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On 14 April 2014, Boko Haram seized more than 200 schoolgirls in the town of
Chibok, southern Borno state. This became a global affair, with leading female civil
society activists throughout Nigeria joining in the Bring Back Our Girls international
campaign. The state’s response was apathetic. It took three weeks for President Good-
luck Jonathan to make a statement, and his wife, Patience, speculated that the ab-
duction never happened.* This so fed into a mounting debate on Jonathan’s perfor-
mance that some of his allies claimed, without basis, that the abduction was a ploy
by northern elites to weaken his government. Boko Haram said it would force the
mostly Christian schoolgirls to convert, while trying to use them as bargaining chips.*4
They remain a major symbolic issue. Shekau’s release of 21 Chibok girls in October
2016 after negotiations has been good news for President Buhari.

There have been many more kidnappings. In April 2015, a well-documented
report estimated Boko Haram had taken more than 2,000 girls and young women,
most unmarried, over the previous twelve months alone. But that figure is a mere
indication. Boko Haram probably controlled a few hundred thousand women at the
height of its insurgency, and abductions were many. The practice remained extensive
well into the second half of 2015, when the movement further expanded its territorial
control in Borno state.*> Reports show that militants mostly killed men (civilian and
military), but generally abducted women. In a video, Shekau told followers to kill men
but “spare the old, women, the lunatic, and the repentant”.2¢

Beyond trying to free its own female detainees, Boko Haram’s reasons for abduct-
ing women and girls are probably mixed. In some local contexts, its actions have eth-
nic underpinnings; since it recruits more in certain communities than others, the
history of hostility between communities has occasionally become part of its jihadist
struggle. That it first abducted women in mainly Christian communities and pres-
sured them to convert suggests it sought to spread its version of Islam as well as
punish local adversaries.”” There are early reports of gang rape of Christian women,
while Muslims were spared.2®
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