized northern region, where poverty rates are high, and access to government support,
education, and job opportunities is limited. Extremist groups like Boko Haram capitalize on this
frustration by framing violence as a legitimate response to an unjust and neglectful state. In doing
so, they appeal to disillusioned young people who, faced with bleak economic prospects, find
solace in the group’s rhetoric of resistance. By channeling these frustrations into aggression,
extremist organizations create a cycle of violence that undermines peace and security within
Nigeria’s multifaith communities, thus demonstrating the practical implications of Frustration-
Aggression Theory.

Another perspective is provided by Social Identity Theory, developed by Henri Tajfel, which
examines the role of group identity in fueling intergroup hostility. Wang, Zhang & Wong (2024),
Social Identity Theory suggests that individuals derive pride and self-worth from their group
memberships, often categorizing themselves and others into in-groups (those they identify with)
and out-groups (those they perceive as different or oppositional). This classification can lead to
prejudice and stereotyping, especially when the groups view each other as competitors for
resources, status, or recognition. In a religiously diverse nation like Nigeria, where both religious
and ethnic identities are prominent, extremist groups often exploit these in-group and out-group
distinctions to justify aggression. For instance, Boko Haram frames its violent agenda as a defense
of Islam against Christian and other perceived threats, positioning religious minorities as outsiders
who must be resisted or eradicated. This divisive “us vs. them” mentality is further fueled by the
group’s labeling of certain Muslim sects as out-groups, thereby increasing intergroup hostility
within the multifaith society. Social Identity Theory explains how extremist narratives that
emphasize group loyalty over peaceful coexistence contribute to Nigeria’s persistent religious
violence, as people become more willing to take extreme measures to defend their group’s identity.
These theories underscore how extremism arises from both structural grievances and manipulated
social identities, offering a comprehensive lens through which to examine and address religious
extremism in Nigeria.

Conceptual Clarification

Concept of Religious extremism

Religious extremism refers to the adoption of radical beliefs and practices within a religious
framework that advocate for a strict and literal interpretation of religious texts. This phenomenon
often leads to an intolerance of differing beliefs and can result in the vilification or exclusion of
those who do not share the same views. Individuals and groups influenced by religious extremism
may engage in radicalization, potentially justifying violence or coercive actions to promote their
ideology and achieve their objectives (Sukabdi et al, 2024). Extremism can manifest in various
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forms, including terrorism, social and political activism aimed at enforcing their beliefs, and a
tendency to isolate from broader societal norms. While it can occur in any faith tradition, religious
extremism typically thrives in contexts of social, political, or economic instability, where
individuals may feel marginalized or disenfranchised (Sapaev et al, 2024).

Types of Religious Extremism
Religious extremism can manifest in various forms, often categorized by the specific ideologies,
motivations, and behaviors associated with different religious traditions. Here are some common
types.

1. Fundamentalism
Fundamentalism refers to a strict adherence to the core principles of a religion, often rejecting
modern interpretations, secularism, and social changes. Adherents of religious fundamentalism
believe that their faith must return to its original form, resisting outside influences and modernity.
This form of extremism is not exclusive to any one religion and can be found in various religious
traditions, including Christianity, Islam, and Judaism (Peels, 2024). In Nigeria, one of the most
prominent examples of religious fundamentalism is the Boko Haram group. Founded in the early
2000s, Boko Haram advocates for a return to what they consider the pure form of Islam, rejecting
Western education and modern societal norms. Their actions, which include bombings, attacks on
schools, and large-scale massacres, are driven by the belief that Nigeria must adopt a strict
interpretation of Sharia law and abandon Western practices. The group’s violent campaign,
particularly in the northeastern part of Nigeria, has destabilized the region and led to a
humanitarian crisis (Makai, 2024).

2. Militant Extremism
Militant extremism involves the use of violence or armed conflict to achieve religious or
ideological goals. Groups involved in militant extremism often justify their violent actions as being
in defense of their faith or as a means of enforcing religious laws. This form of extremism can
have devastating consequences, as it undermines social cohesion and leads to widespread suffering
(Joyce & Fortna, 2024). In Nigeria, Boko Haram and the Islamic State West Africa Province
(ISWAP) are prime examples of militant extremist groups. Both organizations use terrorism and
guerrilla warfare to enforce their interpretation of Islam, attacking civilians, military personnel,
and government installations. Their violence includes bombings, kidnappings, and attacks on
places of worship. Boko Haram, for instance, has carried out notorious attacks such as the
kidnapping of over 200 schoolgirls in Chibok in 2014. ISWAP, which split from Boko Haram, has
continued these violent practices, further destabilizing the northeastern region (Kostelyanets &
Denisova, 2024).

3. Sectarian Extremism
Sectarian extremism occurs within a particular religious tradition, leading to conflict between
different sects or denominations. These conflicts often arise when one group perceives another as
heretical or not adhering to the “true” form of the religion. Sectarianism can lead to intense
violence and long-lasting divisions within religious communities (Edeh, 2024). In Nigeria, the
most visible example of sectarian extremism is the conflict between Sunni and Shia Muslims. This
conflict has been particularly evident in northern Nigeria, especially in cities such as Zaria,
Kaduna, and Kano. The Islamic Movement in Nigeria (IMN), a Shia Muslim group led by Sheikh
Ibraheem Zakzaky, has been involved in violent confrontations with the Nigerian government and
Sunni Muslims. Tensions between the two groups have escalated at times, especially during
religious observances and processions. The Nigerian military’s intervention in 2015, which led to
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the deaths of dozens of Shia protesters, further intensified sectarian tensions in the country (Braji,
2024).

Type Definition Key Features Example

Fundamentalism Strict adherence to | Anti-western Boko Haram
original doctrine, | education, literalism.
rejection of
modernity.

Militant Extremism Use of violence to | Terrorism, armed | Boko Haram, ISWAP
enforce ideology. attacks, kidnappings.

Sectarianism Conflict between | Intra-faith  clashes, | Sunni-Shia  clashes
sects within same | intolerance. (IMN, Kaduna/
religion. Zaria).

Concept of Peace

Peace can be understood as a state of harmony or tranquility, characterized by the absence of
conflict, violence, or disturbance. It is often viewed as the condition in which individuals,
communities, and nations coexist without the threat of war, oppression, or instability. Peace is not
only about the absence of war or direct violence, but also involves social, political, and economic
stability, where human rights are respected, and people can live without fear and with access to
the basic necessities of life, such as safety, freedom, and justice (Johnson & Lawal, 2024).

Types of Peace

1. Negative Peace
Negative peace refers to the absence of direct violence or war, but it does not necessarily imply
the presence of justice, equality, or positive relationships among individuals or groups. In other
words, negative peace is the cessation of hostilities or conflict, but underlying tensions, grievances,
and injustices may still exist. It can be considered a temporary or fragile state, where there is no
active violence, but the structural or psychological conditions that can lead to future conflict
remain unaddressed. For example, a ceasefire agreement between two warring factions can bring
about negative peace, where fighting stops, but if the root causes of the conflict, such as political
or social inequalities, are not addressed, the peace may be unstable and prone to resumption of
violence (Egbe, 2024).

2. Positive Peace
Positive peace is a deeper and more holistic form of peace that goes beyond the mere absence of
violence. It refers to the presence of conditions that promote social justice, human rights, equality,
cooperation, and the well-being of individuals and communities. Positive peace encompasses the
creation of systems and structures that prevent violence by addressing the underlying causes of
conflict, such as poverty, discrimination, inequality, and human rights violations. It is a sustainable
form of peace where individuals and societies work proactively to build relationships, foster
understanding, and create conditions for long-term stability and prosperity. For instance, in a
society where there is positive peace, not only is there the absence of war, but there are also
effective governance, social inclusion, equitable distribution of resources, and respect for human
dignity and rights (Esho, 2024).
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Concept of Security

Security is the condition of being free from danger, threat, or harm. It refers to the measures or
actions taken to protect individuals, communities, organizations, or nations from various risks,
vulnerabilities, or challenges that could undermine safety, stability, or well-being (Tsymbal et al,
2024). Security can be understood in different contexts, including personal security (safety of
individuals), national security (protection of a country's sovereignty and citizens), and global
security (stability of the international system). In broader terms, security involves the safeguarding
of human rights, economic stability, social order, and environmental well-being, ensuring that
people can live without fear, access essential resources, and maintain peace and justice in their
lives (Beti, 2024).

Overview of Religious Extremism in Nigeria

Religious extremism in Nigeria has a complex history, rooted in various social, economic, and
political grievances that have grown over the years. While Nigeria has long been a nation of
religious diversity, with a significant Muslim population in the North, Christians in the South, and
various indigenous religions, tensions have periodically flared between different groups. The rise
of extremist ideologies began to gain momentum in the late 20th century, marked by events such
as the Maitatsine uprisings in the 1980s. The Maitatsine group, led by Mohammed Marwa
Maitatsine, preached an extremist form of Islam and rejected modern societal norms and
government authority. Violent confrontations between the group and government forces led to
significant casualties, with clashes in cities like Kano (1980), Maiduguri (1982), and Yola (1984),
which left hundreds dead and highlighted the brewing tensions within Nigerian society (Afolabi
& Marumo, 2024).

In the early 2000s, Nigeria witnessed the emergence of Boko Haram, an extremist group that would
become one of the most infamous and destructive forces in the country’s modern history. Founded
in 2002 by Mohammed Y usuf in Maiduguri, Borno State, Boko Haram initially operated under the
guise of religious reformation, advocating for a stricter form of Islamic law in northern Nigeria.
However, following the death of Yusuf in police custody in 2009, the group’s tactics became
increasingly violent under the leadership of Abubakar Shekau. Boko Haram’s approach shifted
from targeting government institutions to terrorizing civilians, with attacks on churches, mosques,
schools, and entire villages, resulting in widespread devastation. Their 2014 abduction of over 270
schoolgirls from Chibok, Borno State, brought global attention to their brutality, becoming a grim
symbol of their disregard for human rights and security (Braimah, Makoni & Mathias Correa,
2024).

One of the most destructive aspects of Boko Haram’s extremism has been its disregard for Nigerian
borders, which has caused instability across the West African region. In 2015, Boko Haram
pledged allegiance to the Islamic State, rebranding as the Islamic State’s West Africa Province
(ISWAP). This development not only strengthened Boko Haram’s global support network but also
increased their access to arms, funding, and resources, leading to an escalation in violence. The
new affiliation gave rise to more coordinated attacks, not only within Nigeria but also in
neighboring countries like Chad, Niger, and Cameroon. Instances of these cross-border attacks in
the Lake Chad region have worsened regional insecurity and created a refugee crisis, displacing
millions and straining resources in affected countries (Brandt, 2024).

Another crucial event reflecting the intensification of religious extremism in Nigeria was the series
of attacks on churches and religious institutions, primarily targeting Christians in the North. From
2011 to 2012, Nigeria experienced a wave of bombings and shootings in states like Plateau,
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Kaduna, and Bauchi. The Christmas Day bombing of St. Theresa Catholic Church in Madalla, near
Abuja, in 2011, was particularly horrifying, killing dozens of worshippers and highlighting the
sectarian dimension of Boko Haram’s violence. This period also saw attacks on mosques and
Islamic clerics who opposed extremist ideologies, indicating that Boko Haram and its affiliates
viewed any opposition to their ideology regardless of religious affiliation as a threat (Umeh,
Mbaeze, & Ugwuozor, 2024). The economic and social drivers of religious extremism in Nigeria
cannot be ignored. High levels of poverty, unemployment, and limited educational opportunities
in northern Nigeria have created a fertile ground for extremist ideologies to take root. Many young
people, facing bleak economic prospects, are susceptible to recruitment by extremist groups, which
offer a sense of purpose and community, even if violent in nature. By capitalizing on these
vulnerabilities, groups like Boko Haram and ISWAP have been able to recruit thousands of
disillusioned youths, creating a cycle of radicalization and violence. For instance, the worsening
economic conditions in Borno State have facilitated Boko Haram’s recruitment efforts, with the
group presenting itself as a source of employment and protection in an otherwise unstable region
(Makai, 2024).

Political grievances have also fueled religious extremism in Nigeria. Historical marginalization
and lack of development in the northern region have fostered resentment, which extremist groups
exploit to garner support. The perception that the northern region receives inadequate federal
support compared to the South has heightened regional tensions, creating an environment where
groups like Boko Haram frame their agenda as resistance against a neglectful state. Additionally,
extremist rhetoric has often painted the Nigerian government as corrupt and unjust, appealing to
those who feel politically alienated. This framing of the government as an adversary has deepened
divisions, turning the insurgency into a broader struggle against perceived injustice (Musa et al,
2024). Overall, the history of religious extremism in Nigeria demonstrates a pattern of violence,
ideological manipulation, and exploitation of socio-political grievances. Each instance, from the
Maitatsine uprisings to the atrocities of Boko Haram, underscores the need for comprehensive
approaches to address extremism. The rise of these movements has been catalyzed by longstanding
issues that remain unresolved, such as poverty, political marginalization, and interfaith mistrust.
Without addressing these underlying causes, Nigeria remains vulnerable to further extremism, and
its multifaith communities will continue to bear the brunt of this threat to peace and security.

The Impact of Religious Extremism on Peace and Security

Religious extremism poses a profound threat to peace and security, particularly in societies like
Nigeria, where religious diversity is both a strength and a source of tension. Extremist ideologies
distort religious tenets to justify acts of violence, intolerance, and social division. These actions
destabilize communities, weaken state institutions, and challenge national cohesion.

1. Erosion of Social Cohesion: Religious extremism deeply fractures the social fabric of
communities by fostering divisions between different religious and ethnic groups. In
Nigeria, extremist ideologies often promote intolerance and hostility towards those of
different faiths, leading to mistrust and reduced cooperation among communities. For
instance, the ongoing tensions between Christians and Muslims in the Middle Belt region
have been exacerbated by extremist rhetoric, making it difficult for these communities to
coexist peacefully. This erosion of social cohesion weakens the overall unity of the nation,
making it more susceptible to internal conflicts and undermining efforts to build a
harmonious society. Furthermore, the presence of extremist groups like Boko Haram has
intensified sectarian divides, particularly in northern Nigeria. These groups not only target
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individuals based on their religious beliefs but also undermine the trust between different
religious communities (Sambo & Sule, 2024). The fear and suspicion generated by
extremist activities hinder interfaith initiatives and dialogue, making reconciliation efforts
more challenging. As a result, communities remain polarized, and the potential for peaceful
coexistence is significantly diminished, leading to a fragmented society where mutual
understanding and collaboration are severely limited (Skura, 2024).

Increase in Violent Conflicts: Religious extremism is a primary driver of violent conflicts,
leading to widespread loss of life and property. In Nigeria, Boko Haram and the Islamic
State West Africa Province (ISWAP) have orchestrated numerous attacks targeting
civilians, government institutions, and religious establishments. For example, the 2014
kidnapping of over 200 schoolgirls in Chibok by Boko Haram brought international
attention to the severe violence perpetrated by extremist groups in the region. These violent
actions create a pervasive climate of fear and insecurity, disrupting daily life and hindering
the country's development (Shaikh, 2024). The escalation of violent conflicts also has a
domino effect on neighboring regions and countries. The spillover of Boko Haram’s
activities into Chad, Niger, and Cameroon has destabilized the Lake Chad Basin, creating
a regional security crisis. These violent confrontations not only result in immediate
casualties but also impede long-term peacebuilding efforts (Vogel, 2024). The persistent
threat of terrorism and insurgency forces governments to invest heavily in military and
security measures, often at the expense of social and economic programs, thereby
perpetuating a cycle of violence and instability (Lenshie et al, 2024)..

Weakening of National Security: Religious extremism poses a significant challenge to
national security, stretching the capacities of governments and security forces. In Nigeria,
the persistent threat of Boko Haram and ISWAP has necessitated extensive military
operations and intelligence efforts to combat these groups. This diversion of resources
towards counter-insurgency measures often leaves other areas of national security
underfunded and under-resourced. Additionally, the prolonged conflict has eroded public
trust in the government's ability to provide security, further destabilizing the nation
(Kostelyanets & Denisova, 2024). Extremist groups exploit weaknesses in governance,
such as corruption, poor infrastructure, and inadequate law enforcement, to establish their
presence and operations. In some cases, Boko Haram has been able to gain control over
territories by taking advantage of government neglect and lack of effective administration
in certain regions. This undermines the state's authority and ability to maintain order,
creating power vacuums that extremists can exploit. As a result, the overall security
landscape becomes more volatile, making it increasingly difficult for the government to
restore peace and stability (Mudey & Arshad, 2024).

Undermining of Economic Development: Religious extremism has a detrimental impact
on economic development by creating an environment of instability and fear that
discourages investment and disrupts economic activities. In Nigeria, the northeast region,
which is rich in agricultural resources, has been severely affected by Boko Haram's
insurgency. Frequent attacks on farms, markets, and infrastructure have led to significant
declines in agricultural productivity, threatening food security and livelihoods (Dahiru,
2024). The destruction of infrastructure, such as roads and schools, further hampers
economic growth and access to essential services. The pervasive insecurity driven by
extremist violence deters both domestic and foreign investors from committing to long-
term projects in affected areas. The uncertainty and risk associated with operating in
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conflict zones lead to reduced economic opportunities and increased unemployment,
particularly among youth (Makai, 2024). The economic instability created by religious
extremism forces governments to allocate substantial funds to security operations,
diverting resources away from development initiatives such as education, healthcare, and
infrastructure improvement. This undermines the overall economic progress and
exacerbates poverty and inequality, creating a vicious cycle that perpetuates instability
(Aina & Thompson, 2024).

Promotion of Radical Ideologies: Extremist groups actively promote radical ideologies
to recruit followers and perpetuate cycles of violence and intolerance. In Nigeria, Boko
Haram and ISWAP utilize various methods, including religious gatherings, and informal
networks, to spread their extremist messages. They exploit socio-economic grievances,
such as poverty, unemployment, and marginalization, to attract vulnerable individuals who
may feel disenfranchised or hopeless. This radicalization process not only increases the
number of extremists but also deepens the societal divisions, making reconciliation and
peacebuilding more challenging (Brakoniecka, 2024). The proliferation of radical
ideologies also undermines efforts to promote moderate and inclusive interpretations of
religion. By portraying violence as a legitimate means to achieve religious and political
goals, extremist groups distort religious teachings and create a culture of intolerance and
hatred. This ideological influence extends beyond the immediate victims of violence, as
communities internalize extremist narratives, making it difficult to foster environments of
understanding and cooperation. Furthermore, the enduring impact of radical ideologies
thus poses a long-term threat to peace and security, as it perpetuates cycles of violence and
hinders the development of cohesive and resilient communities (Fatile & Ejalonibu, 2024).
Gendered Violence: Religious extremism in Nigeria disproportionately affects women
and girls, making them among the most vulnerable victims of extremist violence. Groups
such as Boko Haram and ISWAP have systematically targeted women through abductions,
forced marriages, and sexual violence, using them as tools of war and intimidation
(Hussein, 2025). The 2014 abduction of over 270 Chibok schoolgirls became a global
symbol of this gendered violence, yet similar incidents have continued, including the 2018
Dapchi kidnappings. Survivors often endure social stigma, psychological trauma, and
exclusion from their communities upon return. The deliberate targeting of female students
has also worsened gender disparities in education, as many parents withdraw their
daughters from school out of fear of attacks (Abdullahi & Salihu, 2024). The humanitarian
consequences for women are also reflected in Nigeria’s displacement crisis. The
International Organization for Migration “IOM, 2023” estimates that over 3.2 million
people are internally displaced in northeast Nigeria due to extremist violence, and women
and children constitute nearly 80% of this population (Ezeabasili, 2025). Displaced women
often face heightened risks of gender-based violence, limited access to healthcare, and
economic marginalization in overcrowded camps. Women-headed households in Northern
Nigeria suffer disproportionately from food insecurity and poverty, with many resorting to
precarious survival strategies such as transactional sex. These conditions perpetuate cycles
of vulnerability, leaving women exposed to further exploitation by extremist recruiters who
promise protection or resources (Osah & Obikaeze, 2025).
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Challenges to Countering Religious Extremism in Nigeria
Religious extremism poses a significant threat to peace and security in Nigeria, and efforts to
counter it face numerous challenges. Among are;

1.

3.

Ideological Entrenchment: One of the primary challenges in combating religious
extremism is the deeply entrenched nature of extremist ideologies. These ideologies often
draw on distorted interpretations of religious texts, making them appealing to certain
vulnerable individuals who may view them as a source of identity, purpose, or salvation.
In Nigeria, groups like Boko Haram and the Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP)
exploit religious narratives to justify their violent actions and recruit followers. Countering
such ideologies requires extensive efforts in education and community engagement, which
are hindered by a lack of resources and inadequate reach in remote and conflict-affected
areas. Furthermore, efforts to delegitimize extremist ideologies often face resistance from
communities that view external interventions as intrusive or biased. In many cases, the
failure to present a credible counter-narrative rooted in local cultural and religious contexts
exacerbates this resistance. Religious leaders, who play a crucial role in shaping public
opinion, may also be reluctant to engage in counter-extremism initiatives due to fear of
reprisal from extremists or mistrust of government programs. This ideological
entrenchment underscores the need for culturally sensitive and locally driven approaches
to countering extremism, which remain limited in many affected regions.
Socio-Economic Grievances: Pervasive poverty, unemployment, and inequality create
fertile ground for religious extremism to thrive, presenting another significant challenge to
countering it. Makai & Fadola (2024) argued that the high levels of socio-economic
disparity, particularly in the northern region, provide extremist groups with opportunities
to exploit grievances and attract recruits. For instance, Boko Haram has capitalized on the
disenfranchisement of marginalized youth, offering them a sense of belonging, purpose,
and financial incentives. Addressing these socio-economic drivers requires long-term
investments in education, job creation, and infrastructure, which are often constrained by
limited government capacity and competing priorities. In addition, the displacement caused
by extremist violence exacerbates poverty and inequality, making it even harder to
implement effective development programs in affected areas. Internally displaced persons
(IDPs) and refugees often face dire living conditions, further fueling resentment against the
state and creating new vulnerabilities to extremist recruitment. The cyclical nature of socio-
economic grievances and extremist violence highlights the need for integrated
development and counter-extremism strategies. However, the implementation of such
strategies is often hampered by corruption, inefficiency, and a lack of coordination among
stakeholders.

Weak Governance and Corruption: Weak governance structures and widespread
corruption severely undermine efforts to counter religious extremism. Simuziya (2024)
emphasized that governance failures such as inadequate law enforcement, delayed judicial
processes, and poor public service delivery create an environment in which extremist
groups can operate with relative impunity. Corruption within security forces and
government institutions erodes public trust and limits the effectiveness of counter-terrorism
measures. For example, funds allocated for military operations or development projects are
often misappropriated, leaving frontline forces ill-equipped and communities underserved.
Moreover, the lack of accountability and transparency in governance fuels resentment
among citizens, creating a sense of alienation and mistrust that extremist groups exploit.
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The perceived inability of the government to protect its citizens and address their
grievances undermines state legitimacy, allowing extremist groups to present themselves
as alternative sources of authority and support.

4. Cultural and Religious Sensitivities: Countering religious extremism often involves
navigating complex cultural and religious dynamics, which can be highly sensitive and
prone to misinterpretation. In Nigeria, where religion is deeply intertwined with identity
and politics, counter-extremism initiatives that are perceived as targeting a specific
religious group risk exacerbating divisions and fueling extremist propaganda. For instance,
military operations against Boko Haram have been criticized for disproportionately
affecting Muslim communities in the northeast, leading to accusations of bias and
alienation. In addition, the involvement of foreign actors in counter-extremism efforts can
be perceived as cultural imperialism, further complicating the situation. Extremist groups
often exploit such perceptions to bolster their narratives of resistance against perceived
external threats.

5. Technological Advancements: The use of technology, particularly social media, by
extremist groups to recruit members, spread propaganda, and coordinate attacks presents a
growing challenge to counter-extremism efforts. Mowete & Ozeh (2024) posit that groups
like Boko Haram have leveraged online platforms to reach a global audience and
disseminate their ideologies. The anonymity and accessibility of these platforms make it
difficult for authorities to monitor and disrupt extremist activities effectively. Furthermore,
the lack of robust cyber-security infrastructure and expertise in Nigeria hinders efforts to
combat online radicalization and propaganda. The challenge is compounded by the
difficulty of balancing security measures with the protection of individual freedoms.
Efforts to regulate online content and monitor communications often raise concerns about
privacy and freedom of expression, leading to resistance from civil society and human
rights organizations.

Strategies for Mitigating Religious Extremism in Multifaith Communities in Nigeria
Religious extremism in Nigeria poses a significant challenge to peace and security, particularly in
its multifaith communities. Given the country’s diverse religious landscape, comprising Islam,
Christianity, and various indigenous belief systems, it is essential to adopt multifaceted strategies
to address the underlying causes of extremism and foster peaceful coexistence. Mitigating religious
extremism requires efforts that span education, community engagement, security, and governance,
with collaboration from all sectors of society, including religious leaders, government, civil
society, and international partners. One of the most effective strategies is strengthening interfaith
dialogue. Creating platforms for religious leaders from different faith traditions to engage in open
discussions helps build mutual understanding, tolerance, and respect. Interfaith councils at both
local and national levels can play a pivotal role in addressing interreligious tensions and providing
solutions to religious conflicts. By fostering collaboration, religious leaders can prevent the
misinterpretation of religious teachings that often fuel extremist ideologies. Additionally,
organizing interfaith events and joint community activities can further promote peaceful
interactions and bridge the divide between different religious groups.

Promoting education and awareness is another crucial strategy. The education system must
incorporate lessons on religious tolerance, conflict resolution, and critical thinking to challenge
the rise of extremist ideologies among the youth. Including these themes in school curricula can
provide young people with the tools to question extremist narratives and embrace inclusivity.
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Media campaigns are also essential in countering the spread of extremist ideologies. By using
media to promote alternative, inclusive interpretations of religious doctrines, it is possible to
neutralize the influence of extremist groups and promote peace. Empowering religious leaders is
a key component of mitigating extremism. Religious leaders hold significant influence over their
congregations and can be a powerful force for peace if properly equipped. Offering workshops and
training programs on peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and the dangers of extremism can help
leaders better understand their role in promoting harmony. When religious leaders from different
faiths collaborate to spread messages of peace, tolerance, and mutual respect, their collective
influence can challenge the divisive narratives that extremists attempt to propagate.

At the community level, localized initiatives are essential for tackling extremism. Establishing
community-based peace committees can create a platform for dialogue, mediating disputes, and
preventing the escalation of tensions. These committees, comprised of local leaders from various
religious communities, can act as neutral parties in resolving conflicts and fostering understanding.
Engaging marginalized groups within communities is also vital, as these individuals are often more
vulnerable to extremist recruitment due to feelings of exclusion or disenfranchisement.
Socioeconomic development plays an essential role in preventing religious extremism. High levels
of poverty, unemployment, and lack of economic opportunities often fuel frustration, which
extremist groups exploit to recruit followers. By investing in job creation, vocational training
programs, and other economic empowerment initiatives, the government and civil society can
address the underlying socioeconomic grievances that contribute to extremism. Additionally,
rebuilding communities affected by religious violence through infrastructure development,
education, and healthcare can create a sense of hope and stability that weakens the appeal of
extremist groups.

Strengthening security and governance is critical to combating religious extremism. Law
enforcement agencies must be well-equipped and trained to respond to extremism without
alienating specific religious communities. Intelligence gathering must be improved to anticipate
and prevent extremist activities while respecting human rights and freedoms. It is also essential
that security forces are seen as impartial and fair, ensuring that all religious groups feel protected
and not unfairly targeted. This will help prevent resentment and further polarization within society.
Legislative reforms are necessary to address the legal aspects of extremism. The Nigerian
government must strengthen its legal frameworks to ensure that extremist activities are effectively
prosecuted. Enacting and enforcing laws that specifically target the financing and recruitment of
extremist groups will create a legal deterrent. At the same time, the government must protect
religious freedoms and ensure that laws do not infringe on individuals’ rights to practice their
religion. Comprehensive national action plans should also be developed, outlining strategies for
combating extremism through education, law enforcement, and community engagement.
International collaboration is another vital aspect of mitigating religious extremism in Nigeria.
Nigeria must work closely with international organizations such as the United Nations and regional
bodies like the African Union to access resources, expertise, and knowledge in countering
extremism. Regional cooperation is particularly important, as extremist groups often operate
across borders, complicating national security efforts. Collaborative intelligence-sharing and joint
operations between neighboring countries can help dismantle terrorist networks and reduce the
impact of extremism on local communities. Finally, sustained efforts from all sectors of Nigerian
society are required to create a peaceful, secure environment free from the threat of religious
extremism. The government, religious leaders, civil society, and international organizations must
collaborate on long-term strategies that address the root causes of extremism, such as poverty,
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political marginalization, and social exclusion. By working together to promote education,
interfaith dialogue, socioeconomic development, and effective governance, Nigeria can build a
resilient society where religious diversity is celebrated, and extremism is relegated to the margins.

Conclusion

Religious extremism in Nigeria’s multifaith communities has emerged as one of the gravest threats
to peace, security, and national integration. Beyond the immediate human toll, it erodes social
cohesion, displaces millions, and fosters mistrust among religious groups. Insurgencies led by
Boko Haram and ISWAP, along with sectarian clashes and extremist propaganda, illustrate how
violence justified in the name of religion destabilizes both local communities and the Nigerian
state. The impact is particularly severe on women and children, who face abductions, forced
marriages, sexual violence, and educational deprivation, while widows and displaced families
suffer long-term marginalization. The manifestations of extremism vary across Nigeria’s regions.
The Northeast struggles with insurgency, the Middle Belt witnesses’ farmer—herder clashes with
religious undertones, and other areas feel the ripple effects through heightened insecurity and
deepening mistrust. Extremism also undermines security institutions, discourages investment, and
perpetuates cycles of poverty, thereby weakening national development and stability. These
dynamics reveal that violent extremism is not just a security issue but also a developmental and
social challenge. Addressing these threats requires a holistic and inclusive approach. Military force
alone cannot eliminate extremism; sustainable solutions must integrate security operations with
education, interfaith dialogue, economic empowerment, and inclusive governance. Religious
leaders and local communities should be central in countering extremist narratives with culturally
relevant messages of peace and coexistence. At the same time, national and regional cooperation
is necessary, as extremist networks often operate across borders. Nigeria must adopt proactive
strategies that tackle root causes such as poverty, unemployment, and lack of education. Policies
that strengthen inclusive governance, respect for diversity, and peacebuilding initiatives are critical
for rebuilding trust among communities. Educational reforms should promote tolerance, cultural
understanding, and critical thinking to nurture future generations committed to coexistence.
Although challenges such as political constraints and limited resources persist, sustained
commitment at both national and community levels can foster a more peaceful, united, and
prosperous multifaith Nigeria.
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