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ABSTRACT 
 

Sexual violence is a human rights infringement that causes harm in the lives of individuals when 
committed and may lead to severe complications, disabilities or even death. In Nigeria, women 
suffer from a chain of violence which is traced from regular times to post-conflict situations in 
addition to other social problems like gender discrimination, gender inequality, to name but a 
few. As a result, this work focuses on the experiences of Nigerian women with sexual violence in 
conflict and post-conflict settings in Northern Nigeria, especially with the abductions of girls in 
Borno and Yobe States between 2014 and 2018. This research approaches the problem through 
desk research using the socio-legal methodology, which draws insights from the interdisciplinary 
lens of human rights law, international security, and women/development using post-colonial 
feminist theory. The primary question this work poses is how the Nigerian National Action Plans 
(NAP) on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) can be utilized to help end the conflict-related 
sexual violence continuum in Nigeria and advance the protection of women against sexual 
violence? The research finds that there are insufficient policy guidelines and legal frameworks 
for the prevention or eradication of sexual violence in Nigeria, and where policy guidelines or 
frameworks exist, there has been poor or no implementation. 
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CHAPTER 1  

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

This work focuses on the experiences of Nigerian women with sexual violence in conflict 

and post-conflict settings in Northern Nigeria, specifically in Borno, Adamawa, Yobe and 

Federal Capital Territory (FCT). As a human rights infringement, sexual violence causes harm to 

the lives of individuals when committed and may lead to severe complications, disabilities or 

even death. Globally, women and girls are the major disadvantaged group who bear the most 

burden associated with conflict and other natural disasters (Care International 9). Since sexual 

violence affects boys, girls, women, and men, it is noteworthy to admit that their experiences 

differ depending on the social context in question.  

Considering women and girls' responsibility in most families as wives, domestic workers, 

and caregivers, most of the terrorist groups like Boko Haram have used it as an opportunity to 

increase their vulnerabilities as they are made to function in different roles as either victims, 

perpetrators, or agents during the conflict. In post-conflict settings, reparation of survivors is 

difficult as the problem they encounter is multifaceted, especially in situations where the 

intervention by the government is insufficient. Most of them are traumatized and suffer from 

various disabilities, including lack of means of livelihood, social rejection, and lack of trust in 

government officials who may be the next perpetrators to avoid. 

In the Nigerian context, women suffer from a chain of violence from regular times to post 

conflict situations. This is in addition to other social problems like gender discrimination, gender 

inequality, cultural norms/practices that affect their agency and participation in society to name 

but a few. This challenge is also heightened by the fact that some Nigerian women’s activities 

with the terrorist group in Northern Nigeria including the discharge of their daily responsibilities, 
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is dictated through the instructions of “the men in their lives.” Since they depend on the male 

figures like husbands, brothers, fathers etc., for their daily sustenance, they have limited or no 

option as to their participation with Boko Haram (Okenyodo 101). In view of this, the thesis 

focuses on the abductions of girls in Borno and Yobe State between 2014 and 2018. However, a 

brief reference will be made to other similar events to present a clearer picture of the numerous 

Boko Haram’s destructive undertakings in Nigeria.  

Furthermore, in drawing out the connection between the abuse endured by women and 

girls through the various abductions, the periods of sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict 

settings, reference will be made to the two existing Nigerian National Action Plans, which are a 

response to the United Nations resolutions on Women Peace and Security (UNSCR). The 

UNSCR was introduced in 2000 through resolution 13251 that recognized the tactical use of 

sexual activities such as rape against women and girls during war (Peace Women, 

“Background”) Four pillars make up the foundation of the women, peace, and security (WPS) 

agenda. These includes “relief and recovery, participation, protection and prevention” (United 

States Institute of Peace).  

In the same vein, nine resolutions were constituted between 2000 and 2019 anchored on 

the participation of women, peacebuilding, and sexual violence in conflict. The idea behind these 

resolutions is to ensure that there are recognitions of rape as war crime (PeaceWomen, “Security 

Council Resolution 1820”), appointment of a special representative to coordinate activities for 

the prevention (PeaceWomen, “Security Council Resolution 1888”), the involvement of women 

in peaceful engagement (PeaceWomen, “Security Council Resolution 1889”), working on 

eradicating sexual violence (PeaceWomen, “Security Council Resolution 1960”), addressing the 
                                                            
1 The resolution also addresses the impact of Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV), low participation of 
women in conflict resolution and peace building. 
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problems that lead to the prevalence of conflict (PeaceWomen, “Security Council Resolution 

2122”), women's involvement in preventing sexual violence (PeaceWomen, “Security Council 

Resolution 2106”) and the significance of empowering women as a way of retooling conflict-

related violence towards maintaining a peaceful society (PeaceWomen, “Security Council 

Resolution 2242”).  

Unlike other resolutions mentioned above, resolution 2467 recognized “that sexual 

violence in conflict occurs on a continuum of interrelated and recurring forms of violence against 

women and girls”. It called for the adoption of a mechanism that focuses on survivors by 

eradicating sexual violence in times of conflict and post-conflict situations (United Nations 

Security Council, “Resolution 2467”). Likewise, resolution 2493 was adopted in 2019 shortly 

after resolution 2467. Its focus is more on the implementation of the nine adopted WPS 

resolutions and contributions from various civil societies, including women’s organizations for 

implementing the WPS agenda (United Nations Security Council, “Resolution 2493”). 

Accordingly, the United Nations (UN) requires that all signatory member countries must 

ensure that they make efforts towards the adoption of the resolutions by producing various 

National Action Plans (NAPs) which will articulate the priorities and actions each state would 

adopt to meet their obligations (PeaceWomen, “1325 National Action Plan”). The Nigerian 

federal government in its search to combat sexual violence, has adopted two NAPs for WPS 

between 2011 and 2017 for promotion of women’s participation and eradication of sexual 

violence.  

 

OBJECTIVE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH  

 This research aims to expose sexual violence suffered by women in conflict-related and 

post-conflict settings in three states (i.e., Borno, Yobe, Adamawa), and the Federal Capital 
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Territory (FCT) in Nigeria. In so doing, the specific objective is to analyze the Nigerian’s NAPs 

on WPS regarding its compliance with the UNSCR on sexual violence in conflict (especially 

resolution 2467 which deals with the connection of sexual violence to other types of violence 

against women), and to proffer suggestions for improving its implementation toward enhancing 

or eradicating the problems that arises with sexual violence in Nigeria. Finally, this research 

intends to fill the gap on the continuum of violence against women and girls in the Nigerian 

north-eastern states of Borno, Yobe and Adamawa, especially as they experience sexual violence 

in conflict and post-conflict situations. 

OVERARCHING RESEARCH QUESTION  

The primary question this work poses is how the Nigerian NAP can be utilized to help 

end the conflict-related sexual violence continuum in Nigeria and advance the protection of 

women against sexual violence. To provide a rich insight and elicit relevant responses and 

conversations to the overarching question, there are three further questions of particular 

importance that are entailed by this main question. These are:  

1. How does sexual violence suffered by women in conflict situations in Northern Nigeria 

(specifically in Borno, Adamawa, Yobe and FCT) impact their civil, political, and 

economic welfare in post-conflict communities? 

2. Are there both local and international policy guidelines and legal frameworks for 

avoiding the occurrence of sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict, and to what 

extent have they been, and continued to be, implemented in Nigeria? 

3. Given any identified gaps, how can a collaborative effort among Nigerian stakeholders 

assist in confronting sexual violence and providing a better intervention for protecting 

women’s rights?  
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HYPOTHESIS 

From the question and sub-questions which structure this thesis, the underlying 

hypothesis is that there are insufficient policy guidelines and legal frameworks for the prevention 

or eradication of sexual violence in Nigeria and where policy guidelines or frameworks exist, 

there has been poor or no implementation.  

LITERATURE REVIEW  

There is a wealth of research/scholarship focused on sexual violence against women and 

girls like the contributions made by authors like Aisling Swaine, Dara Kay Cohen, among others.  

The literature review of this research focuses on and review the bodies of literature that establish 

the connection between the experiences of women in conflict and post-conflict. It examines the 

literature by tracing sexual violence against women and sexual violence in conflict continuum in 

Nigeria. 

Sexual Violence Against Women in Peace, Conflict and Post Conflict 
 

Sexual violence, whether in times of peace or conflict, has an existing link that 

establishes the connection but both situations have their dynamic features. More emphasis is 

placed on how sexual violence during peace time exacerbates and increases the chances of the 

occurrence of wartime sexual violence. In expanding the understanding of the concept of sexual 

violence, Ntombizozuko Dyani distinguished them under three categories as a form of torture, 

genocide and enslavement using existing laws to investigate the problem of armed conflict in 

Africa. The scholar asserts that sexual violence involves the extensive abuse of women who 

disapprove the activities of the perpetrators and since the act of violence happens outside of war, 

it is under the jurisdiction of the local courts rather than international courts to prosecute (233).  
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In addition, Rhoda Copelon considers how the abuse of women during sexual violence is 

considered a “form of torture.” The author using Bosnia as a case study, focused on the two 

categories of rape – “normal rape” and “genocidal rape”. The distinction between the two is that 

terrorists commit the act of genocidal rape in open spaces, in front of loved ones, friends, and 

community members (204). In exploring further, in her book, Sexual Violence in War and 

Peace: Gender, Power and post-conflict Justice in Peru, Boesten Jelke, held that the intricacy of 

sexual violence leads to two results. Firstly, gender inequalities and other social discrepancies in 

normal circumstances increase the likelihood of conflict-related rape. Secondly, wartime 

violence is used for several objectives including to “impose dominance and affirm hierarchies” 

(42).  

Sexual violence against women and girls in both situations can be perpetrated by 

civilians, state actors, insurgents, and close family relations. It has been affirmed by Blair et. al 

who notes that regular citizens in the community have become everyday culprits known to 

commit several human rights abuses and assault during peace and war. This makes the home less 

secure for women and girls (2). This work aligns with the views of Dyani, Copelon, Jelke, and 

Blair et. al, and seeks to expand on their works by highlighting instances of sexual violence in 

both peace time and during conflict with special reference to Northern Nigeria. 

  Further, Doris Buss in her work that focuses on sexual violence in conflict argues that 

more studies need to be conducted even with robust information and awareness on conflict-

related sexual violence. With the understanding of sexual violence, the dynamics of harm makes 

it difficult to fully acquire knowledge about the suffering of women in conflict, and 

“vulnerability experienced by women and girls.” The author argues that the situation of sexual 

violence including its incidences, actors, perpetrators, and the pattern of abuse gives us an 
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opportunity to understand the uniqueness in both war and post-conflict settings. This is because 

focusing on sexual violence alone obscures the vision of present and future policy interventions 

on “conflict and its aftermath” (4). This work mirrors Buss’s conclusion and provides the pattern, 

practices, and methods of sexual violence to examine the conflict in the north-east of Nigeria and 

its aftermath. 

It is evident that the abduction of girls by Boko Haram is not just to serve as victims 

alone but as agents of perpetuation of harm. In making a distinction between the forms of 

violence in conflict and peace, it has created an avenue to re-examine the connection between 

sexual violence, victims, perpetrators, and actors. Vasuki Nesiah in focusing on clarification on 

ways victims are defined, observes that many people associate it through the orthodox ways 

which are built on “passivity and denial of agency.” Many participants in her work dwelled on 

the definition of equating women’s identity and agency to victimization i.e., “where to be a 

woman is to be a victim” (808).  

This framing is a limited conception and generalization of women in this context as not 

all women are victims. On the other hand, Kalra and Bhura suggest that sexual violence cannot 

be acknowledged using only one lens since culture plays a dominant role among other 

contributing factors. The authors states that “an essential step toward understanding sexual 

violence and its victims would be to re-phrase and re-understand various models of 

patriarchy/matriarchy, gender roles and expectations” (248).  

In addition, Scully affirms that the identification of women as the only victims affect the 

rebuilding of societies after war is over. Through that lens, men and boys are neglected in the 

grouping of victims as they also constitute part of individuals that are victimized, and it limits the 

progress that could be made around curbing gender-based violence (21). The findings from a 
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research report that examined the stereotypes and characteristics of using suicide bombers 

carried out in Nigeria clearly supports Scully’s assertion as it illustrates that the demographics 

used by Boko Haram were primarily female bombers. To avoid an unnecessary suspicion, men 

were dressed as women as part of the strategy to avoid being checked at Police checkpoints 

(Warner and Matfess 33).  

Moving away from the victim/perpetrator dichotomy, Manjoo notes, and this work 

agrees, that “whether it occurs in times of conflict, post-conflict or so-called peace, the various 

forms and manifestations of violence against women are simultaneously causes and 

consequences of discrimination, inequality and oppression” (2). In this regard, Christine Chinkin 

examined the abuse of women in war and the existing laws under international law for the 

delivery of justice (676). In her opinion, she reflected on the complexities of grouping women 

and men as either victims or perpetrators as having effects on gender relations. The authors 

believe that the current laws under International criminal laws and international humanitarian 

laws are not sufficient to address the prevailing issues. It is through criticism from feminists, that 

“the most blatant gender-based crimes of sexual violence against women” were recognized 

(Chinkin 699).  

Notable discernment from the above works, especially Chinkin, is that sexual violence in 

conflict has become part of women’s reality in conflict or post-conflict settings. Women and 

girls continually endure the suffering caused by displacement, SGBV, insecurity, and 

insurgency. In a study by Akpan et al., they opined that “these conflicts characteristically 

produce large numbers of victims and refugees and present the daunting threat of further 

instability in sub region already plagued by poverty, disease, corruption, and poor governance” 
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(170). Often, the major groups of victims are women and girls (Okolie-Osemene and Okolie-

Osemene 1151).  

Like the rest of the world, Nigeria has had its share of conflict and ongoing crisis, 

culminating to the loss of lives, infrastructures, and destruction of properties, with many people 

losing their sources of livelihood. Among the numerous conflicts, the Boko Haram insurgency 

has drawn a lot of attention globally as it has exposed some of the negligence in the Nigerian 

security department, most especially the perpetration of abuse against women by both state and 

non-state actors. The practice of abusing the female gender is motivated by the “mindset to 

possess women and kill the vulnerable” (Okolie-Osemene 1153). In referring to the desire to 

possess women by Boko Haram as explained by Okolie-Osemene, Funmilayo Agbaje expands 

on the use of female bodies by the insurgents. According to Agbaje, Boko Haram uses women’s 

bodies as “sexual object, object of procreation and weapon of suicide bombing” (3). 

Upon release from insurgent capture, women are said to have different experiences in 

post-conflict settings, especially as they try to integrate back into the community. In many host 

communities, they are stigmatized, discriminated against, and abused daily (Center for 

Reproductive Rights 8). Since most women have lost their means of livelihood and are displaced 

with their families, especially their husbands, they are forced to endure many unfavorable 

circumstances, such as offering sex in exchange for foodstuff at IDP camps which illustrates how 

women are subjected to domestic abuse and how their perpetrators take advantage of their 

vulnerabilities. 
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Sexual Violence in Conflict Continuum   

Sexual violence continuum as a term was proposed by Liz Kelly, a feminist scholar, in 

the late 1980s. She provides the description that the continuum of sexual violence is the 

normalization of the day-to-day encounter of violence by women. Kelly considered the two 

definitions provided by “Oxford dictionary” to mean: “a basic common character that underlies 

many different events, and a continuous series of elements and events that pass into one another 

and cannot be readily distinguished.” Kelly believes that the two definitions have different 

implications. The first definition opens the conversation around sexual violence while the second 

definition help with the identification of harm in which women have suffered (48).  

The concept of the continuum of sexual violence helps to accentuate the experiences they 

encounter and agency of women’s lives at every phase of violence. What is peculiar about the 

harm women experience in Nigeria is that sexual violence is employed as an established practice 

among the fighters, a strategic mechanism, and an opportunistic venture for personal interest and 

promotion of the political agenda of insurgency (Wood, “Armed group and Sexual Violence” 

131; Crawford, Wartime Sexual Violence 2; Davies and True 469; Wood, “Rape as a practice of 

War” 513). Before the attack by Boko Haram, women were already experiencing various forms 

of violence that infringed on their rights, restricted their movement, and limited their 

participation in the community. These problems are reinforced because of the patriarchal nature 

of society (Ajayi 182; Oriola, “Unwilling Cocoons” 113).  

Several arguments have been made around the scholarly consideration around the 

continuum of conflict-related sexual violence, beginning with rape as a master plan used during 

war and conflict. Women were regarded as victims alone while men were known to be 

perpetrators of violence during conflict which led to the invisibility of harm suffered by men and 
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boys (Eriksson and Stern 43). This framing tends to exclude the function of women as 

perpetrators of violence during conflict although it produced more inquiry about the harm 

suffered by women which is caused by men to understand why women are targeted more with 

sexual violence (Norda and Cohen 196).  

In Nigeria, the situation remains a challenge and several reasons may be available, such 

as gender differences and patriarchal dispositions of men. Oluwaniyi in examining the 

consideration that increases the chances of the use of women as victims and perpetrators in 

Northern Nigeria maintains that having full knowledge of women’s dual responsibilities with 

Boko Haram will enhance efforts to curb terrorism (464). To bring it home, this work takes a 

cursory look at the reasons women are often targeted during conflicts with reference to Northern 

Nigeria.  

The utilization of rape as a form of violent practice has been explained by Elizabeth 

Wood as: “a form of violence that is driven from “below” and tolerated from “above,” rather 

than purposefully adopted as policy”. In this sense, the leaders of the terrorist group who may not 

have commanded its members to abuse women, make little or no effort to sanction defaulters 

(“Rape as a Practice of War” 3). It is like the Boko Haram group who engage women in sexual 

activities with the motive of birthing the next generation of children who will execute its legacy 

and agenda (Agbaje 9). Women play a key role in the group since Boko Haram constructs 

“women as the bearers of its future despite its brutality toward them” (Oriola, “Unwilling 

Cocoons” 1). To achieve that, the group uses certain demographics to measure women’s 

functions such as marital status, age, reproductive cycles etc. More of the discussion will be 

covered in the proceeding chapter. 
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Some other scholars have explored how wartime violence is engaged as either a policy, a 

tool of war, strategy, or opportunity to advance personal interests and motives (Wood, “Armed 

group and Sexual Violence” 131; Crawford, Wartime Sexual Violence 2; Davies and True 469; 

Wood, “Rape as a practice of War” 513). War time violence as a policy has been explained by 

Elizabeth Wood to be adopted by the leadership of combatant group to control the sexual needs 

of the terrorist which is less strategic (“Rape as a Practice of War” 521). Olson et. al further 

opines that if such policy is rooted in as a practice, it will be difficult to make away with (526). 

These policies may be rooted in religion, cultural or social norms especially with Boko Haram 

whose kidnap of women and girls is based on the cultural perception and treatment of women 

especially in the North (Ajayi 182). The norms are seen to serve as justifications and the 

continuity of violence against women and girls. 

Tracing the brief background to the Nigerian context, Oriola argues that the abduction of 

Chibok girls was a strategic move by Boko Haram to commit conflict-related sexual violence 

against women. The author’s argument hinges on the fact that Nigeria lacks an effective structure 

for protecting women and the “deployment of SGBV against women is an extension of the 

“repertoire of violence” ingrained in the sociopolitical and cultural milieu of Boko Haram’s 

primary area of operation” (“Unwilling Cocoons” 99). Oriola’s argument which this work aligns 

with support the assertion that women and girls in Nigeria, including the northern states 

experience a cycle of violence in peace and war irrespective of their age. The manifestation of 

the acts of abuse affects the individual, community, and society at large.  

Peculiar M. Awa in “Family and Community Dynamics That Contribute to Female 

Involvement in Terrorism Activity in Nigeria”, examined the “experiences of several women and 

girls who had varying levels of engagement in Boko Haram’s camp and subsequently lived in 
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displaced persons camps between 2014 – 2018”. The work explored the three phases (before 

conflict, during war and post-conflict) that women and girls encounter with the group and found 

that “family and community dynamics” were largely responsible for terrorist activities in 

Nigeria. Significantly, “early child marriage and lack of access to education” were observed to 

have exposed the vulnerability of the victims (44). This work, being a desktop review, engages 

the discussions in Awa’s work to build on the rich discussion and further enhance the discourse 

on the dynamics of sexual violence continuum in Nigeria.  

To properly understand the question around the continuum of violence, there is the need 

to understand the forms of women’s experiences, intersection between the harm caused by sexual 

abuse, victims, perpetrators, and actors. Boesten Jelke, states that “the idea of a continuum of 

violence is useful in highlighting the persistence of violence against women across war and 

peace, we also need to distinguish carefully between violence in different contexts in order to 

unpack their distinct meaning, and through this better understand and therefore challenge these 

acts” (8). This means that sexual violence occurs in three phases - pre-conflict, during conflict, 

and post-conflict settings. In narrowing the work to the Nigerian context, more attentions will be 

given in Chapter 2 to examine some of the forms of harms experienced by women in Northern 

Nigeria in the three settings mentioned above.  

On the other hand, Adeniyi’s work, “Kidnapped and Made Brides, Advancing Quantum 

Reparation for Sexual and Gender-based Victims in Conflict Zones”, focuses on post conflict 

reparation and access to justice delivery for sexual violence survivors. The work takes the 

Nigerian government to task to ensure that in discussions concerning redress of survivors of 

sexual violence, the engagement of victims should be implemented (72). This thesis agrees with 

Adeniyi that victims of war time abuse need to be involved in the discussions of reparations and 
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other interventions set up to ensure that rule of law is observed. However, the author holds 

further that victim, especially women, should also be part of all policies not only of reparation 

but also of resettlement, national action plans and legal frameworks that are envisaged and 

implemented for the amelioration of sexual violence.  

In “Internally Displaced Persons and the Challenge of Survival in Abuja”, Steven 

Adewale examined the recent trends about the predicament of Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs) in Nigeria, with special reference to Abuja. He observed a common desire by Nigerians 

for existing government policies to be amended or changed in terms of dealing with IDPs. 

Adewale argued that there was a considerable neglect of IDPs with huge security implications 

owing to existing policies (185). This thesis draws from Adewale’s work and further expands the 

discourse on government policies. In this regard, while Adewale focused mostly on IDPs, this 

work deals with sexual violence as a continuum and the national policies adopted to deal with the 

challenge, especially in selected states in Northern Nigeria in a broader term. 

Titilope F. Ajayi, discusses the lived experiences of being a woman during conflict and 

criticizes the inconsistent nature of government measures and policies proposed and 

implemented to deal with the problem, in her work, “Women, Internally Displaced and Boko 

Haram Conflict: Broadening the Debate”. She further notes that due to the wrong notion that 

women lack agency, the need for their participation in decision making is often relegated and this 

further exacerbates the difficulties women face as policies lack the consideration of the realities 

of women’s experiences. In line, she argues that there is a need to restructure the framing around 

the significance of “context, autonomy and agency” which are necessary steps to understanding 

the different encounters women have during conflict (184). Titilope’s work is a body of 
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inspiration from which this thesis argues for policy change and remodeling, as well as for 

recognizing female autonomy and agency in policy development and planning. 

James Okolie-Osemene and Rosemary I. Okolie-Osemene discussed the rising incidences 

of kidnap of women, especially by the Boko Haram sect. They opined that to stop the trend, the 

security architecture needs to change from the usual solely state responsibility nature to a state-

traditional security providers collaboration configuration (1163). Their work centers on largely 

immobile security architectural framework which remains traditional and regrettably has not 

worked in north-east Nigeria as the insurgency and activities of Boko Haram remain persistent. 

This thesis suggests a more holistic approach to policy planning and implementation by 

proposing a kinetic architectural security policy and legal framework for eradicating sexual 

violence against women in Nigeria.  

Focusing on the response of governments to sexual violence, Sven Botha, in, “The 

Women and Girls Associated with Boko Haram: How Has the Nigerian Government 

Responded”, observed that the government’s attitude to women and girls linked to Boko Haram 

is considered less important. He further contends that government responses have failed to take 

cognizance of the women’s participation in terrorism. He offered some recommendations such as 

cooperation between policy documents, acknowledgement of women’s perspective amongst 

others (263).  

For Mia Bloom and Hilary Matfess, their work, “Women as Symbols and Swords in 

Boko Haram’s Terror”, traced the first female attack by women as agents of Boko Haram. They 

were particularly worried about the amount of women employed in Boko Haram’s terrorist 

activities over a one-year period compared to other similar insurgent groups such as Tamil 

Tiger’s in Sri Lanka where the number of women used over a decade was much lesser. Bloom 
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and Matfess therefore explored the wider patterns of tactical violence against women globally 

and emphasized the merits of an inclusive deradicalization and counterterrorism program. This 

thesis looks at the challenge of sexual violence against women from a broader prism and 

considers government responses on post radicalization (108). 

In his work, “Out of the Shadows: The Women Countering Insurgency in Nigeria”, 

Daniel E. Agbiboa, peeks into how women’s efforts support counterterrorism measures and 

reveals how the traditional gender-based role norm is being challenged by women in conflict. 

The article deals with women’s participation in counterinsurgency. Drawing its theoretical 

insight through “Laleh Khalili’s gendered counterinsurgency thesis” that focuses on the idea that 

“gender analysis is not just a corresponding type of analysis in population-oriented 

counterinsurgency but a vital and integral part of it”. However, the way the roles are played out 

in the international space could affect how effective they become in the local sphere (16).  

Hence, Oriola argued that the focus generated from the international community through 

the #BringBackOurGirls Movement resonated locally as a contestation for local political power 

and “led to the alienation of key political figures who could have helped in achieving the 

objectives of the movement”. Oriola then concluded that the local stakeholders need to use the 

experiences as a learning curve to recognize the challenges within Nigeria’s political context and 

make efforts towards achieving them as goals (“Framing and Movement Outcomes” 655). This 

thesis recognizes Oriola’s concerns and reemphasizes them. And to that extent, this thesis 

suggests policies that recognize local context contrary to existing policies and legal framework 

such as the NAP.  

From the totality of the literature above, inequalities, discrimination against women, lack 

of access to justice, economic hardship, and poverty amongst others are the major reasons why 
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sexual violence against women has persisted. Looking at these, it could be argued that there is 

the existence of a cycle of violence that is traceable to the home, communities, and public 

spaces, whether in peace, conflict and post-conflict situations carried out by both private, state, 

and non-state actors. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Just as various scholars like Copelon, Jelke, Dynai, Sideris, etc. have identified that 

sexual violence is an instrument of war which expands from peace time to post conflict times, 

United Nations Security Council Resolutions 2467 and 2493 have also shown that conflict-

related sexual violence does not occur in conflict alone. It is related to other forms of violence 

that have a line of continuity. This research intends to approach the problem through desk 

research using the socio-legal methodology. Socio-legal methodology involves the study of the 

interconnection between society and law. Darren O’ Donovan asserts that “socio-legal 

scholarship has challenged doctrinal legal research culture by questioning the assumed centrality 

of law and legal institutions to many social problems” (107). Therefore, this research seeks to 

analyze the problem through an interdisciplinary lens of human rights law, international security, 

and women/development using post-colonial feminist theory. 

Key primary and secondary sources in this study include articles, laws, reports from Non-

governmental Organizations (NGO) and Nigeria’s two four-year NAPs for WPS in 2013 and 

2017. Such analysis of NAP compliance will draw out the strengths and weaknesses of Nigeria's 

domestic efforts to advance women's protection against sexual violence. Particular attention will 

also be paid to the local engagement by agents of both NGOs, publications by scholars and 

Government through some of the reports published concerning sexual violence in conflict to 

understand the complexity of the activities conducted in the field. The information gathered from 
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policy documents, academic papers and reports will enable a juxtaposition to be made between 

the stipulations of the laws, policies, and their actual application (praxis).  

Initially, this research was meant to include a fieldwork component which would involve 

interviews with some of the survivors, representatives of government, human rights activists 

working in the development space and other relevant stakeholder in northern Nigeria but was 

restricted due to COVID-19.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK    

The research is an interdisciplinary work and employs a postcolonial feminist approach in 

analyzing the relationship between human rights infringement and sexual violence as it affects 

women in the locations under study. In framing the theoretical context, this thesis adopts an 

interdisciplinary analysis that draws on literature from law, political science, women studies, 

international relations, and social sciences. Mohanty speaks to the idea that “third world women 

are not a homogenous group” and there is the need to contextualize the multiplicity of women 

experience based on socio-economic, political, and cultural contexts (351).  

The concept of intersectionality provides a conceptual framework for analyzing and 

understanding individuals, groups, their challenges and how these challenges are produced 

through the connectivity of a range of factors such as disadvantages, vulnerabilities, 

discriminations, societal structures, and patterns. As noted earlier, these individuals or groups are 

not homogenous, and their experiences vary. Intersectionality takes this homogeneity and varied 

experiences into consideration in analyzing and understanding these interconnected prejudices 

that women and girls confronts (Columbia Law School; Collins 30). This work underscores that 

sexual violence against women in Nigeria is the product of interrelated disadvantages and 

vulnerabilities such as social, cultural, religious, and patriarchal discriminations. It considers for 
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instance, that the penchant for the domination of women by men in Nigeria flows from societal 

norms that edify and promote patriarchy, a disadvantage against women and girls for their 

gender. To this end, this work employs intersectionality discourse as a concept in exploring the 

continuum of sexual violence against women and girls in Nigeria. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw in her work on intersectionality, “Mapping the Margins: 

Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” explored amongst 

others the challenge of identity politics in relation to race and the gendered aspects of violence 

against women of color. By considering the intersectional identities of women of color, as being 

first women, and then of color, Crenshaw pointed out how battering and rape “of women of color 

are frequently the product of intersecting patterns of racism and sexism” (1243). She argued that 

contemporary feminist and antiracist discourse fall short in addressing violence against women 

of color because the discourse often only addresses issues of women or their race, instead of both 

as the experiences of women of color transcend the traditional boundaries of race and gender. 

Her work is a passage into mirroring intersectionality and sexual violence against women in 

Nigeria. Through intersectionality, this work explores how sexual violence against women in 

Nigeria is a product of the convergence of various Nigerian beliefs and acts such as patriarchy, 

religion, politics, and sexism amongst others. To address sexual violence in this light, the 

intersectionality, and issues of cultural, religious, political and gender marginalization need to be 

addressed through functional and effective legal framework and policies that understands and 

engages the unique patterns and manifestations of sexual violence against women in Nigeria.  

From Crenshaw’s argument, it is apparent that African, and Nigerian issues in particular 

are unique and may not be readily resolved by deference to simplistic or western centric 

solutions, a strong point in post-colonial feminist arguments. This work turns to post-colonial 
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feminist argument in assessing the legal framework and polices in place to address sexual 

violence in Nigeria. 

 Postcolonial feminist theory, as the name suggests, is a combination of dual theories: 

“feminism” and “postcolonial theory” (Struckman 17). It is according to Sara Suleri, “the 

marriage of two margins” (758), meaning the merging of postcolonial discourse with feminist 

discussion. From the 1980s, the theory was developed through the writing of some scholars like 

Audre Lorde, Chandra Tapade Mohanty, Ethel Crowley, Gayatri Spivak etc. As a theory, its 

main concern is focused on women that were formerly under colonialism and in Europe and 

America. Its core thesis deals with how gender differences are construed, and how women are 

represented in colonial and anti-colonial discussions, and in the work of women writers” (Tyagi 

45).  

The theory has been criticized as being set against liberal feminism framework which 

concentrates on the equality between men and women, and the experiences of women in western 

cultures. It is believed that the framework is ethnocentric as it is focused on addressing issues 

arising from a particular culture and society, as against the demands of the rest of the world, a 

position that enhances the view in this work. Further, it is also a position that enhances the 

argument and believes that current western centric legal frameworks and policies like the UN 

agenda for combating sexual violence and its extension, NAP have failed in Nigeria and new 

policies need to be made in ways that address the individualism, uniqueness, homogeneity and 

varied experiences of women and girls in Nigeria.  

Remarkably, the NAP and legal framework in Nigeria for combating sexual violence 

against women and girls, are sequels to the UN agenda on sexual violence as earlier highlighted 

and fall short as they do not take cognizance of the differences in culture, religion, and 
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background of women in Nigeria and hence their implementation based on western centric ideals 

and policy framework has been challenging. Post-colonial feminist theory calls for a more 

effective inward and Nigeria-centric approach to preventing and eradicating various forms of 

atrocities including violence against girls and women in Nigeria.  

The view on a Nigeria-centric legal framework and policies are in tandem with Marysia 

Zalewski’s view in her work “Theorizing sexual violence in global politics: Improvising with 

feminist theory.” In the work Marysia Zalewski considered the methods in which sexual violence 

is constructed, by exploring feminist scholars’ narratives of ways in which women’s customarily 

debased bodies often emerge as ‘easy targets’ for violence (129). Zalewski unbundled a few of 

the difficulties around theorizing sexual politics in international spheres. She turned her attention 

to the prism of feminist thought to assist with the reconsideration of gender, sex and violence 

which is closely related to patriarchal culture and colonial constructs (129), thus drawing a 

similarity to Nigerian women’s experience of patriarchy and religious practices and how they 

play an important role in how women are construed and treated differently from men who have 

the full freedom to exercise their rights and agency on a daily basis without any constraint. This 

holds true to the view against western centric legal framework and policies as in Nigeria, as only 

Nigeria centric mechanisms can adequately address the unique culture and gendered norms in 

Nigeria in relation to sexual violence against women and girls. 

Relatively, in providing an overview of the connection between patriarchy and 

colonialism using Postcolonial Feminist theory, Gunjate Shital V. and Shivaji Mahavidyalaya 

Udgir’s work emphasized that colonialism and patriarchy are historically entwined. Although 

colonialism may seem to have ended, the oppression of women in the colonized societies have 

continued. They hold that in many western world, western feminism is linked to “political 



22 
 

liberation movement” which postcolonial feminism tries to dismantle especially as there are 

identified variation of the experiences of women around the globe. It needs a further 

consideration on how to integrate women’s experiences and the “strategies adopted for survival” 

towards changing the narratives (284). 

Similarly, South Africa was used as an example by Christiane Struckman to critique the 

intentions of the UN for the application of the 2030 Agenda for United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). Struckman’s work adopted a postcolonial feminist perspective in 

critiquing the SDGs vis-à-vis the accomplishments that have been made towards gender equality 

using four criteria “agency, power, indigenous knowledge and neoliberal economies” which was 

juxtaposed with the application to South African National Development Plan (NDP). The author 

affirms that if liberal feminist and neoliberal theory is used in South Africa, it limits the 

achievements of the goals for gender justice. Thus, Struckman suggests a superior alternative in 

the form of postcolonial feminism, to not only enhance the understanding of how “inequalities 

operate and appear in gendered ways, but also how they task and demand real changes through 

focus on local issues of agency and voice” (12).  

This thesis aligns with Struckman’s argument for localized solutions to local challenges 

and critiques the NAP which was drawn from the United Nations Agenda on Sexual violence 

with its western paraphernalia and ineffective strategies for tackling sexual violence against 

women in Nigeria. Like Struckman, this thesis argues that the NAP, an extension of the United 

Nations Agenda mirrors a western feminist perspective of Nigerian sexual violence experiences 

and challenges and proposes remedies which fail to take cognizance of local situations of women 

in Nigeria, especially Northern Nigeria and the Northeast. In the same token, this thesis takes a 

critical analysis of the NAP through a postcolonial feminist perspective and argues that unless 
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there are policy and legal framework changes, the challenges of sexual violence against women 

will continue to persist. 

It is necessary to understand that patriarchy and colonial constructs have also found ways 

into corporate social responsibility such that policies by corporate entities to assist in educating 

and combating sexual violence against women and girls in Nigeria are even more western 

centric. It is commonplace to find implementation of programs and policies under corporate 

social responsibility dictated by held beliefs and the influence of patriarchy which knowingly or 

unknowingly emasculate women. Kate Grosser & Meagan Tyler expanded the scope of 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) discourse to address controversies relating to sexual 

harassment and sexual violence in their work, “Sexual harassment, Sexual Violence and 

Corporate Social Responsibility: Radical Feminist Theory and Human Rights Perspective”. By 

extending the theoretical platform of CRS discourse through a radical feminist theory analysis, 

they “explain the centrality of these concerns to gender equality agenda in business and in CSR.” 

Furthermore, they built on understandings from “radical feminist discourse and human rights 

scholarships to propel a business and human rights approach to sexual harassment, sexual 

violence and CSR” (217). This thesis moves slightly away from these approaches firstly by 

taking a more profound look at the policies and legal frameworks that exist to fight the scourge 

of sexual violence in Nigeria and secondly, by analyzing the subject through postcolonial 

feminist perspective rather than through radical feminist perspective. 

The need for a post-colonial feminist discourse in analyzing this work is further 

strengthened by the overview of postcolonial feminist theory, submitted by Gunjate Shital V. and 

Shivaji Mahavidyalaya Udgir. In their work, “Postcolonial Feminist Theory: An overview”, they 

observe “that postcolonial feminist criticism explores how women are portrayed in colonial and 
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postcolonial literature and challenges” the presuppositions about women. They note that 

colonialism and patriarchy are historically entwined, and although colonialism may seem to have 

ended, the oppression of women in the colonized societies have continued. They hold that:  

Postcolonial feminism challenges traditional white western feminism for its 
association with political liberation movements, especially in the Western world, 
and notes that the experiences of women all around the world are varied and 
distinct in many respects such that a rewriting of history based on the specific 
experience of formerly colonized societies and their various unique strategies for 
survival is most appropriate. (284)  
 

This is in line with what this work seeks to canvass through a request for changes in the legal 

framework and policies that underpins the fight against sexual violence against women and girls 

in Nigeria. 

Furthermore, in “Postcolonial -Feminist Theoretical Perspectives and Women’s Health”, 

Brown, et. al posit that when ideas from postcolonial and feminist theories are employed to 

synergize and complement ways in which discourses on issues are presented, the explanatory 

capacity of each perspective and theoretical tradition is expanded. Following this direction, they 

examined the importance of postcolonial-feminist theories as building blocks for understanding 

women’s health and access to health care. They further illustrated how postcolonial-feminist 

discourse can be employed in analyzing women’s health concerns. Like them, this thesis 

employs a postcolonial feminist perspective in analyzing the concerns of women in relation to 

national discourse on sexual violence against women and posited policies and legal frameworks 

for fighting sexual violence (124).  

Postcolonial feminist theory informs much of the discussion as women’s experiences of 

war and conflict in Northern Nigeria is not peculiar to a particular age, class, gender, and status 

just as Crenshaw emphasized through her work on intersectionality. Similarly, Nwangwu et. al 

believes that postcolonial feminism is a better lens to use in understanding “the existence of a 
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dangerous mix of harmful customary practices, internecine conflict and violent extremism which 

have combined to undermine the rights of women” (284).  

The gamut of assertions by the various works in the literature reviewed reflects the 

encounters of women and girls in Nigeria. The theoretical frameworks provide a platform for 

analyzing these experiences, patterns, legal framework, and policies on sexual violence against 

women and girls in Nigeria. This work by mirroring these discourses calls for a more inclusive 

framework that can capture the experiences, involvements, and the circumstances that women 

have found themselves whether during conflict or post- conflict settings in Nigeria. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

I. Sexual Violence 

Sexual violence is a human rights abuse that attempts to infringe upon a person's 

sexuality either by force, coercion, or violence, leaving a deep-rooted consequence on the 

victims, family, and communities. Sexual violence is explained by WHO to mean “any sexual 

act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments, or advances, or acts to traffic, or 

otherwise directed, against a person's sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their 

relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to the home and work” (World 

Health Organization, “Understanding and Addressing Violence” 2). This definition further 

affirms that when sexual violence is committed, it alters the state of human life as it is a great 

threat due to the harm caused. The abuser may be a person known or unknown to the victims.  

Numerically, it has been approximated that about 35% of women globally may have 

encountered various forms of violence which could either be physical abuse or sexual in nature 

(World Bank Group). The current statistics by WHO clearly show that a significant portion of 

women’s populations is represented. This means that women’s lives, whether in times of peace 
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or conflict, are under serious threat. Significantly, these types of violations of women have been 

known to occur in both peace and armed conflict situations with lifelong repercussions 

(International Committee of the Red Cross).  

Globally, sexual violence has long been recognized and prosecuted in various temporary 

criminal courts as war crimes. The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia 

(ICTY)2 and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR)3  were the main venues that 

facilitated first the understanding that “gender crimes include rape and sexual enslavement under 

customary law” (The International Residual Mechanism, “Crimes of Sexual Violence”). 

Secondly, both tribunals recognized the usefulness of the crimes of rape during war leading to 

their ruling that the crime need to be penalized under the rules of international laws (The 

International Residual Mechanism, “Sexual Violence and the Triumph of Justice”). The decision 

of the tribunals has further led to the emergence and expansion of various policies and laws to 

facilitate the agenda of women’s rights at the international, regional, and local spheres. 

As mentioned earlier in the beginning of the work, there is still a variation about the 

victims, perpetrators, and armed groups across the three different settings. In Nigeria, both Boko 

Haram members, state military personnel and civilians have been found to abuse women and 

girls in the North. The UN reports that in 2008 alone about 826 reports were received about 

sexual abuse, forced marriage which are linked to 88 percent of armed groups, Civilian Joint 

Task Force4 and 12 percent to the state security force (United Nations, “Nigeria”). This is like 

the study conducted by Nordas in African Countries where state militias and armed actors are 

                                                            
2 The international criminal tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was established on the 25th of May 1993 by 
the United Nations Security council for the determination and prosecution of cases that occurred at Balkan.  
3  On the 8th of November 1994, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda was set up instituted to investigate 
and adjudicate on cases of individuals behind the genocide attack in Rwanda. 
4  The civilian Joint Task Force is an informal security outfit formed in Nigeria to help curb insurgent attacks by 
Boko Haram. 
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attributed to be the primary abusers (2). This is not just peculiar to African conflict, but it can be 

inferred that the abuse of women and girls during a war is not limited to terrorist groups alone.  

Furthermore, the reasons for the exploitation of women and girls as part of the sexual 

agenda of perpetrators, are not clear as the different set of perpetrators have diverse perspectives. 

Kirthi Jayakumar in examining the purpose for using sexual activities against women affirms 

that “rape and sexual violence in conflict is not about sex or lust, but about dominance, and about 

taking sexual violence in peacetime to a bigger scale” (Peace Insight). Other factors include the 

ability to break the existing relationship between individuals in communities, contaminate 

women with deadly disease such as HIV and to change family dynamics through displacement 

(United Nations, “Rwanda Genocide”). No matter the intention used by the abuser, it is obvious 

that it is not for any good but to further increase the existing problems in the society affected.  

II. Violence Against women  

Violence against women is a deep-rooted menace that affect women and girls no matter 

their social demographics. It refers to all forms of abuse that occur daily whether in the open, at 

the workplace, institution of learning or establishments of Government (World Health 

Organization “Violence against Women”). The distinction between violence against women and 

sexual violence in conflict is that the former can occur whether in conflict or outside of war 

times. It is linked with gender inequality as it exposes some of the pre-existing lapse between 

how the competence of men and women are treated (UNGA Resolution 48/104 1).  

Article 1 of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women gives a better 

understanding of “violence against women" as an “act of gender-based violence that results in, or 

is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including 

threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 
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private life” (2). Two crucial elements can be derived from the explanation: (1) violence against 

women is targeted at a particular sex with the motive of endangering an individual's life which 

affects the person's health (2) the act affects a person's human rights as it is done either through 

force or intimidation thereby limiting the option to make an informed decision over consent.  

Several types of abuse that may be committed against women include “domestic 

violence, sexual assault, and harassment, early and forced marriage, sex trafficking, so called 

‘honor’ crimes and female genital mutilation” (World Health Organization, “Violence against 

women”). This list is by no way exhaustive as new forms of violence continue to emerge daily 

and it did not cover other crimes such as technology- facilitated violence, femicide etc. In many 

instances, violence against women is presented as “gender-based violence” as scholars like 

Ertürk presents the explanation that the identification of grouping of violence against women 

under human rights abuses have given the allowance to consider the expansion of protection and 

sensitivity of the term (61). 

Adopting the term “gender-based violence”, the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against women (CEDAW) through recommendation nineteen article 1 

has linked it as a type of discrimination that obstructs the opportunity for women to exercise their 

liberty in the society unlike men. This is also emphasized in Article 6 which expands the 

meaning of discrimination as “gender-based violence, that is, violence that is directed against a 

woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately. It includes acts that 

inflict physical, mental, or sexual harm or suffering, threats of such acts, coercion, and other 

deprivations of liberty” (Ref World, “CEDAW General Recommendation”). Therefore, any form 

of violation of women which affects their general well-being can be linked to gender inequality, 

and discrimination which can be accelerated by the social condition in the society.  
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Similarly, the movement by various women’s rights activists has helped to push the 

agenda further at the global level for the discussion to increase the inclusion of the value of 

women’s welfare in the human rights plan whether abroad or in the domestic spaces. The 1995 

Fourth World Conference on Women was one of the movements which included “gender-based 

violence” in its consideration for the twelve themes5. The Beijing Platform for action describes 

“violence against women as any act of gender-based violence that results in or is likely to result 

in women's physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering, including threats of such acts, 

coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life” (United 

Nations, “Reports of the 4th Conference” 48). The definition of violence by the Beijing Platform 

for Action differs from the earlier definition above as its constructs adds to the effect violence 

has on women’s health.  

Regionally, the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the 

Rights of Women popularly called Maputo Protocol likewise recognizes that violence against 

women is “ all acts perpetrated against women which cause or could cause them physical, sexual, 

psychological, and economic harm, including the threat to take such acts; or to undertake the 

imposition of arbitrary restrictions on or deprivation of fundamental freedom in private or public 

life in peacetime and during situations of armed conflicts or war” (African Union “Protocol to 

the African Charter on Human Rights 4). This definition is different from harmful practices and 

discrimination encountered by African women in most cultural settings as Maputo Protocol 

distinguished them under different categories.  

                                                            
5 The conference took place in Beijing. The twelve thematic areas include “women and poverty, education and 
training of women, women and health, violence against women, women and armed conflict, women and the 
economy, women in power and decision-making, institutional mechanism for the advancement of women, human 
rights of women, women and media, women and the environment and the girl-child" (United Nations, “Reports of 
the 4th Conference” 2).  
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Locally, Nigeria has signed all relevant international treaties on women’s rights, but no 

Nigerian law is designated specifically to women’s rights. A close attempt was the enactment of 

the Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) Act (VAPPA) in 2015, which applies to both men 

and women. However, some provisions in the Constitution, the Child’s Rights Act (CRA), 

Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA) apply to women's and girls' welfare. In the 

interpretation clause of VAPPA, violence refers to “any act or attempted act which causes or 

may cause any person physical, sexual, psychological, verbal, emotional or economic harm, 

whether this occurs in private or public life, in peace time and in conflict situations” (Section 46 

of the VAPPA Act). 

Although the government and key stakeholders, including civil society organizations, are 

making efforts towards promoting women’s rights and eliminating gender inequality, these 

human rights laws need to be implemented by bearing in mind the uniqueness of the social 

context to be effective (Merry 1). For example, engaging the local community and religious 

leaders in the dissemination of the laws in local languages to community members as many of 

the locals lack knowledge about the relevant polices, and human rights laws.  

III. Conflict-related Violence 

Conflict-related Violence, which is the form of violence that occurs during war, has been 

classified by the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court as part of “war crimes and 

crimes against humanity”.  Article 7 categorizes “rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 

forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization or any other form of sexual violence of comparable 

gravity as a crime against humanity when committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack 

against any civilian population with knowledge of the attack” (Rome Statue 4).  
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In the past, discussions concerning rape during conflict had mostly been centered around 

how rape is weaponized by actors. Rape as a sexual weapon used during war has been 

commonplace through the history of conflict. Women have suffered brutality, terrorism, and 

punishment in the hands of both state, and non-state actors such as state militaries, and terrorist 

groups like Boko Haram sect (Inwalomhe; Mukwege Foundation). However, the testimonies of 

the witnesses during Akayesu’s trial at the ICTR and ICTY helped to increase the popularity of 

rape in war and the recognition by laws (Mackinnon 944). 

Nordas and Cohen affirm that the term “conflict-related violence” has no definite 

definition as some of the present meanings accorded to the term can be grouped into two ways: 

“which forms of violations should be included and what violence should be considered conflict- 

related. Most definitions include rape and consider sexual violence to include a wide range of 

violations” (194). The meaning provided by the Secretary-General on conflict-related violence 

gives a guide as to what constitutes conflict-related sexual violence. The definition covers the 

different parties involved, ways conflict-related violence can be manifested and the relationship 

with everyday violence. It states thus: 

conflict-related sexual violence refers to rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, 
forced pregnancy, forced abortion, enforced sterilization, forced marriage and any 
other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity perpetrated against women, 
men, girls, or boys that is directly or indirectly linked to a conflict. That link may 
be evident in the profile of the perpetrator, who is often affiliated with a State or 
non-State armed group, which includes terrorist entities, the profile of the victim, 
who is frequently an actual or perceived member of a political, ethnic or religious 
minority group or targeted on the basis of actual or perceived sexual orientation or 
gender identity, the climate of impunity, which is generally associated with State 
collapse, cross-border consequences such as displacement or trafficking, and/or 
violations of a ceasefire agreement. The term also encompasses trafficking in 
persons when committed in situations of conflict for the purpose of sexual 
violence or exploitation. (United Nations, “Conflict-Related Sexual Violence”) 
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IV. Survivor-Centered Approach 

The Survivor-centered approach implies that full consideration needs to be made when 

developing policies, laws and other programs focused on the rehabilitation and integration of 

survivors back into society. UNSCR 2467 accommodates the provision for the inclusion of 

“survivor-centered approach” which is not contained in the previous resolutions. The UN 

describes “survivor-centered approach as one which seeks to empower the survivor by 

prioritizing their rights, needs, and wishes” (United Nations Women, “Survivor-Centered 

Approach”). This approach needs to be adopted by policymakers, caregivers, and various actors 

to ensure that women and girls enjoy a better life both before, during and after conflict.  

Ojo et. al summarized what the survivor-centered approach should be into four segments 

with each body mandated with the responsibilities to engage with whether in practice or policy. 

First, the Government of every country is to ensure that formalized programming is instituted 

which trains the investigators on sexual violence. Secondly, an enabling environment needs to be 

created for survivors to share their experiences in every trial, increase their chances of healing, 

and provide for their individual necessities. Thirdly, the interaction between stakeholders and 

organization should consider involving the survivors whose contributions in decision making and 

other rehabilitation processes will drive positive impact. Fourthly, sexual violence as a 

worldwide problem needs the support of activists who will use available resources to eradicate 

the problem (Ojo et. al).  

Conversely, these four responsibilities as enumerated by Ojo et. al are very apt as the 

problems arising from sexual violence in the lives of victims cannot be solved by one body 

alone. There is need for collaboration to guarantee that the physical, mental, social, and 

economic necessities of the victims are provided for in a coordinated and transparent manner.  
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V. Gender Inequality 

The term “gender inequality “connotes the unjust reception between men and women in 

the society which is based on some cultural, social, and religious practices that have prevailed 

over the years. It is a human rights infringement recognized by many such as the United Nations 

in 2015 through the adoption of goal five designated for gender inequality in its 2030 Agenda for 

sustainable development. The objectives for gender equality re-emphasizes the obligation to 

provide for women’s welfare through empowerment as well as promoting of women’s political 

representation and eliminating the barriers that limits the enjoyment of women’s rights amongst 

others (United Nations, “Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment”). 

Gender inequality can be closely linked to discrimination as both have similar traits that 

increase the suffering of women and girls. Although the UN connects violence against women to 

discrimination, in this instance, gender inequality gives room for women to be mistreated, denied 

of opportunities in their various communities and exposed to harm. This is evident in Nigeria 

where daily abuse and various violent crises increase the rate of insecurity of women and girls. 

Idoko et. al in their findings disclosed that Nigerian women and girls in all three settings are 

deeply affected from various abuses which lead to the increase of their mortality rate and 

exposure to exploitation. “Their exposure to insecurity is reinforced by the patriarchal structures 

in the society” (5). 

Furthermore, in making the connection between gender inequality and conflict, Erika 

Forsberg and Louise Olsson identified norms, social capacity, and gendered socioeconomic 

development to explain why armed conflict may be more prominent in some societies than 

others. This also reinforces Babalola and Abegunde explanation that Government which 

compose of mainly men have succeeded in disempowering women (167). Since the Nigerian 
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society is predominantly “male focused”, boys in their early days are made to believe to be 

superior to girls as “Nigerian women are socialized into a culture of female subordination” 

(Babalola and Abegunde 168). It is obviously a product of religions, cultural practices and social 

norms which were not corrected at an early stage and need to be eliminated.  

POSITIONALITY OF THE RESEARCHER  

I was inspired to conduct this research based on three motivations. First, my experience 

of living in Northern Nigeria for more than two years while at the Nigerian Law School, working 

with the Niger State Ministry of Justice and Rule of Law Empowerment Initiative (also known as 

Partners West Africa Nigeria [PWAN]). As a student leader and clinician who had engaged in 

street law and social advocacy campaign, it was easier to connect the information on paper and 

the reality on ground as I had a first-hand experience of witnessing some of the struggles and 

discriminations that women in the North encounter as opposed to the southern part of Nigeria. As 

a southerner living in the North, I experienced some cultural shock such as adjusting my mode of 

dressing, limiting social interactions with male colleagues and friends in public.  

Secondly, as a lawyer that had worked with the government, NGOs and had interacted 

with different key stakeholders at various levels, I came to terms with the challenges that the 

infringement of women’s rights poses in the Nigerian society including the high rate of violence 

which are yet to be adequately addressed. These in no little way has prompted me to dedicate 

more time on women’s rights issues especially after I witnessed a criminal trial that exonerated a 

perpetrator that committed rape against two young girls aged 12 and 14. The outcome of the case 

played out against the victims because the guardians had tried to negotiate with the perpetrator to 

pay them some money instead of reporting to the authorities immediately and because the 

prosecution did not have adequate evidence as proof of penetration is required in rape cases.  
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Thirdly, while completing a Master of Law (LLM) coursework at Tulane University, my 

final research paper was focused mostly on how child marriage afflicts the lives of women and 

girls especially as a human rights infringement. However, I found the need to explore more on an 

aspect of my work that examined child marriage in humanitarian settings especially with the 

abduction of Chibok girls for advanced PHD research. It was during the certificate program on 

human rights with the University of Pennsylvania Law School in 2020 that I was able to make 

the connection of examining the current topic. Although, the research has evolved from the 

original draft proposal, it is imperative to understand the compliance of the Nigerian actors with 

the UNSCR resolutions and the protection of women and girls especially as 2020 was the 20th 

anniversary of 1325.  
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CHAPTER 2 

TRACING THE CONNTINUM OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

This chapter is concentrated on tracing the continuity of violence against women in 

Northern Nigeria. Though this work focuses on conflict and post-conflict settings, the discussion 

is still essential to examine the violence women encounter in non-conflict times such as rape, 

early or forced marriage, domestic violence etc. Therefore, this chapter is divided into six 

different sections.  

The first section provides a brief history of Boko Haram activities. The second discusses 

the series of abductions by Boko Haram. The third part will explore the forms of violence in pre-

conflict periods. The fourth part explores the motivations behind the use of women by Boko 

Haram as both victims and perpetrators including the rationale of women that joined the sect 

voluntarily. The fifth section deals with the lived experiences of women from the Boko Haram 

camps at the Internal Displaced Camps while the final part briefly discusses how sexual violence 

affects women in northern Nigeria.  

BRIEF HISTOY OF BOKO HARAM IN NORTH-EASTERN NIGERIA  

Tribal and religious conflicts have become prevalent in Nigeria over the last two decades 

or more, including the Boko Haram insurgency in Northern Nigeria. Other prominent conflicts 

include Niger Delta crisis, Fulani herdsmen attacks and the Nigerian Civil war of July 6th, 1967 – 

January 15th, 1970. These conflicts share a common characteristic of affecting and threatening 

the lives of individuals including the various forms of atrocities that are committed. Women and 

children are mostly affected especially with Boko Haram. 

Boko Haram, popularly associated with its Arabic name, Jamā’a Ahl al-sunnah li-da'wa 

wa al-jihād began its formal operations in 2002 as a terrorist group in Nigeria with its base at 
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northern Nigeria. The main purpose of the terrorist group is to ensure that western education is 

eradicated completely and to fight persons who they believe are corrupt and have taken charge of 

northern politics including the Federal Government. Their end goals are to ensure that Nigeria is 

a full-blown Islamic state ruled by Sharia Law (Walker 2). The group has transitioned through 

many leaderships including Yusuf Mohammed, Abubakar Shekau, Bakura Doro and Bakura 

Sa’alaba (Mahmood and Ani 3).  

In 2009, the Federal Government announced a state of emergency because of the incident 

that resulted in the collision between the Government and Boko Haram Sect (Oriola, “Framing 

and movement outcome” 641). It was during this operation that one of the notable commanders, 

Mohammed Yusuf was murdered as he was held by the Government through an arrest by the 

police together with other 800 members of the group (Adibe). Around early 2011, Boko Haram 

heightened their religious and political attacks on various groups including mosques, churches, 

markets, villages, and other public spaces. This further leads to many being injured and killed, 

and families being displaced adversely (Council on Foreign Relations).  

The attack on St. Theresa’s Church Madalla in 2011 is a good example of the many 

heinous and brutal attacks by this religious militia group. On the morning of 25th December 2011 

during the Christmas service, a bomb attack was released at this Catholic church in Madalla, a 

town which is a few kilometers away from the FCT. It was followed by four other bomb attacks 

in other parts of the country on the same day. About thirty persons were reported to have died 

(Brock). The bomb attack of the UN office in Abuja was another event that increased awareness 

about Boko Haram, making it a global dilemma. The bomb blast led to the death of twenty-three 

people (Walker 5).  
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Apart from churches and multinational organizations which had been perceived as the 

major targets of the religious sect, there had been other random attacks on the public and on 

public establishments. Prominent among such was the attack that took place in Kano State on the 

20th of January 2012. It was documented that more than 185 people had died from the attacks 

that targeted police stations and government offices (Britannica). 

Allegedly, the Nigerian government have made countless efforts to curtail the activities 

of the sect including the use of the Nigerian Military in most notorious areas in the Northeast. 

However, this effort seems to be fruitless as Boko Haram appears to have taken charge of most 

remote areas of the North-Eastern States which comprises Yobe, Adamawa, Borno, Taraba, 

Gombe, Bauchi with its main base located in Borno State at the Sambisa Forest (Council on 

Foreign Relations). North- Eastern States only consist of one segment of the North. Nigeria as a 

country comprises thirty-six states with four zones which are North, South, East and West. The 

Northern States further consist of the North-Central, North-West, and North-East. Unfortunately, 

States in the North-East have experienced a continuous attack, unlike other regions leading to 

increased numbers of IDP (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre).  

The activities of the Boko Haram group have continued to take many forms through the 

years since they started their attacks in Nigeria. Between 2014 and 2018, the group launched 

three different attacks on secondary schools located in Yobe and Borno State. The first attack 

occurred on the 25th of February 2014 at the Federal Government College in Buni Yadi in Yobe 

State, a boarding School which used the Nigeria’s national curriculum for the dispensation of its 

educational responsibilities to the students (Thomas). The attack lasted for the duration of the 

night while the students were sleeping. It was reported that a total number of fifty-nine male 

students were killed, and the school buildings were burnt to ashes (Ripples Nigeria).  
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The second attack within the same year in 2014 was targeted at a group of 276 girls of 

Government Girls Secondary School, Chibok in Borno State. At the time of the kidnap, it was 

documented that the girls were Christians by religion and within the age range of sixteen to 

eighteen years. Initially, the secondary school was not in operation due to the high cases of 

insurgency but resumed as the final year students were preparing for their final exams towards 

enrollment into the Universities/Colleges. The kidnapped girls were taken to Sambisa Forest6 

where the Boko Haram sect camped. The kidnap further led to the campaign tagged 

#bringbackourgirls. Many world leaders such as Michelle Obama, Malala Yousafzai, Amy 

Poehler, Hilary Clinton further joined the campaign to raise a voice against the injustice and to 

seek for the return of the girls through Nigerian military interventions (Lyons).  

On the other hand, the Nigerian government made several attempts to ensure that the girls 

were rescued. It started with an attempted peaceful negotiation with Boko Haram. Exclusive of 

the negotiating process, fifty-seven girls were able to escape in 2014 (Busari and Jones). 

Subsequently, on the 19th of February 2018, a third attack was orchestrated, leading to the 

kidnap of another set of 110 schoolgirls between the ages of eleven to nineteen at the 

Government Girls' Science and Technical College, Dapchi, Bursari Local Government Area, 

Yobe State (BBC News).  

Five weeks later, around March 2018, it was reported that Boko Haram released all the 

girls except for Leah Sharibu7 and five other girls who lost their lives during the commute to 

Boko Haram base (Maclean and Abrak). The number of girls kidnapped and the numerous 

attacks in 2014 illustrates the desire of Boko Haram to use young girls and boys as part of their 

agenda in Northern Nigeria. It is also obvious that the attacks were targeting schools to fight 
                                                            
6 Sambisa Forest is in Maiduguri and is the main site where Boko Haram operates from.  
7 Leah Sharibu declined to become a Muslim by not renouncing her Christian faith like the rest of her classmates. 
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against educating children, especially as they believe that the knowledge acquired in schools is 

based on western education. Clearly, it is also unfortunate that the schools which were supposed 

to be safe for children had become danger zones.  

This trend of abducting school children in Northern Nigeria is seen to have continued till 

recent time either by the Boko Haram or by the most recent criminal groups that are called the 

bandits. In December 2020, a group of kidnappers abducted 344 schoolboys at a boarding School 

in Kankara, Katsina State. It was unclear who the culprits were, but the Nigerian government 

stated that the children were taken by bandits who demanded a ransom for their release. The 

Economist featured a Boko Haram exposé, revealing that their group was behind the kidnapping 

(“More than 300 Schoolchildren”). It is yet to be verified if the total number of 344 boys who 

have escaped back to safety are the same set of boys that were abducted during the raid 

(Akinwotu). As a result of the numerous attacks, many have relocated to the IDP, and other host 

communities located in the other parts of the country including Abuja, Borno, and Yobe State. 

Due to the numerous attacks by Boko Harm, the rights of women and men have been 

greatly impacted in addition to the effect on Nigeria's social, economic, and political stability. 

Sexual violence is a major problem which has become prominent and affects both men and 

women drastically. Its incidence fully requires a critical examination of the different victims, 

forms of violations and actors. In a study by Katherine Franke, the author finds that it is common 

for criminal courts to entertain various atrocities against women to be linked to sexual violence 

as opposed to gendered violence (822). The author further affirms both genders are casualties of 

sexual violence. The emphasis on sexual violence leads to “the effect of sexualizing women in 

ways that fail to capture both the array of manners in which women suffer gross injustice, as well 

as the ways in which men suffer gendered violence as well” (Franke 823).  
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As this suggests, it emphasizes the need to also examine the harm suffered by men 

though not a subject for discussion in this work. It is imperative to acknowledge that men and 

boys suffer from various harm just like women. The absence of building an awareness around 

sexual violence against men leads to the production of a different description aimed at 

highlighting more of women and girl’s experiences. In this regard, in focusing mainly on girls 

and women in this thesis, it is noted that the result of the hideous activities of Boko Haram have 

been largely characterized by the perpetuation of sexual violence like rape, intimate partner 

violence, early child marriage, sexual slavery, human trafficking by Boko Haram fighters against 

the abducted girls and women.  

To elaborate further, sexual violence can be examined using three different contexts, 

thus: violence against women, conflict related sexual violence, and sexual violence in post-

conflict settings. In all three contexts, the impact of violence affects women’s lives which has a 

long-lasting effect on their general well-being. In the first context, violence against women (i.e., 

the occurrence of violence during regular times) refers to the daily occurrence of violence 

committed which could be in public or private areas against the female gender. Conflict-related 

violence involves an act of violence with a high chance of occurring outside of war, though 

unfavorable circumstances make the situations worse, the perpetrators include both the State 

military and non-state actors (Atuhaire et. al 2).  

Likewise, the WHO has affirmed the earlier findings by Atuhaire et. al but further recognized 

that other emerging types of violence may arise due to the influence of war, re-integration back 

into the society (World Health Organization, “Gender-Based Violence”). Much of this will be 

discussed in this chapter but it is valuable to point out that motivation to use sexual violence in 

post-conflict settings to punish women is different from the other two settings. In addition to 
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sexual violence, women have other pressing issues related to survival and source of livelihood to 

deal with which the perpetrators in most cases take advantage of. Therefore, the environment 

determines the type of abuse that is committed and how it is distinguished (Sideris 41).  

PRE-CONFLICT-PHASE  

The pre-conflict phase of violence against women is seen as the situations of violence 

that transpire in the daily lives of women outside of conflict, natural disasters, or post-conflict 

settings. Some of these forms of violence as highlighted in chapter 1 include: sexual harassment, 

early or forced child marriage, domestic violence, rape, child marriage, intimate partner violence, 

human trafficking etc. The discussion here is limited to focus only on two types of abuses: rape 

and early or forced child marriage. In addition, lack of access to education will be discussed as a 

barrier that exposes women to more harm as identified by the study conducted by Peculiar Awa.  

 The intention here is to establish the connection of harm that exists between the 

occurrence of abuse in the three phases and how it affects women’s well-being even in post 

conflict settings. For instance, the high level of illiteracy among women in the North can be 

attributed to low or lack of access to education. This in turn affects women’s general 

contributions to the home, community, and society.  

Early or Forced Child Marriage  

Early child or forced marriage is a global practice that is common among young girls and 

women which may occur whether during regular times, war, or post-conflict settings. The age 

bracket varies depending on the country under review, but United Nations International 

Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) examines the practice “as any formal marriage or 

informal union between a child under the age of eighteen and an adult or another child” (United 
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Nations International Children's Emergency Fund, “Child Marriage”). In Nigeria, it is highly 

widespread in the North compared to other parts of Nigeria as most girls are forced to tie the 

knot with men old enough to be their fathers or “three times her age” (Morka-Christian 60).  

In Africa especially around the West and Central African region, Nigeria is classified at 

the top of the list with a growing number of approximately “twenty-two million child brides”. 

This number may not give a full picture of child brides in Nigeria as it only reflects about “40 

percent” of the girls sent out at an early age in the region to their husband’s home (UNICEF, 

“Child Marriage in West and Central Africa” 2). However, the numbers help to establish the 

nature of its continuous practice and the social acceptance in various communities.  

Several factors can be associated with persistent practice depending on the location but 

Plan International enumerates lack of identity at birth, gender inequality, lack of awareness of 

individual rights under the law, poverty, family insecurities in times of emergencies and low 

enforcement of laws protecting girls as the major factors leading to marriage (Plan International). 

In Nigeria, these factors are applicable as women are treated in an unfair manner unlike the men. 

The ingrained mentality of women belonging to the kitchen has further pushed the patriarchy 

norms towards sending women to their husband’s home at an early age even when there is a lack 

of affection and communication between the parties.  

Legally, the execution of child marriage is prohibited under the various laws in Nigeria 

including the Nigerian Constitution, Child Rights Act and Marriage Act. Even with the 

enactments of laws prohibiting forced marriage, Nigeria is still battling with the practice due to 

lack of implementation of laws in various States, social and cultural perceptions of the populace, 

especially in Northern Nigeria. The definition of a child under the law is another problem which 

has hindered the progress of curbing the practice. The Nigerian Constitution in Section 29 
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(4)(a)(b) considers all individuals who are eighteen years or more as an adult but makes 

exception for married women who are of “full age” once married (1999 Nigerian Constitution).  

The definition seems to aid the continuous practice of forced marriage with young girls, 

especially in the North. Unfortunately, Northern Nigeria is known for this notorious practice 

including policy and law makers like Senator Ahmed Rufai Sani Yerima8  who are guilty of the 

act. Senator Yerima was reported to have married a child aged thirteen from Egypt. During the 

Senate deliberation for the amendment of the provisions of Section 29 (4), he was the major 

protagonist that resisted the attempt to amend the provision of the law by the Senate (Aljazeera 

News).  

It is not a surprise that Senator Yerima’s argument hinges on the constitutional provisions 

of “Item 61 of the Second Schedule of the 1999 Constitution” which limited the matters to be 

deliberated on by the legislature relating to Islamic and Customary marriage (Oso). This section 

of the law states thus: “the formation, annulment and dissolution of marriages other than 

marriages under Islamic law and Customary law including matrimonial causes relating thereto” 

(1999 Nigerian Constitution). Most offenders have found a way to escape punishment by using 

the technicalities and loopholes in the law as one of their escape routes. Following that the 

second Schedule defines the capabilities of the legislators to be limited to statutory marriage, it is 

difficult to resolve the drawbacks associated with child marriage in the North which is usually 

conducted under Islamic law. Until the provisions of the law is amended, the possibilities of 

other men in the North using the same excuse as Senator Yerima is high.  

                                                            
8 Senator Yerima was the former governor for Zamfara State and represented Zamfara at the Senate.  
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 Aside from the constitution, the Child Rights Act (CRA) has a different perception about 

who a child is for the intent of instituting the union of two or more parties in a marriage. The Act 

regards a child in Section 277 to be “a person under the age of eighteen years” (Child Rights 

Act). The definition by the CRA obviously captured all children whether male or female and is 

similar with the definition by African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC). 

The distinction between the two only lies to the fact that ACRWC’s definition refers to “every 

human being below the age of 18 years” (African Union, “African Charter on Human and 

People’s Rights”). The definition of the Child by CRA which is much better than the 

Constitutional provision of “full age” cannot be applied. This is because the Constitution affirms 

that “if any other law is inconsistent with the provisions of this Constitution, this Constitution 

shall prevail, and that other law shall, to the extent of the inconsistency, be void” (Section 1(3) of 

the 1999 Constitution). 

On the contrary, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) differs from the two 

definitions above as it leaves a big loophole by describing a child as “every human being below 

the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” 

(UNICEF, “Convention on the Rights of the Child”). The position of the United Nations can also 

be attributed to giving room for continuous practice since the Convention leaves the final 

decision at the discretion of the individual nations. Although the recognized age for adulthood 

starts from 18 years, there is still a need to allow every human being to enjoy the independence 

to grow and mature up to at least twenty-one years before the consideration for marriage can be 

made. This is essential as it will benefit both the individuals, families, and society at large. 

Further, it will lead to a peaceful and just society with less dysfunctional adults with childhood 

traumas. 
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Consent before Marriage is another bone of contention that discriminates against women 

and aids the practice in Nigeria even for Statutory marriages. The provision of the law regarding 

the consent of the child under the Marriage Act is discriminatory and disempowered the agency 

of women to make necessary contributions on salient topics that scrutinize their child’s welfare. 

The practice of silencing women’s viewpoint can be attributed to the societal and cultural value 

accorded to women even during colonial era. Section 18 of the Marriage Act enumerates the 

criteria for the intention to seek consent to wed a minor as:  

If either party to an intended marriage, not being a widower or widow, is under   
twenty‐one years of age, the written consent of the father, or if he be dead or of 
unsound   mind or absent from Nigeria, of the mother, or if both be dead or of 
unsound mind or   absent from Nigeria, of the guardian of such party, must be 
produced annexed to such   affidavit as aforesaid before a license can be granted 
or a certificate issued (Marriage Act).  

Nigeria as a pluralistic country has different requirements for marriage especially 

under customary and Islamic marriage. When considered under the principles of Islamic 

law, the consent of the child is hardly ever obtained when a marriage is conducted as it is 

believed that women and girls lack the “autonomy and consent” (Morka-Christian 67). 

The father or guardian does the negotiations with the child’s new suitor in many 

circumstances leading to a lack of connection between parties after the marriage rites are 

performed. Morka-Christian's explanation further captures the reaction of girls who 

accept the offer based on intimidation, persuasion by their families and the “fear of the 

repercussions of not answering in the affirmative” (67).  

The contractual relationship between two or more parties in the case of either monogamy 

or polygamous marriage is sacred and should be with commitment and “full consent of the 

parties.” The use of threats, intimidation, unnecessary pressure especially the popular opinion in 

many Nigerian homes that a girl is old enough to be in her husband’s house and persuasion by 
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most families in the North clearly exhibit the treatment given to women compared to men. 

Several reasons support the practice in Northern Nigeria including the girl’s ability to menstruate 

(Braimah 475), financial benefits from the suitors, acceptance as the will of Allah (Erulkar and 

Bello 6), the mentality that the value associated to a girl’s bride price reduces as she gets older 

(Nnadi 36), distress of rape and sexual violence, unwanted pregnancies out of wedlock, family 

embarrassment (Bunting, “Stages of  Development” 28), homelessness, and starvation (U. 

Okafor).  

Most families rarely make consideration for the adverse effects the atrocities against 

women such as forced and early marriage may cause leading to illiteracy, poverty, reproductive 

health challenges, mental and emotional well-being. The community and religious leaders are 

also not left out as they have a serious contribution to make considering the respect they have 

gained from the people over the years. In this respect, the message needs to be similar among 

both the Christian and Islamic groups in creating awareness and rebuking bad behaviors. The 

conversation about limiting cultural practices that affects the right of women and girls need to be 

preached among peer groups, during community and religious groups meetings. Even in 

situations that permit, serious sanctions need to be imposed that will enforce deterrence apart 

from waiting on the enforcement of remedies under the law.  

As conflict became imminent in Northern Nigeria and the attacks by Boko Haram 

intensified, the tendency to marry off young girls became higher as most fathers believed that 

their daughters would be safer in their husbands’ home. The numerous attacks of girls at the 

Secondary Schools at Chibok (Oke and Labeodan 101) and Dapchi stopped many parents from 

registering their girls in schools and the countless threats of attacks in many villages caused the 

discontinuation of many of the girl's education (Crisis Group). In an interview conducted by Awa 
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with sixteen of the rescued abducted girls, one of them described her experience associated with 

her father’s willingness to hand her over for marriage at the age of fourteen. Her father’s 

donation is considered “as a gift free of any monetary gain” (48). 

While in marriage, most girls and women in Northern Nigeria are exposed to the custom 

of purdah which to a great extent limits their rights as individuals including the freedom of 

association and movement in most cases. Purdah is common among many Islamic groups and 

involves protecting a woman from the view of others in public by wearing clothes that avoids 

exposing any part of women’s bodies (Borokini et. al 211). Once a woman or girl is observing 

purdah, their social interaction with the public is limited.   

Although this practice may seem to be onerous to women’s rights, there has been an 

argument by many feminists who oppose this interpretation including Serene J. Khader who 

makes a case against considering all cultural or traditional practices to be brutal and harmful to 

women’s rights and well-being in the society.  The author argues that “feminism and 

traditionalism, even the sort of traditionalism that takes some dictates to be beyond question, are 

not necessarily at odds with one another” (Decolonizing Universalism 2).  

Furthermore, the argument has been discussed in many court cases about how it affects 

women’s rights by opposing tradition/religion to modernity in the way of condemning 

tradition including the Quebec Values Debate of 2013. The debate was based on the contentious 

of “the right to manifest one’s religion, the rights of (particularly Muslim) women, and the rights 

of the collectivity as opposed to the minority” (Howard-Hassmann 1). Hence, Khader suggests a 

closer examination of traditional practices to understand if it is “oppressive – not whether it 

belongs to a worldview that places a high value on traditional adherence” (Do Muslim Women 
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Need Freedoom? 727). Additionally, postcolonial feminist like Saba Abbas has called for the 

need to listen to the voice of women (1403).  

Lack of Access to Education 

In Nigeria, every child is guaranteed and entitled to the “right to free, compulsory and 

universal basic education” with the responsibility vested in the Government, and guardians 

including parents (Section 15 of the Child Right Act). The Act places dual responsibility on the 

government and parents/guardian to ensure that children are trained. The government contributes 

its efforts by delivering the education through creating the enabling environment and ensuring 

the educational based service providers including teachers are compensated. On the parts of the 

parents and guardian, they are mandated to facilitate the completion of the children’s “primary 

school education and junior secondary education” (Section 15 (3) of the Child Right Act).  

In practice, access to education seems to have become a luxury in Northern Nigeria. 

Compared to the boys, girls in the North are far behind with their education as they are “trained 

primarily for domesticity” (Mianda, “Colonialism, Education and Gender Relations” 144) 

especially as their parents get them ready for their husband’s house. In drawing out the 

difference between the education of girls in Nigeria, Matfess remarks that the affluence of a 

family and the locality of a girl child determines their opportunity to acquire education (Matfess 

46). This is in support of the data that estimates that over 10.5 million younger children within 

the age bracket five to fourteen lacked formal training within the Northeast and Northwest 

regions accounting for “47.7 percent and 47.3 percent” respectively of girls attending Schools 

(UNICEF, “Education”). Apart from child marriage, the factors attributed to non-attendance of 

girls in school are poverty, practice of Islamic education, political and social barriers. By this, the 
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act of preventing girls from accessing education is seen as a form of violence that affects their 

right to education. 

Since the attack by Boko Haram, Schools have become a perilous haven for children 

since most of the kidnappings have occurred in various Schools in the North. The ideology 

against western education by the group is believed to have necessitated various attacks (Onuoha 

2). It is also reflected through the testimony of a girl who had contact with the Boko Haram 

insurgents between 2014 – 2018. The young girl narrates that a member of Boko haram met her 

on the route that leads to her School. The member of the sect maintained that she changes her 

itineracy back home as it is a sin to take part in educational activities (Awa 49).  

Education of women is just as important as politics, religion, finance, agriculture, or other 

sectors that the Government seems gives more focus to in every society. The number of educated 

people can be used to determine how economic viable a nation will be but having educated 

women who make meaningful impact to the development of a country will be of great advantage 

just as the popular African adage by Dr. James Emmanuel Kwegyir-Aggre states: “If you 

educate a man, you educate an individual, but if you educate a woman, you educate a family 

(nation)”. This does not in any way intend to undermine the education of men but underlines the 

fact that women and young girls need to be given a chance to be educated considering the 

illiteracy level of women in Northern Nigeria. 

Rape 

Rape is a practice entrenched in gender inequality, discrimination, and gender relations in 

Nigerian society. Rape is serious harm to a woman’s body which violates their rights which may 

occurs either at the workplace, home, and many public areas. The practice of rape is highly 
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underreported because of the stigma attached to the crime, and the possible threat issued by the 

abuser and humiliation faced by victims. In most cases, the perpetrators of the crimes are mostly 

men who are not strangers to the victims. In situations where it occurs with a known perpetrator, 

it is less likely to be communicated as juxtaposed to rape by a stranger as settlement may be 

negotiated with the victims. High risk of unwanted pregnancy, lack of access to unsafe abortions 

(abortion is restricted by the law) and several health consequences are some of the resultant 

effect women get to deal with after the abuse.  

The existing laws have also not made it easier for victims. The current set of available 

laws makes it easier for rape to be committed especially as the proof of rape require 

corroboration and penetration based on the provisions of the Nigerian Criminal and Penal Code. 

On the other hand, the Evidence Act for instance requires that a man prosecuted of rape may 

show that a woman is “of a general immoral character” (Section 211 of the Evidence Act). 

Providing evidence to show that a woman is “of a general immoral character” has nothing to do 

with the crime of rape which is an abuse to the women’s body and affects her adversely. More of 

the details on the legal provision on rape and the legal obligation of Nigeria will be discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

CONFLICT PHASE  

During the conflict phase, women's experiences are often different as they take on new 

roles in addition to being victims of abductions. Women’s antecedent representation in conflict 

as victims of war alone have shadowed the agency of women and girls as perpetrators or peace 

builders. It neglects their contributions to peace building and the full understanding of the 

complex experiences in war and post-conflict reconstruction. Bloom and Matfess in their work, 

“Women as Symbols and Swords in Boko Haram’s Terror” investigates the multiple roles of 
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women with Boko Haram. The authors capture the new responsibilities of women as performing 

the roles of symbol of terror used to carry along the ideology of Boko Haram and swords who 

are used to penetrate the attacks (106).  

The utilization of women by Boko Haram reinstates the position and value of women as 

not only mothers, sisters, and friends; but, as perpetrators and accomplices of acts of terrorism. 

In other words, the dual roles performed by women, can be argued to be the rationale for 

sustaining the agenda of the fighters since the international recognition of #bringbackourgirls 

campaign. With the attention given to #bringbackourgirls, the sect has used it to their advantage 

by making numerous demands in the form of payment for the release of some girls who will be 

swapped with some detained members of the sect (The Guardian). 

Women on their parts are often compelled to take up new roles with more responsibilities 

such as serving as the wives of insurgents, female suicide bombers, domestic workers, sex slave 

and intelligent gathering agents. Using the category of symbols and swords as adopted by Bloom 

and Matfess, the active role of women in Boko Haram will be explored. This will include the 

violence that women face (such as rape, child marriage, domestic abuse etc.), ways women are 

acquired by Boko Haram and the motivating factors that influence women’s choices to join the 

sect.  

Symbols and Swords: Victims, Perpetrators and Active Agents 

1. Women as Victims: the use of Abducted women and girls 

Abducted women and girls are subjected to various sexual abuses as victims. Boko 

Haram have adopted SGBV as the crucial tool to victimize women and girls and is fundamental 

to Boko Haram’s strategy to satisfy the sexual desires of their members. Sexual abuses such as 
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rape provides the medium for the sect members to produce children who will accomplish the 

agenda of the group in the future (Premium Times Nigeria).  The practice of using women’s 

bodies for reproduction by Boko Haram has been recounted by many authors (Oriola, “Unwilling 

Cocoon”109, Bloom and Matfess 105) but Agbaje describes it as a means of objectifying female 

captives and reducing them to baby-making factories regardless of their religious orientation (9). 

The description by Agbaje further confirms Oriola’s three categorizations of women 

based on their reproductive age. The author recounts that to fulfil its reproduction objectives, 

Boko Haram categorizes women and girls under three groups: (1) young minors below the age 

bracket of fourteen, (2) women and girls with childbearing potential within the age of fourteen to 

forty-five years and (3) elderly women from forty-five years and above. Among the three 

categories, the first and third group are mostly reserved for suicide bombing and for other 

alternative uses in their mission while the second group within the fertile age are for sexual 

engagement including childbearing (Oriola, “Unwilling Cocoon” 109). The constant use of 

female bodies and the strategic use of women for other purposes clearly illustrate the planned 

agenda of the group to satisfy both their personal and collective goals. The Nigerian situation of 

gender inequality, discrimination and human rights violations has enabled the ceaseless abuse of 

the rights of women.  

Rape is the most dominant and common violent activity at the camp as most of the girls 

are forced either through torture or punishment to have sex which in most cases lead to the 

formal handover of the women to members of the group as their wives. In an interview 

conducted by Human rights Watch, women and girls were threatened with weapons such as 

knives and gun before they were abused (Human Rights Watch, “Those terrible weeks in their 

camp”). In a more recent interview conducted in 2018 by Agbaje, one of the respondents narrates 
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how she was punished through suicide missions because she declined the proposal for marriage 

after she was raped. She states:  

Sometimes, three men would sleep with me at night continuously … when I was 
asked to marry a member of Boko Haram, I declined. They tied a bomb on my 
waist and sent me out, but I escaped only to discover that I am already pregnant 
… people in the camp look at me suspiciously that I think of killing myself. (9) 

 

The constant utilization of rape as a “weapon of war” is not common in Nigerian conflict 

but have been recorded in other countries with similar characteristics such as Sierra Leone, 

Rwanda, Libera etc. Using the Nigerian situation to explain the relationship between women’s 

bodies and rape, Attah points out that Boko Haram adopts rape as a tactic of conflict to infringe 

the rights of women and intimidate the citizens of Nigeria. The menace caused by the abduction 

of girls has pushed the awareness by the Government to act by producing the Terrorism 

Prevention Act 2011 through the legislature as a way of curbing the activities of the group during 

war (385).  

Even with the enactment of the Act and its attendant amendment, many cases of violation 

of the rights of women persist including the practice of limiting the abducted women’s rights to 

movement before they are violated through rape. The New York Times records that some of the 

abducted girls are being locked away at the mercy of the terrorist who forcibly have sex with 

them with the intention of getting them pregnant (Nossiter).  As a result of rape, many of the 

women always return either pregnant or with a child(ren) born out of conflict or experiencing 

some health challenges which affects their reproductive system and may lead to death since the 

IDPs are not fully equipped with health facilities. It is also hard to ascertain the full extent of 

harm suffered by women and girls when raped due to the practice of silence, cultural limitations 



55 
 

and discrimination experienced by the victims especially as they are still associated to be with 

Boko Haram.  

Aside from rape, forced marriage is common among the Boko Haram sect with abducted 

women and girls. Although the popular age range as discussed in the earlier part of the work is 

between under aged girls of eighteen years and below, Boko Haram have handed over a young 

girl of five years old to its member for marriage (Human Rights Watch, “Those Terrible Weeks 

in their Camp). The behaviors of the members of the group exhibit the same character of men 

especially in Northern Nigeria who believe that the traditional role of women is for domestic 

purposes such as caregiving and mothering. The only difference here is that women function in 

dual roles to foster the activities of the group. Unlike the situation of girls in pre-conflict phase 

who may affirm to the union based on intimation, undue influence, or family pressures, most of 

the girls who resented to being married are either killed, punished, or indoctrinated into Islamic 

religion.  

One of the victims, who at the time was fifteen, narrates her ordeal with one of the sect 

commanders who reminded them that they were old enough for marriage when she complained. 

The commander also used the example of his five years old daughter who was already married 

but is waiting to be matured for sexual activities with the husband (Human Rights Watch, “Those 

Terrible Weeks in their Camp). The marriage between the five-year-old with a member of Boko 

Haram illustrates that the issues of “autonomy and consent” as identified by Morka-Christain is 

lacking and constitute a form of sexual slavery against children which further affect their general 

well-being and development. The implication of the practice leads to a dysfunctional society 

where children are prematurely turned into mothers who are expected to groom their children 

with little or no knowledge about motherhood.  



56 
 

2. Women as Perpetrators: the use of abducted women and girls  

The role of women as perpetrators with the Boko Haram Sect can be categorized under 

actions that are coerced or through personal will. Since women’s role with Boko Haram as 

perpetrators is multifaceted, Warner and Matfess affirms that it is hard to categorize which 

participation is deliberate or not (30). The oversight of the Nigerian Government in protecting its 

citizens and other flaws in the system have been the main influence of Boko Haram to use 

women in its activities. For women living in violent circumstances in the Boko Haram camp, the 

option to victimize another abductee becomes pertinent not as a choice but in other to avoid 

punishment or death. For some other women, it is a way to enjoy some sort of freedom with 

many economic benefits. The members of the sect have found ways to persuade the women with 

the assurance of riches, good lives, and enjoyment in paradise after their anguish (Olawaniyi 

458).  

Suicide bombing mission is one of the ways women and girls are used especially as they 

are sent back to attack the Nigerian populace. Between 2011-2014, Boko Haram began to use 

women with the first attack recorded on June 8, 2014, at a Military base in Gombe. According to 

the story, an older woman blew up the bomb which ended up killing her and a policeman when 

the Military requested for a search at one of its border stops (Chothia). Other successful missions 

have been recorded to have occurred in other parts of Nigeria like Kano, Maiduguri, and Lagos.  

Furthermore, UNICEF documents that the number of children employed by Boko Haram 

between January 2014 and February 2016 to be seventeen in number as compared to Cameroon 

which has the total number of twenty-one children. The report suggests that the percent of 

women and children who are used for bombing mission in four countries (Nigeria, Niger, Tchad, 

and Cameroon) to be 18% and 19% respectively in addition to 18% which is unknown and 45% 
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of men. The data gathered through their study further illustrates the number of girls and women 

indoctrinated into the practice is increasing as the study equates the number of boys to girls to be 

25% and 75% respectively (UNICEF, “Beyond Chibok” 2).  

The continuous use of young girls by Boko Haram for carrying out suicide missions 

reflects the heartless behavior of the group and illustrate the intention of the group to commit 

more crimes as the Nigerian system lacks the needed accountability measures for access to 

justice. The mode of operation of the group necessitates asking the question about how Boko 

Haram has been able to effectively involve women into their suicide bombing mission? Onuoha 

and Temilola provide insights on the five methods used to engage girls for bombing missions: (i) 

indoctrinated females who are made to fight the ‘infidels’ that killed their family members (ii) 

women and girls abducted specifically for the mission considering their experience with “female 

scouts” (iii) kidnapped girls from Chibok (iv) children left behind by their deceased parents 

rescued during their search in some communities and (v) children gotten through payment from 

modern-day slavery without the disclosure of their intent (6) 

In all five methods listed above, women and girls are most likely coerced into carrying 

out the attacks with an option to choose between harassment, marrying the group fighters or 

being deployed as bombers. As a suicide bomber, they are assured with the promise of salvation 

or reunification with their families. Choosing to become suicide bombers, many of the girls have 

found ways of navigating the Boko Haram system for survival. In the Interview conducted by 

New York Times, Mohammed was one of the rescued girls who used her hijab to deposit the 

bomb in a hidden big hold drilled on the ground together with five other ladies. She recounts that 

her strategies of faking to be sick to avoid being married and the pretense to have mental illness 

to avoid being trained on how to carry weapons (Searcey and Boushnak). 
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The tactical use of female suicide bombers reflects the insurgency strategic intention to 

use women to continuously perpetrate attacks. The employment of women as killing machinery 

or suicide bombers has become prominent even when compared with other conflicts (Markovic 

2; Searcey and Boushnak). Matfess and Bloom compared Boko Haram with Tamil Tigers that 

used forty-six female suicide bombers over the duration of one decade. They concluded that 

Boko Haram have used higher number of women exceeding ninety or more within a space of 

more than one year (105). The comparison of Boko Haram and Tamil Tigers’ active operation 

involving women exemplifies how the terrorist group have adopted the practices of the other 

popular insurgent groups in the world.  

The criteria used in choosing women as targets for suicide missions is based on their 

knowledge of their locality especially as it is hard to suspect them (Pearson 36), the reaction to 

be received in case of their death (Osaona 12), as a strategy to push men to get affiliated with the 

group (Pearson 36) and the uniqueness of being a woman is said to enjoy more benefits (Dalton 

and Asal 805). It is more worrisome that the attacks are prominent and spreading to other parts of 

Nigeria especially in the South where kidnapping has become the recent order of operation. 

Markets, schools, military barracks, filing stations and gas plants have been recorded as the 

popular sites for the attacks (Onuoha & Temilola 5).  

Ways Women are Acquired by Boko Haram  

Understanding the full roles of women as perpetrators requires an examination of the 

ways women either joined the sect or were acquired by Boko Haram. In drawing out the different 

approaches used by Boko Haram to adopt girls, reference will be made to the four-distinctions 

referred to by Matfess in her work titled Women and Boko Haram about how one of the former 

leaders of Boko Haram (Yusuf) married his wives. In addition, kidnapping will also be included 
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as this is the most strategic method that have been employed by Boko Haram especially in the 

early days when they attacked villages and abducted women before the popular Chibok and 

Dapchi girl’s abductions.  

1. Kidnapping  

Kidnapping during insurgency as was explored in this chapter through the abduction of 

girls from Chibok and Dapchi have been the major source used by Boko Haram to abduct 

women/girls. Before the prominent attack of the Chibok and Dapchi girls, it has been reported 

that the group in 2013 raided various communities and abducted both girls, boys, men, and 

women due to the instruction issued for a state of emergence by the Nigerian Government in the 

three States - Borno, Yobe and Adamawa (Bloom and Matfess 109). With the various occurrence 

of kidnapping, Boko Haram has used it as an avenue to seek revenge and make demands to the 

Government. In a video released by Abubakar Shekau, it was noted that Boko Haram was 

requesting for the release of its members, women, and children to be swapped for the abducted 

girls. Shekau further threatened that he will use the detainee girls as his “servants” if the 

Government does not listen to their request (Cruickshank and Lister).  

2. Previous relationship with Spouse 

As a result of marriage, many women have found themselves to be involved with the 

members of the Boko Haram terrorist group. Haija Bintu, Yusuf’s first wife had earlier married 

him before his mischievous activities led to his position as a militant. As he became a radical, he 

took her into the terrorist group since they were bound by marriage (65). Aside from Haija Bintu, 

a lot of women are bound by the principles of marriage and are forced to join their spouse who 

have acquired the membership of the group. This has also been re-emphasized by Kemi 
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Okenyodo who affirmed that the dependence of women on their men has forced many women to 

join Boko Haram (101). Upon the death of any of their husbands, Boko Haram sect hands over 

the women to other members as wives (Usman et. al 197). The continuous transfer of widows of 

deceased members of the group clearly shows that the group lacks human sympathy and is 

focused on actualizing the goals of the Sect.  

3. Influence of Friends and Islamic Education Mentorship 

As an ambitious group, Boko Haram members including Yusuf took advantage of 

existing problem and treatment of women such as lack of female autonomy, marginalization of 

women, Islamic education in their approach in gaining the citizens’ trust, support, and consent. 

At the beginning, Yusuf was an Islamic education tutor who gathered women to teach them 

about Islamic law. The influence of the training caused many of their sponsors to develop their 

homes into schools in support of Yusuf’s mission to educate women on Islamic education 

including Baba Alahju Fugu. Yusuf preached on the importance of taking care of women 

whether they were married or not (Matfess 56). 

Baba Alhaji Fugu hired Yusuf as the daughter’s teacher before he made his intentions 

known to marry Fatima (his second wife) based on the conviction of the father-in law’s friends 

that he is a principled provider even though his father-in law resisted the partnership at first 

(Matfess 65; Bloom and Matfess 106). In her discussion with Matfess during their interview, she 

confirmed that the treatment she received was much better with regards to her new position as 

the “wife of a Boko Haram member”. She said, “there were more gifts, better food and a lot of 

sex that I always enjoyed” (Matfess 61). 
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4. Family Referral 

Family referral was the third way that Yusuf used to marry his third wife (Haija Gana). A 

member of Haija Gana’s family introduced her to Yusuf during his visit to their village to 

preach. Just like Haija Gana, some other women have also reported that this was a means that 

their families used to give them to insurgents and to increase the prestige in insurgency (Matfess 

65). This is also reechoed through the research conducted by Awa where the father of fourteen-

year-old girl and her mother were offered as a free chattel and “as a gift free of any monetary 

gain” (48). The action of the man here shows his solidarity for the group and the intent to push 

for its continuous practice even when they may not be reaping any known benefits expect for 

social acceptance as good followers of Islamic practices which is detrimental to the society 

because of the harm caused by the group. 

5. Voluntary Submission 

Finally, the fourth wife of Yusuf sought after him based on her personal desires. She was 

the widow of a sought-after government worker (Matfess 65). Her case reflects and represents 

the group of women who joined the sect voluntarily either for protection, elevation of their social 

status (Botha 266) or to victimize other women abducted. Some women believe that their lives 

are much better with Boko Haram based on the promises made to them, as compared to their 

lives as Nigerian citizens (Matfess 6). This is also another medium through which women can 

play the roles of good religious followers, in support of their husband and to become 

homemakers within the Boko Haram camps (Usman et al. 197). Most of the women may take 

advantage of the situation by promoting their personal interest (Ahmed-Ghosh 77). With the 

insurgency like in Nigeria, religious practice is used as an excuse to penetrate the abuse of 

women. Aside from being brainwashed and forced to perform certain duties, the intersection of 



62 
 

the study of religion practices, cultural norms, and patriarchy with its connection with Boko 

Haram is very critical towards counterinsurgency.  

3. Women as Active Agents, Domestic Slaves, and other uses  

Women are used as active agents for recruitment, intelligence gathering to either mislead 

security officers, get more information for the insurgents (Kola) or to preform domestic chores 

such as cooking, cleaning, or slaves for wives of Boko Haram fighters. Interview with one of the 

abducted women revealed that she was held for day and forced to wash clothes of insurgents who 

were killed (Amnesty International “Nigerian: Abducted women and girls”). Another finding 

revealed that: 

Women have been used to build a strong insurgents’ intelligence network of 
gathering information that may benefit the sect. As a matter of fact, some of the 
study’s participants stated that the Boko Haram group usually surrounds its camps 
with innocent females as a form of security and shield anytime they have an 
indication that their camp might be attacked or invaded by the military. (Agbaje 
9) 
 
Some of the abducted girls were also handed over to the wives of fighters as servants. In 

the documentary of the stories of survivors of Boko Haram by Wolfgang Bauer, Sadiya 

(pseudonym) narrates how two of the kidnapped Chibok girls serves as slaves for Shekau’s wife. 

The girls cooked and washed her things. While Talatu (pseudonym) recounters how Boko Haram 

used Chibok girls to deliver and teach other abductees about Islam. She narrates thus: 

Around two in the afternoon they would come, always two of them, the Boko 
Haram fighters guarding them. These girls gave us lessons in Islam. The camp’s 
mosque was just open ground. Pebbles has been poured on the ground to make a 
rectangle, which was meant to be the prayer room. The Chibok girls were very 
strict. They whipped us on the back with plastic cables if we were not able to read 
the Koran in Arabic. We were also kidnapped, they told us. But you have to get 
over it. You are carrying out the work of God here. (42)  
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POST CONFLICT PHASE   

In post-conflict phase, most women find themselves either living in host communities or 

at the Internal displaced person (IDP) camps. The category of women in most IDPs have been 

captured under three groups: (1) women who were previously living in host communities 

affected by insurgency but taken over by the Nigerian security personnel, (2) women who were 

victims of the insurgency and were forced to join the sect, and (3) women who joined Boko 

Haram voluntarily (majorly the perpetrators) and were rescued by the Military during its rescue 

mission (Agbonifo 12).  In all three groups, there is a full representation of women of all age 

groups; single mothers, former wives of Boko Haram, women of lower class, women with 

limited education, and women who have become the head of their household. The second and 

third groups of women are believed to have more affiliation to Boko Haram, so they are 

popularly called “Boko Haram wives”, “bride”, “Boko Haram blood”, “Annoba” and “Sambisa 

women” (International Alert 15; Agbonifo 25).   

As of 31st December 2021, Independent Data Monitoring Committee (IDMC) released a 

report that estimated a total number of 3,228,000 people were affected by the current disaster, 

conflict, and abuse in five areas in the Northeast as a result of insurgency, intercommunal 

violence in the central region, and criminal and intercommunal violence in the Northwest and 

North Central (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, “Figures Analysis 2021”). Though, the 

report did not give a full breakdown on the composition based on age and sex, International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) records that by interviewing a sample of 117,529 persons in 

the six Northern states affected by conflict (Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe and Yobe), 53% 

of the internally displaced populations were female while 47 % were male. 57 % percent of this 
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population are minors under the age of 18 years while 6% represented adults above sixty years 

(Relief Web International 8). 

The “United Nations Guiding Principle on Internal Displacement” frames the meaning of 

“internally displaced people” as “persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged 

to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in 

order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of 

human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally 

recognized state border” (International Organization for Migration ). This definition only 

represents the group of displaced individuals from areas affected by violence but remain within 

the national borders as opposed to persons who have moved for the search for better livelihood 

(Mmahi 7). 

Several factors contribute to displacement of people such as insurgency, communal crisis, 

natural disasters, armed conflict, and man-made disasters, but our focus is on armed conflict and 

insurgency caused by Boko Haram. In the next sub-heading below, the challenges women face in 

most host communities and IDPs as a result of insurgency will be discussed briefly to highlight 

the human rights violations of both State actors, insurgents and private individuals against 

women/girls.  

SGBV and Reproductive Challenges in the IDP and Host Communities    

The violence that women face while at the terrorist camp does not stop upon return into 

the society, mostly as witnessed in the IDP camps. In fact, it has been disclosed that many of the 

women at the displacement camps suffer from the sexual abuse due to forceful sexual activities 

on one hand and offering sex as a means to get the necessities of life at host communities and 
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IDPs camps on the other hand (Center for Reproductive Rights 8). SGBV is the most prevalent 

act of violation confronting women and girls, this comprises of rape, forced child marriage, 

domestic violence, stigma, and discrimination. In these situations, it is hard to disassociate 

displaced women from SGBV (Adichie 30).  

Most women are exposed to SGBV either as a means of survival, show of superiority by 

their perpetrators, lack of economic means to provide for their families by men, common practice 

due to gender inequality and other structural inequalities. Using domestic violence in the home 

as an example, some husbands pass off the frustration of their inability to provide for the family 

to their wives. Factors associated with this behavior is the inability to cater for the needs of their 

families, the diminishing value of their place as the man of the family (Ajayi 175) and the 

aggrievance of humanitarian aid given to women to evade misuse by the men. Previously, it was 

reported that most men sell the aid items received without giving the money to their family or 

they gave better treatment to some wives over others (Nagarajan 12). 

Strategically, Boko Haram members and Government officials deployed with the 

mandate to protect women and girls have leveraged the absence of men to continuously abuse 

women and girls. Human Rights Watch reports that during their investigations in the IDP camps, 

women and girls are severally abused by the soldiers, camp officials and other paramilitary 

personnel (Human rights Watch, “Nigeria: Official Abusing Displaced Women”). The Nigerian 

government appears to have paid less attention to addressing the abuse of women under their 

supervision in host communities and IDPs. Additionally, Cameroon’s military, in their efforts to 

return refugees and asylum seekers, tortured and sexually assaulted women as a form of 

punishment for the Boko Haram attacks in Cameroun (Human Rights Watch, “End Cameroon’s 

Abuse of Refugees”). 
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Unfortunately, the abuse of women by Government personnel and state actors is not just 

common to the Nigerian insurgency alone. It is more worrisome that these individuals mandated 

to protect the vulnerable and provide for their needs have used the opportunity to take advantage 

of women just like other international organizations and bodies like the United Nations who are 

also condemned for condoning such acts. Using Sandra Whitworth’s work on Men, Militarism 

and UN Peacekeeping: A gendered analysis, the author examined the impact of UN 

peacekeeping mission to women in Cambodia using a critical feminist analysis. The arrival of 

the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) forced many women to 

become prostitute as a means of livelihood (69). In this instance, the failure of the United 

Nations to protect civilians further depicts the lack of interest in punishing offences even when 

reports were made to the United Nations Secretary-General Special Representative to Cambodia 

(69 -71). The result of having this encounter makes it difficult for the victims not to trust the 

Government and can be associated with the high rise of women returning to Boko Haram.  

Additionally, a large number of women and girls have recounted their experience of 

being abused through rape in the process of performing domestic chores like fetching water or 

while in the bush relieving themselves at the IDPs (Guibert). In an interview with Thomson 

Reuters Foundation, Shadima Irima narrates that she fears snakes, bad men and Boko Haram 

when visiting the bush as a result of insufficient toilets at the camps (Guibert). These acts of 

violence violate the rights of women and it is more worrisome that the Nigerian Government and 

military have denied these incidences (News Xtra). The result has often led to health 

complications, lack of social acceptance and, in most cases, death when medical facilities are 

inadequate to take care of the women.  
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Adopting a transactional approach, sexual activities have been employed as a means of 

the returnee to obtain food and other essentials in the IDPs (Adichie 30). In all four locations, 

sexual exploitation and survival sex is common and often under reported as most camps lack the 

enforcement mechanisms to support the victims. Some are even forced to work as prostitutes to 

make money since they have little or no food available. One of the women in the IDP recounts 

how she depends on sex work to survive. She narrates thus:  

After the group set her village on fire, killed her father, and caused the rest of her 
family to scatter in separate directions, she fled with her 2-year-old daughter. I 
followed some people, and we ran together to a village. There was no food to eat, 
no water to drink, we used to drink cow water—water that animals take—that's 
what we drank to survive; the food, anything you see, you eat. Then, the other 
people [the villagers] started using the advantage. Sometimes they will come to 
you; if they did not sleep with you, then they won't give you what to eat. And we 
don't have [any] option. (Center for Reproductive Rights 8)  

Stigma, Discrimination and Reintegration into Society   

Upon their return, it is hard for women and girls to reintegrate into society as most 

individual and host communities have mixed feelings of receiving them back and they are 

discriminated against (Partners West Africa Nigeria 5). In most cases, returnee women always 

have children born out of war in their company or are currently pregnant (International Alert 6). 

The marginalization faced by these women are based on three reasons.  

First, the major reason for most individuals' attitude is attributed to the cultural 

perception of sexual violence. Secondly, the activities of women especially for suicide bombing 

whether forced or through their personal will further increases the challenges of insecurity even 

as most of the citizens believe that Boko Haram have inculcated them. Thirdly, some believe that 

the children born out of conflict for “Boko Haram members will become the next generation of 

fighters since they have the genes of their “biological fathers” (International Alert 9). This will 

also result in more exposure to further violence to the children and their mothers as many have 
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lost their means of survival or relatives to return to. In most polygamous homes, the decision to 

accept the women and their children is not vested only on the husband alone but may be 

considered in consultation with their co-wives who may be biased about their presence 

(International Alert 17).  

Gender Norms, Economic and Social Opportunities 

Gender relations and roles are always different in the camp because of displacement. 

Most women who have lost their bread winner step up as head of family to cater for their 

children and relatives. Since most women have either lost their source of income as petty traders 

or have no means of earning an income, some have resorted to begging and prostitution. Matfess 

recounts the example of Toma (pseudonym), 20-year-old women living in Borno with her four 

children and her ten nieces and nephew. She had lost her husband, father, and siblings to 

insurgency; she managed to flee her town after Boko Haram had taken over and her new family 

were forced to resort to begging in the street as the only way to survive (5). 

IMPACT OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE ON WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN NORTHERN NIGERIA 

The impact of Boko Haram insurgency has severe repercussions in the lives and rights of 

women both in a positive and negative ways. Umuezerike categorized the harm suffered by 

women to have a primary and secondary effect. The primary effect deals with the harm endured 

by women as direct victims of an attack, while the secondary effect refers to the impact of harm 

on a third party because of Boko Haram (4). As highlighted earlier, the violence and bad 

experiences at the Boko Haram camp limit women’s integration and participation in the society.  

Mazurana and Whitworth draw our attention to four themes to be considered towards 

assessing the impact of conflict-related violence on women. These includes: (1) the dissimilarity 
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that exist between the counter of women/girls and men/boys with violence. (2) The responsibility 

of functioning as victims and perpetrators experienced by both women and men (3) Women may 

have an opposing motive. (4) The misconception about “gender analysis” and if it is distinct 

from women (14). Bearing these four themes in mind and the categorization by Umuezerike, we 

will focus on the following:  

1. Health and Reproductive Complications  

The health of women is a critical component of their well-being which needs more 

attention even before the conflict started in Nigeria. In the North where women undergo various 

forms of abuse especially forced marriage at an early age, many women are exposed to health 

complication such as Vesicovaginal Fistula (VVF). The use of women for sexual activities while 

in the Boko Haram camp have also heightened the threat to the general well-being of women and 

girls. A lot of women and girls are exposed to reproductive health issues, unwanted pregnancies, 

STIs and HIV/AIDS.  

Access to medical facilities has also become very limited as most women have narrated 

the forms of abuse they experience with the nurses, midwives, and medical personnel in the IDPs 

in order to access antenatal care when pregnant. In one of the camps at Maiduguri, one of the 

interviewees recounts she received poor services when she was due for delivery by the nurse 

practitioner in the IDP leading to four days of pains in labor. It was not until another nurse 

attended to her before she felt relieved (Center for Reproductive Rights 9). Since the attack by 

Boko Haram that ensued in the demolition of properties, facilities, schools and other 

infrastructures, the needs of the women are not met in both the host communities and IDPs 

camps.  
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2. Economic Hardship and Illiteracy 

Gender dynamics that play out after the return of an abductee from the Boko Haram often 

add extra stress on women especially the loss of economic livelihood. For many women, they 

have lost their husband, sons, and close relatives who they depend on because of conflict, 

through exile or death. Women irrespective of their age are forced to take on new responsibilities 

which is unlike the former existing norms and roles in the Nigerian society. Generally, women 

who are less empowered economically with fewer possibilities of “accessing jobs in the modern 

economic sector” (Mianda, “Women in Central African History” 9) are forced to take on menial 

jobs to take care of their families. Since most of the women are economically dependent on the 

men, this presents a serious hardship that many of them may never be able to recover from. Even 

for the women who had jobs, they lacked the financial autonomy to start all over again after their 

return.  

Poverty in Northern Nigeria is one of the factors closely linked to the economic hardship 

that women suffer. Due to poverty in the North, many of the women lack the basic necessities of 

life which can be a bit difficult as the provision made by the Government is not sufficient to cater 

for majority of the citizens. In distinguishing the meaning of poverty, Obiora Okafor used the 

World Bank’s explanation for evaluating poverty –i.e., “living on less than one dollar a day” to 

further expand the scope to mean: “any incidence of fundamental deprivation, or the serious lack, 

of basic needs (such as food, water, shelter, education, clothing and essential medicines” 

(“Poverty, Agency and Resistance” 4). This explanation captures the experience of most homes 

in Northern Nigeria especially as the Nigerian Government has not made adequate efforts toward 

providing for the welfare of women and children while living in the IDPs or host communities. 
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As a result, these has further increased the vulnerabilities that women encounter forcing most to 

resort to sex for food as captured in the earlier section of this chapter.  

3. Silence, Lack of Access to Justice and Lack of Accountability   

The Nigerian Government has failed to provide for adequate access to justice and 

accountability structures to guarantee that the rights of the victims of sexual violence in conflict 

and post-conflict settings are protected. This is also reflected by Oluwakemi Adeniyi’s work, 

wherein the author believes that inadequate access to justice for the victims will affect the issue 

of reparation for the victims (60). The Nigerian Government has the responsibility to protect its 

citizens and to ensure that victims’ abuses are redressed adequately in accordance with the 

provision of the law. However, the Government has failed the women and girls, leading to the 

low reports received by the police. In a focus group organized by Nagarajan, a policewoman 

remarked that they have lesser cases or communication received about the abuse of women in the 

IDP camp. Factors to be considered for the silence include reduced violence, the prevailing 

culture of silence or threats by soldiers and others committing the abuse (28). 

4.   Limited Social and Political Participation  

Women are usually ignored when the formal peace process begins for mapping or 

developing policies for counter terrorism. Gender inequality, discrimination, patriarchy, 

discriminatory law and policies, religious practices, and lack of political will are some of the 

numerous factors that contribute to the exclusion. From the experience of women as victims, 

actors, and perpetrators, it is clear the women have an active role to perform in the society. Their 

contributions on ways to overcome Boko Haram needs to be accommodated and considered even 

in the IDP camps. Some of the interviewee at IDP camps have narrated how “the camp leaders 
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never involve the women leaders in the camp when issues of peace building are discussed, they 

believed their words are final” (Imam et. al 3), Oluremi further notes 

The absence of women from formal peace processes and negotiations continue to 
hinder attention to gender equality in peace agreements. Women’s participation is 
vital and bring women together who themselves has been politically involved in 
mediation process to share their experiences as members of conflict parties, 
mediators ...ensure that such efforts and any agreement reached include the views 
of half of the populations of the IDPs.  (51) 

Nigerian women have shown their agency and resilience since the abduction of the girls 

through marching out in the streets during the #bringbackourgirls campaign. They have 

exercised their agency in some other informal peacebuilding activities by helping to smuggle 

boys to safety, helping men to run away in women’s clothes, and engaging in discussions for the 

purpose of releasing some of the abductee etc. Women like Aisha Wakil and Hamsatu Al Amin 

have stepped up their game in engaging with the Nigerian Government towards finding a 

meeting point for settlement with Boko Haram (Imam et. al 3). This example attests to a degree 

of certainty that women’s participation is highly relevant and should be considered by the 

Government in its policies.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PITFALLS OF LAWS AND POLICIES ON WOMENS’ RIGHTS 

This chapter focuses on examining the existing policies, guidelines, and legal framework 

for safeguarding and advancing women's rights. It seeks to answer the question about the extent 

to which policies and laws are implemented. The chapter is grouped into two parts. The first part 

evaluates the legal and policy framework for the implementation and protection of the rights of 

women in conflict and post-conflict settings in Northern Nigeria. The second part highlights 

some of the existing policies including providing a brief analysis of the National Action Plans 

(NAPs) on WPS.  

The challenges identified in chapter 2 of women’s experience with Boko Haram and the 

Nigerian Government were supposed to be ameliorated by UNSCR 1325 mandate through the 

implementation of the NAPs developed by Nigeria in addition to existing national laws and 

policies. For the effective implementation and enforcement of NAPs and other legal frameworks 

to yield the needed results, there is need to have individuals who are empowered to ensure 

compliance. Regrettably, much results have not been achieved even as the NAPs are supposed to 

show dedication to the WPS agenda (Shepherd 324).  

INTERNATIONAL, REGIONAL AND NATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORK  

In examining the existing legal framework, this section of the work is categorized into 

three: International, Regional and National frameworks. Under the International and Regional 

frameworks, Nigeria is a state party to different treaties that ensures that the right of women and 

girls are safeguarded and promoted. Among the three groups, the persistent problem is the lack 

of adequate provisions to meet the current problems challenging women’s rights, absence of 
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national laws that incorporate the obligation required of Nigeria from provisions of signed 

treaties or lack of implementing bodies who ensure the dispensation of justice for the 

victims/survivors. 

International framework  

 Both the International Human Rights Laws (IHRL) and the International 

Humanitarian Laws (IHL) have provisions for the protection of the rights of women. 

International human rights law is a collection of laws applicable in all three settings (during 

peace, conflict, or post-conflict situations) while the international humanitarian law applies 

only in “armed conflict” (“IHL and Human rights”). IHL comprises of the Geneva 

Convention of 1949, and its protocols which provides for the protections of civilians during 

war which also include women and girls. However, the disastrous attack by Boko Haram in 

Nigeria is described as a “non-international armed conflict” which means that Article 3 

Common to the 1949 Geneva Convention and Additional Protocol II are applicable here for 

the protection of the rights of women (Rule of Law in Armed Conflict).   
 Under IHRL, only the CEDAW and CRC will be discussed as both treaties are the major 

instruments that have specific details for the protections of the rights of women and girls.  

1. The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 

Although CEDAW was mentioned earlier, it is one of the principal international treaties 

that provides for the protection of women’s rights against various types of abuse and violence. 

This discussion specifically addresses Article 1-16 which embodies the various provisions linked 

to issues dealing with the treatment of women, gender discrimination, the responsibility of every 

country in curbing violence, gender equality, access to various socio-economic rights, right to 
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education and right to adequate health (United Nations, “Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination against Women”).  

2. The Convention on the Rights of the Child 

The Convention on the rights of the Child (CRC) is the treaty with more focus on the 

welfare of children globally. Nigeria as signatory has enacted some of the provisions into law 

through the Nigerian Child Rights Act 2003. CRC requires that all signatory in their individual 

countries must ensure that the welfare of the children is paramount, free from various forms of 

abuse and violence. Articles 32–40 creates room for the defense of the rights of children 

especially in situations that lead to different types of harm, violence, and exploitation such as 

human trafficking, prostitution, child labour, sexual abuse, child marriage and harmful traditional 

practices (UNICEF, “Convention of the Rights of the Child”).  

REGIONAL INSTRUMENTS  

At the regional level, the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (ACHPR), 

Protocol to the African Charter on the rights of Women in Africa (Maputo Protocol) and the 

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child provides for the protection of the rights 

of women and girls. Among the three treaties, only one have been passed into law which is the 

African Charter on Human and People’s Rights (Ratification and Enforcement) Act, 2004. As a 

signatory, Nigeria is required to “ensure the elimination of every discrimination against women 

and also ensure the protection of the rights of women” (Article 18 African Charter on Human 

and People’s Rights).  
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NATIONAL FRAMEWORK 

Due to colonial rule in Nigeria, the Nigerian legal system comprises statutory, customary, 

and Islamic law. The tripartite legal system makes it difficult in tackling discriminatory practices 

or customs that violate women’s right as majority of the provisions of the laws are different and 

inconsistent with customary/Islamic rules. To examine national laws, the focus is on the Nigerian 

Constitution, the Violence against Persons (Prohibition) Act, the Child Rights Act, and the 

Terrorism Amendment Act.  

1. The Nigerian Constitution  

The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigerian as amended, stipulates the 

protection of the rights of its citizens in Chapter 4. The chapter covers section 37 – 45 which 

expressly provides for “right to life, dignity of person, freedom from torture, right to movement, 

right to personal liberty, freedom from discrimination, right to health” (1999 Nigerian 

Constitution) for safeguarding the lives of the citizens. Unfortunately, each of these rights 

provided for in the various sections seems to have been contravened by not only the Boko Haram 

group, but by some of the state actors. Additionally, in as much as there is no specific provision 

dedicated to the rights of women in the constitution, “the security and welfare of the people” is 

outlined to be “the primary purpose of the Government” (Section 14 (2) (b) and (c) of the 1999 

Nigerian Constitution).  

Having signed the relevant international and regional instrument, the Nigerian 

Government still have an enormous role to perform in ensuring that rights of women is protected 

through the review of existing laws starting with the Nigerian Constitution, enforcement, and 

implementation of laws at all levels of Government. For instance, the Maputo Protocol requires 
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that all signatory countries like Nigeria make provisions for the protection of women from 

various types of discrimination and violence. This is missing even as the Constitution is the 

fundamental law which is binding on all states and citizens unlike other laws that require 

enactment in various states.  

2. The Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act (VAPPA) 2015 

Under the National Laws, the only Federal law aside from the Constitution directly 

applicable to the protection of women’s rights and combating violence against women is the 

VAPPA 2015. Other laws which made be considered are Nigerian Criminal Code (applied in 

southern states), Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Enforcement and Administration Act 2015, 

Nigerian Penal Code (applied in Northern States), and the Administration of Criminal Justice Act 

2015 which repealed the Penal and Criminal Code. Among the three States under the study, only 

Adamawa has passed the Administration of Criminal Justice Law (ACJL).  

VAPPA was previously named the Violence Against Women Bill in 2002 at the 

inception of the advocacy activities by various civil right groups and women’s rights 

organizations lead by Legislative Advocacy Coalition on Violence Against Women. The activists 

who were mostly women experienced some resistances by the legislators which made them to 

change the name to Violence against Persons (Prohibition) Bill 2003. In essence, the change was 

to ensure that men are also captured in the law to be passed as most men have been affected by 

violence caused by women (Oviawe 42).  

The VAPPA has made several provisions as it is applicable to both men and women, but 

the implementation is limited because of its geographical reach (Onyemelukwe 2). It is only 

applicable in Abuja and any other states that have domesticated VAPPA into law. Yobe State is 
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the only State yet to pass the law while the law is still awaiting assent in Adamawa but was 

passed on the 1st of March 2021. The major focus of this research is on the provisions of VAPPA 

which are applicable to sexual violence in conflict. 

Accordingly, VAPPA provides for the offence of rape, harmful traditional practices, 

coercion, regulatory body for the implementation of the Act and emotional, verbal, and 

psychological abuse. The definition of Rape by VAPPA is gender neutral as it covers the 

“penetration of the vagina, anus or mouth using any part of the body or anything else” (Section 1 

of the VAPP Act). This definition is comprehensive as it considers the situation where 

penetration is not only done through the Vagina, but consent of the person is not obtained or is 

obtained through force or intimidation. The definition has shifted the onus of corroboration 

which was previously required under the Criminal Code to validate the evidence of the Victim 

(Section 221 of the Nigerian Criminal Code).  

Part of the provision on rape includes the sentencing guide for the punishment of 

offenders. The current sentencing guide for the punishment of offenders are not adequate 

considering the current realities that women face and the weight to be attached to the crime. For 

instance, gang rape by a group of persons is entitled to a minimum of twenty years imprisonment 

jointly. In a situation where in conflict, a woman may be raped by more than five men, the 

implications are that the offenders are entitled to five years only. This particular provision is 

inconsistent and not commensurate with the punishment for individuals and offenders under the 

age of fourteen. The requirement for sentencing an offender less than fourteen years is a 

maximum of fourteen years while that of individuals is a “minimum of twelve years 

imprisonment without an option of fine” (Section 1 of the VAPP Act).  
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The VAPPA failed to make provision for marital rape which is obviously prevalent in 

pre-conflict, conflict, and post-conflict settings especially with the cases of forced child 

marriage. In the North, the Penal Code expressly states, “that sexual intercourse by a man with 

his wife is not rape if she has attained puberty” (Section 282 (1) of the Nigerian Penal Code). 

This provision clearly illustrates that sexual relations between married couples is considered the 

right of the husband and consent of the woman is not needed once the marriage is subsisting. 

Since it affects the sexual reproductive rights and health of women, a review is required by the 

Nigerian Government to ensure the criminalization of marital rape (Chika 39). Notably, the 

social acceptance of women’s body as the property of the husband is supported by Islamic law as 

women and girls cannot seek recourse under the law neither can they report to their families. By 

this, the abuse of women through rape and other sexual activities exhibits the superiority that 

Nigerian men have over women.  

Besides the offence of rape, the VAPPA is silent on other types of sexual violence. The 

definitions section only provides for the meaning of “sexual exploitation, sexual abuse, sexual 

assault, sexual intimidation, and spousal battery” (Section 46 of the VAPPA Act). Despite its 

shortcomings, the Act made provision for emotional, verbal, or psychological abuses suffered by 

women because of violence or assault. The Act describes “emotional, verbal, and psychological 

abuse to include patterns of degrading or humiliating conduct towards any person including 

repeated insults, ridicule or name calling, repeated threats and repeated exhibition of obsessive 

possessiveness” (Section 46 of VAPPA Act). The offence of aiding and abetting is also an 

offence with punishment attached.  

Considering that most women especially in post -conflict settings also suffer economic 

abuses, there is need to expand the provision to capture the harm that women face because of 
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displacement, conflict, and loss of livelihood. The Act only mentions economic abuse in the 

definition section without any punishment or offenders identified. However, economic abuse of 

women is linked to emotional and psychological abuse that affect the contribution of women in 

the society. As such, the act of abuse can be committed by both the Government, for failure to 

provide programs to expediate the reintegration of women in the society, and by the spouse, 

especially for women who live with their spouse in the IDP camps.  

On the other hand, the implementation of the VAPPA is another significant challenge that 

has hindered the progress for women’s rights. Aside from the lack of domestication by states, the 

assignment of the National Agency for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons and other related 

Matters (NAPTIP) as principal body to coordinate compliance with the provision of the Act is 

limited in operation and scope. NAPTIP is the agency of Government empowered to manage the 

case of trafficking in persons in accordance with the Nigeria’s international obligation. Though 

trafficking of women and girls falls under the category of violence against women, placing the 

responsibility of ensuring the punishment of the offence of trafficking and violence against all 

citizens under NAPTIP limits its functionality and effectiveness.  

Also, as much as lack of adequate funding is reported to be the major problem that have 

plagued the organization when compared with its task (Omogbolagun); consideration for the 

inclusion of a Human Rights Commission needs to be made as part of the regulatory bodies. The 

Nigerian Government together with key stakeholders need to take insights from other African 

countries with similar experiences that will only serve “as a broad guideline for further thought 

and action, and not as any kind of general theory” (Okafor, “Poverty, Agency, and Resistance 

153). This will enable the relevant bodies to understand how well to tackle the menace and 
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develop innovative approaches that will include community-based initiatives for implementation 

and monitoring.  

3. The Child Rights Act  

The Child Rights Act (CRA) was promulgated in 2013 as the law that provides for the 

rights and welfare of Children. Like most laws, CRA has faced resistance relating to 

domestication and entrenched norms of gender inequality in Northern States (World Bank Group 

8). Only twenty-four states mostly from the South, East and West enacted CRA as a state law in 

Nigeria. The legal age for marriage of a child has been a major controversy with the Northerners 

as the provision of the Act renders contractual relationship through marriage with any individual 

under the age of eighteen to be invalid (Section 21 of Child Rights Act). The Act failed to define 

who a child is except for Section 21 which is the provision prohibiting the marriage of any 

individual under the age of eighteen. 

Generally, CRA made various provisions for the protection of the rights of the child 

including right to education, freedom from discrimination, right to movement and unlawful 

sexual intercourse with the child. In all activities relating to children, the “best interest of the 

child” is the main criteria used to evaluate its validity. Given that CRA which was enacted in 

2013 does not fully capture the realities of the challenges encountered by the children, it is due 

for an update and amendment. Sexual activities especially child marriage need to be considered 

as a serious offence punishable as a crime in all circumstance just as Annie Bunting suggests that 

“child marriage should be considered as a form of enslavement when committed in conflict 

situations” (“Forced Marriage in Conflict Situations” 165). 
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4. The Terrorism Prevention Amendment Act 2013  

In 2011, the Nigerian Government enacted the Terrorism Prevention Act and was 

subsequently replaced by the Terrorism Prevention (Amendment) Act 2013. The need to 

enactment the law on terrorism arose with the Boko Haram insurgency and other related events 

that affected the peace and security of the citizens in Nigeria. Both the 2011 and 2013 Act failed 

to make provision about sexual activities against women during conflict or crisis by the terrorist 

group. Attah describes two factors that may have necessitated the Government to miss out the 

provision of rape as a tactics in terrorism. It is either the law “have glossed over the possibility of 

rape being used by terrorists or have chosen to ignore it in line with the culture of silence 

surrounding rape in Nigeria.” Based on these assertions, the author strongly recommends that 

serious attention needs to be paid on making sure that the law punishes offenders who commits 

sexual assaults against women and girls (404).  

Kidnapping was recognized and mentioned as a crime for the offences against 

internationally protected persons (Section 3 of the Terrorism Prevention (Amendment) Act). This 

provision is not expansive enough to accommodate situations of mass kidnapping of girls like the 

Chibok girls or kidnapping for the purpose of seeking a ransom or revenge. The implication of 

the lacuna in the law will give Boko Haram members leverage to commit the crimes and those 

being prosecuted will not be charged for the crimes relating to any sexual activities or 

kidnapping. The Nigerian Government through the legislature needs to take into consideration 

some of the gaps identified with the Act. The Act, which was amended nine years ago, is due for 

another amendment as most provisions are obsolete considering the dynamic circumstances that 

arise in terrorist activities. 
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NIGERIAN NATIONAL ACTION PLAN ON WOMEN PEACE AND SECURITY 

Globally, ninety-eight countries have adopted a NAP as agreed towards showing their 

dedication to incorporate the United Nations resolutions towards their individual WPS agenda. 

The NAPs developed for executing the provisions of various UNSCR starting with the popular 

1325 are “national-level strategy documents that outline a government’s approach and course of 

action for localizing action on the Women, Peace, and Security Agenda. These documents 

outline objectives and activities that countries take, both on a domestic and international level, to 

secure the human rights of women and girls in conflict settings; prevent armed conflict and 

violence against women and girls; and ensure the meaningful participation of women in peace 

and security” (PeaceWomen “1325 National Action Plans”). 

Nigeria began the process to develop their NAP on the 11th of March 2011 which led to 

the adoption of two NAPs on WPS in 2013 and 2017. The Federal Ministry of Women Affairs 

and Social Development (FMWASD) is the primary body empowered to ensure that the goals of 

the NAPs are accomplished. The development, drafting and consultation process for the NAP 

began in March 2011 through the coordination of the FMWASD working together with 

development partners. Consultants were chosen through a meticulous scientific method for the 

drafting exercise. Stakeholders were engaged through several meetings and zonal consultation to 

gather input and data (The Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2013” 18). 

At the state level, each state is required to develop a State Action Plan (SAP) based on 

the Zonal Actional Plan (ZAP). The ZAPs lay out the major NAP concerns among the six geo-

political zones in Nigeria affecting women and girls. Currently, fourteen states out of thirty-six 

states have SAPs including Borno, Adamawa and Yobe. However, during the duration of this 

research, the Nigeria Government lacks a comprehensive database for NAPs, ZAPs, and SAPs. 
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Therefore, the NAPs and SAPs used for this research was gotten from the database of Peace 

Women, PWAN and WPS Nigeria project in April 2022.  

The 2013 NAP which was in operation between 2013 – 2016 with focus on five pillars: 

“prevention, participation, protection, promotion and prosecution” (The Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2013” 10). The engagement of relevant stakeholders and women 

activists with the Government has led to several achievements despite its criticism. Some of the 

contributions made was the enactment of VAPPA 2015, instituting the Multi-Sectoral National 

Steering Committee on WPS, planning for the grassroots engagement towards instituting and 

developing of the State and Local Action Plans among others (Nagarajan and Nwadinobi 5; 

Adefisoye & Adefisoye 26). Some of the criticisms of the 2013 and 2017 plans will be discussed 

together in the later part of this work.  

From the gaps pointed out in the 1st NAP, the 2017 plan which was in operation between 

2017 to 2020 as developed to curb some of the defects with the 2013 plan, advocate for women’s 

inclusion and engagement in conflict resolution processes, and to include some prominent 

problems relating to the current realities of ongoing crisis and conflict in Nigeria. Two 

remarkable contributions made by the plan were: firstly, the recognition of violent extremism in 

the North-East, especially the human rights abuses by armed actors; and, secondly, grouping the 

complex experiences of women and their roles as either victims or perpetrators. The current plan 

has elapsed and there is an ongoing effort by the FMWASD and Civil society together with the 

relevant stakeholders towards the development of the third NAP.  

Although, more progress has been achieved for the protection of the rights of women 

with the enactment of the two NAPs at the federal and state levels under study, the NAPs fail to 

meet the current realities facing women as it is not comprehensive enough leading to limited 
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implementation and protection of the rights of women. As a policy document, the NAPs are only 

meant to serve as a subsidiary in addition to implementation of the existing laws in Nigeria. 

Many reasons have been attributed to its limited implementation. In a study by Atim Grace, the 

author identified that the low implementation of the plans is ascribed to the lack of interest by the 

Government, unavailability of “accountability mechanism” and the lack of expertise on the 

subject matter (65). 

Other identified problems include limited engagement of the legislature, existence of 

cultural and social norms, limited provision on the roles of women in conflict as perpetrators, 

lack of inclusion of state actors as perpetrators, limited provision on funding, absence of specific 

laws focused on women’s rights, insufficient awareness of the plan, inadequate monitoring, and 

evaluation structure. For limited space and scope of this work, this research seeks to focus on 

four areas: lack of engagement of the legislature, the FMWASD as the implementing body, 

provisions on violent extremism and dominant pillars of NAP. 

1. Lack of Engagement with the Legislature  

To be effective, the NAPs is meant to involve the full participation of the Government, 

religious leaders, civils society organization and other relevant stakeholders to ensure adherence, 

implementation, and dissemination of the policies to the masses. This was also reflected on a 

closer review of the content of the 2013 and 2017 NAPs. It was documented that the 

development of the plan is “very inclusive and participatory” which benefitted from the 

contributions from diverse groups (The Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 

2013” 11; The Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2017” xii). Despite the 

engagement, the United Nations women released a recent report through one of it project titled 

“Women Peace and Security Nigeria” in 2020. The report disclosed that the legislative branch of 
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Government was not duly involved both at the national and state levels during the drafting of the 

2013 and 2017 plans. Rather, only the executive and civil society organizations were fully 

involved (17).  

The lack of inclusion of the legislative arm of Government is a huge defect in the drafting 

process as the legislative arm of Government is empowered to make laws and ensure there is 

adequate compliance of the laws. The legislature which comprises of two bodies: the Senate 

(Upper Chamber) and the House of Representative (Lower Chamber) is empowered with the 

legislative authority as prescribed in the Nigerian Constitution (Section 4 (1) 1999 Nigerian 

Constitution as amended). The duties of the legislature are expressly provided for in section 4 

(2), (3) and (4) to include:   

(2) The National Assembly shall have power to make laws for the peace, order 
and good government of the Federation or any part thereof with respect to any 
matter included in the Exclusive Legislative List set out in Part I of the Second 
Schedule to this Constitution.   

(3) The power of the National Assembly to make laws for the peace, order, and 
good government of the Federation with respect to any matter included in the 
Exclusive Legislative List shall, save as otherwise provided in this Constitution, 
be to the exclusion of the Houses of Assembly of States. 

(4) In addition, and without prejudice to the powers conferred by subsection (2) of 
this section, the National Assembly shall have power to make laws with respect to 
the following matters, that is to say: -   

(a) any matter in the Concurrent Legislative List set out in the first column of Part 
II of the Second Schedule to this Constitution to the extent prescribed in the 
second column opposite thereto; and   

(b) any other matter with respect to which it is empowered to make laws in 
accordance with the provisions of this Constitution.  

 Non-participation of the legislature has many implications for the implementation 

of the NAPs. First, the value accorded to the funding of women’s rights project may be 

limited for the lack of collaborations between the three branches of government and key 
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stakeholders. Secondly, the appearance of the legislative branch of Government 

illustrates the attitude of the Government concerning matters relating to women’s welfare 

and rights as highlighted by Atim above. Thirdly, the lack of determination by the ruling 

party in government is played out by the legislature as the implementation of any 

law/policy depends on the enacting body to make laws. This is also a critical standard 

used in measuring the effectiveness of NAP with high impact in addition to three other 

factors (Jacevic 9).  

High impact NAP refers to NAPs that are developed with the “local context” in 

mind in collaboration with civil society which aligns with their Individual goals (Lippai 

and Young 4). Using examples of countries with a high impact NAP, Jacevic defines 

“political will” to mean “that critical government ministries and agencies recognize the 

value of their NAP, are committed to its progress, and take action to implement it” (12). 

Marysia Zalewski’s contention on patriarchy and colonial constructs and vestiges in 

postcolonial feminist theory becomes relevant here (147). Her argument that there is a 

need to have positive shift in the way sexual violence is addressed is again reinforced by 

the way the NAP was put together without input from the legislature. 

 Another problem linked to the insufficiency of legislative involvement in the 

NAP drafting process is the low presence of women in both the national, state, and local 

governance in Nigeria. This is akin to Gunjate Shital V. and Shivaji Mahavidyalaya 

Udgir’s argument as they note that due to patriarchy, the oppression of women has 

continued even in post-colonial times (286). This same patriarchal-centric view may have 

informed why the views of women were largely ignored because the political 

participation of women in both national and states legislative establishments were almost 
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non-existent. For instance, it is estimated that “only seven out of 109 Senators and twenty 

two of the 360 House of Representative’s members are women” (Agbalajobi).  

Factors accounting for the low representation of women in politics are poor 

education, financial restraint, unequal inheritance rights, discrimination, poor access to 

gainful employment and the structure of political party system (Agbalajobi). As this is the 

reality that many women must face since most of the Government institutions are 

patriarchal, the institutions “may have women within them but, the women must toe a 

particular line to be in power. These structures are so inhospitable that they force 

feminists out or they force them to moderate their politics” (Onyesoh et. al 226).  

At the regional level, Hendricks explored the measures put in place towards the effective 

compliance of the WPS agenda and problems associated with executing the African Union Peace 

and Security framework. The scholar contends that “...WPS agenda has been narrowed to focus 

on the inclusion of women into peace and security institutions and processes without a deeper 

reflection of what their participation may mean for legitimizing post-conflict patriarchal and 

militarized orders.” The author’s finding reflects part of the Nigeria’s problem of low 

participation of women in governance as patriarchal structures, corruption, lack of interest by 

representative of Government creates little room for successful implementation of women’s 

agenda. Corruption is a major menace which is linked to affecting human rights and in turn 

limiting the progress for the implementation of WPS (Fal-Dutra Santos et. al 5). 

 Aside from the engagement with the executive branch of Government, there is no 

mention of the interaction of the Judiciary in the process. The judicial arm of Government has 

significant role to perform especially for the prevention, protection, and prosecution pillars of the 

Nigerian NAPs. Without judicial intervention, it may seem hard to guarantee that the rights of 
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women and girls are protected and prosecuted just as Joy Onyesoh captures “without 

participation at all levels of government, power structures will prevent women’s meaningful 

participation in peace processes” (Onyesoh et. al 235).  

2. Implementing Body 

Operationally, the placement of the NAPs with FMWASD in collaboration with civil 

society organizations has presented difficulties with interaction, implementation, and compliance 

with the plan. This is because there is need for support and involvement of other state ministries 

such as the ministry of justice, health, and education as highlighted in the Yobe SAPs. 

Furthermore, Hamilton et. al, finds that allowing either a “foreign Affairs or department of 

Government that focus on Gender or women” to oversee the WPS agenda leads to complexities. 

In distinguishing the two, they attest that when the NAP is placed in foreign affairs, it usually 

marshals to the inception of an “outward facing NAPs.” The outwardness of the plan changes the 

direction to other countries affected by war different from the implementing country. On the 

other hand, placing NAP to be supervised and controlled by the Ministry of Women’s affairs 

equates WPS agenda to be treated as women’s problem (7). 

 The placement of the WPS agenda at the ministry of Women affairs in Nigeria has four 

consequences. First, the framing around treating WPS agenda as a women’s problem has been 

identified as a problem (Onyesoh 225; Partners West Africa Nigeria 6) and has played out in 

some government activities. For instance, the Ministry of Women Affairs seems to have a large 

gap to fill with regards to working and coordinating with other stakeholders. During the official 

launch of the 2013 NAP plan, the only minister available, other than the Minister for Women’s 

Affairs, was the Minister for Petroleum Resources. The Ministers for justice, defense, education, 
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health, and other key government officials were missing (Narajan and Nwadinobi 4). The non-

appearance of other government officials clearly illustrates the lack of interest by the 

Government and must be stated, a disinterest driven by a men-centric society. In turn, this leads 

to a systematic gap for the transfer of knowledge, lessons, vision, and activities around WPS 

agenda from one Government to another.  

Secondly, the Ministry of women affairs and civil society partners during the drafting of 

the 2013 plan had fears about the NAP being regarded as a women’s only issue. This made them 

to produce a NAP titled “National Action Plan for the implementation of UNSCR 1325 and 

related Resolutions in Nigeria” in 2013 to avoid the limitation. This adopted approach was to 

enable the other state institutions see the NAP implementation as part of their responsibilities 

(Onyesoh et al., 225). The name was later changed in 2017 to “National Action Plan for the 

Implementation of UNSCR 1325 and Related Resolutions on Women, Peace and Security in 

Nigeria”. As little as these efforts may seem, the name of the NAP is an important identity that 

carries a huge connection related to women’s welfare in the state. The NAP as a policy 

framework which recognizes women’s rights during war and post-conflict settings need to be 

treated as highly crucial by the Government especially in its activities whether in content, 

practice, and policy in line with post-colonial feminist thoughts.  

Thirdly, FMWASD is a government entity whose funding comes from the Government. 

The implication is that the ministry together with the relevant stakeholders will be restricted in 

carrying out its planned activities related to the NAPs. Both the 2013 and 2017 NAPs lacked a 

comprehensive gender responsive budgeting arrangement (The Federal Republic of Nigeria, 

“National Action Plan 2017” vii). Most of the funding for the NAP plan has been from the onset 
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from international donors (Pearson & Nagarajan 116; Onyesoh et. al 225). A clear example is the 

Borno Workplan sent by the Borno State Ministry of Women Affairs to the Nigeria Stability 

Reconciliation Programme funded by the European Union for consideration and support. 

The 2013 NAP adopts a gender responsive budgeting that recognizes that the funding of 

the plan is to be financed both at the federal and state level through local (state and non-state 

actors) and external funding scheme using a multi-stakeholder’s approach. For the local support, 

the fund will be sourced through taxation, donations, and statutory budgetary allocation (The 

Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2013” 42). Likewise, the 2017 plan lacks a 

strong commitment to budget allocation as the responsibility is on “sectoral agencies and state 

government to ensure that the statutory budgets are allocated”. The 2017 NAP also requires that 

the responsible bodies create a relationship with “private sector institutions to implement projects 

linked to UNSCR 1325 as part of its corporate social responsibility” (The Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2017” 12).  

One question to reflect on here is whether the involvement of private institutions will 

give the State the opportunity to stick with their work plan or make necessary input? It is obvious 

that the drafter of the plan believes that the increased collaboration with development partners 

will help the effectiveness and execution of UNSCR 1325 by referring to the “Promoting 

women’s engagement in Peace and Security in Northern Nigeria project sponsored by the 

European Union and implemented by UN Women in partnership with the FMWASD” (The 

Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2017” 12). Importantly, the success of the 

compliance of the NAPs depends on the availability of funds, manpower, political will, and a 

comprehensive monitoring/evaluation plan. These factors are currently not available in Nigeria 
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even when the activists have the zeal to push the agenda forward. Our solution needs to be 

locally focused with more funds and resources generated within Nigeria.  

Over-reliance on external funding for human rights projects has many implications which 

was captured by Mutua, using the “metaphor of savage-victim-savior". The metaphor consists of 

a savage-victim-saviors construction relationship which is of three folds. First is the savages who 

violate innocent victims and then become the savior i.e., international human rights movements, 

western charities, United Nations, and International non-governmental Organizations (INGOs). 

In this regard, “the state only becomes a vampire when “bad” culture overcomes or disallows the 

development of “good” culture. The state is not the main savage but allows colonial projects of 

the past in which external actors (savages) are placed in higher positions to occur leading to the 

“deviation from human rights” (203). This is a phenomenon identified in post-colonial theories 

as tending to colonial powers for help when one is supposed to pursue and find solutions that 

tend to and address their unique challenges (Christiane Struckman 12; Gunjate Shital V. and 

Shivaji Mahavidyalaya Udgir 286). 

Another problem closely related to access to external funding is the repetition of similar 

project by different NGOs which could be affiliated to the fact that most NGOs in Nigeria are 

individually owned. This is also a common problem in Africa as Obiora Okafor used the term 

“Oga-ship” to describe the increasing departure of most activist from the bigger known NGOs 

towards opening newer one without a clear need to open a similar organization (Legitimizing 

Human Rights NGOs 218). This is a big problem that have even affected the programming of 

NGOs activities in Nigeria. In most cases some of the programs might be zoned to focus more on 

the cities which has the disadvantage of shutting out women and girls in the remote areas. The 

report by Rule of Law Empowerment Initiative further describes that the outcome leads to “ad 
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hoc activities and unhealthy competition” (Partners West Africa Nigeria 5) among the various 

activists who are meant to work collectively to ensure that progress is made for the promotion of 

the rights of women.  

As a group working with a common objective of serving the masses, NGOs in Nigeria 

need to embrace the spirit of togetherness which will also involve brainstorming ideas, sharing 

resources, speaking up in its interaction with the Government with one voice and mapping out 

ways to ensure that the Nigerian citizens are involved. To do so, they need to adopt the “mass 

social movement style” as discussed by Obiora Okafor in comparing how the strategies used by 

Labor-led Movement in Nigeria can be adopted to improve human rights activism in Africa. By 

adopting the “mass social movement style”, labor led movement in Nigeria was able to effect 

changes including negotiating with the Government to ensure that their needs are meet (124). 

The author further established that NGOs in Nigeria lack the connection with citizens as its 

operations is done from a distance (Okafor, “What Should Organised Human Rights” 138).  

Fourthly, the Federal Ministry of Justice mostly used the CEDAW in its activities (Ikpe 

92). Nigeria in 1985 ratified the CEDAW but it is yet to be domesticated into the national law. 

The problem associated with the use of CEDAW for its activities is that the only international 

instruments that are enacted as domestic laws by the National Assembly in compliance with the 

constitutional requirements is enforceable in Nigeria. Reliance on CEDAW does not address the 

peace and security issues explicitly except for CEDAW General Recommendation thirty 

 Recommendation thirty provides guidance for signatory countries on strategies to 

guarantee safeguarding the rights of women whether in regular time, during war and in post 

conflict situations (United Nations Women, “Guidebook on CEDAW”). The reliance on a 

framework that has no force of law in Nigeria makes addressing the challenges women face 
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more difficult. Post-colonial feminist arguments that local solutions should be implemented for 

local challenges can therefore not be overemphasized. As Struckman believes, local issues of 

agency and voices must be recognized, and local solutions adopted (22). Domesticating 

CEDAW, after necessary modifications to address local needs, would help in ameliorating the 

present challenges with the CEDAW. 

3. Provision for Violent Extremism  

Resolution 2242 which was passed in 2015 was the major resolution that mandated 

various parties to include the provisions relating to counter violent extremism agenda. 

Particularly, paragraph thirteen urges member state to “ensure the participation and leadership of 

women and women’s organizations in developing strategies to counter terrorism and violent 

extremism which can be conducive to terrorism, including through countering incitement to 

commit terrorist acts, creating counter narratives and other appropriate interventions, as well as 

building their capacity to do so effectively…” (PeaceWomen, “Security Council Resolution 

2242”).  

Nigeria’s first NAP was not in compliance with resolution 1325 as it lacked a provision 

for violent extremism even when most human rights organizations and media outlets had 

reported various atrocities by Boko Haram as early as 2009 as highlighted in Chapter 1 and 2. 

These events occurred before the planning of the NAP started in 2011 which is about three to 

four year in between the planning, drafting and production of the plan in 2013. To cure the 

defect, the 2017 plan recognized the risk and atrocities by armed groups in the Northeast Nigeria 

but missed the inclusion of other actors like the state military forces and private individuals. The 

2017 plan only mentioned the requirement for the police and security training to be delivered in 
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relation to the 2017 NAP for the IDPs (The Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 

2017” 26).  

Missing out the provisions for the inclusion of the state actors as part of the perpetrators 

further exclude a certain class of perpetrator and adds more burden on the counter-violent 

extremism measures. It shows the absence of interest by the Nigerian Government and the 

drafters of the NAP to always protect women’s rights and welfare. This is also missing in the 

existing laws which was discussed in the earlier part of this chapter. As Pearson and Nagarajan 

affirms “that a simplistic approach to ‘women”, rather than gendered power relations, leaves 

Nigeria ill-equipped to respond to the complex gendered dynamics of jihadist actors in the 

Northeast. Second, a neglect of human rights and the role of state actors in abuses actively 

enables gendered security harms”. The authors asserts that the problems inherent in the Nigerian 

society illustrate that Nigeria is still far in default towards defending and safeguarding women 

(1). 

Considering the use of women for various responsibilities in the Boko Haram camp, the 

2017 NAP acknowledged the roles of women as victims, perpetrators and as “powerful agents 

for peace and security in their communities” (Nigerian National Action Plan 4). However, the 

emphasis of the plan remains on women as victims and their protection (The Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, “National Action plan 2017” 21). The harm suffered by Nigerian women during peace, 

conflict and post-conflict settings have shown that women are faced with novel roles and 

responsibilities. A full understanding of women’s agency and other structural impediments 

associated with women’s involvement with Boko Haram (whether voluntary or coerced) will 

present a better picture towards making progress.  
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Generally, the Nigerian situation with the use of women by Boko haram has shown that 

justice and peace building mechanisms are focused on just non-state actors alone as perpetrators. 

With this existence of this gap, much result may not be reached since women are also part of the 

group that perpetrate violence (especially those acts done without coercion). Blair et. al has 

further pointed out that the focus on “conceptualizing perpetrators as only armed actors” has 

shifted the interest of sponsors on legal remedies for adjudication of criminal cases on sexual 

violence alone (3). Although law serves as a tool of social change, this approach may not be 

sustained in the case of Nigeria as the problem that women encounter are multifaceted rooted in 

religion, gender discrimination, patriarchy, and deep-rooted cultural norms. This also is a fear 

expressed by Struckman (22). 

It has also been observed that women with disabilities or chronic diseases are excluded or 

not mentioned in the NAP. As Nigeria is awaiting a third NAP, there is need to make provision 

for women of all classes, including those with disability or chronic diseases, as the impact of 

conflict have changed the dynamics of these women’s lives and exposed them to new 

vulnerabilities. This should be done without any discrimination but with the recognition of the 

dynamic roles of women. Further, Fubara-Manuel et. al states that the word disability was 

missed in the NAP which may be due to the oversight by the principal document (UNSCR 

1325). The authors describe the situation thus: 

It assumes that all women and girls to be reached with the framework are persons 
without disabilities or disabling conditions. The closest provision under 
“Protection” in the framework that could be used to link to issues of disability is 
the “provision of adequate and accessible humanitarian services” and in this case, 
we may be stretching the boundaries of the word “accessible” to include 
accessibility for those with disabilities. (129)  
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4. Pillars of the Nigerian NAP 

The Nigeria NAP has five pillars compared to UNSCR 1325 which has four pillars 

focused on “prevention, protection, participation, and relief/recovery” (PeaceWomen, “What is 

UNSCR 1325”). Under the 2013 plan, the pillars were grouped as: “prevention, participation, 

protection, prosecution, and promotion” (The Federal Republic of Nigeria, “National Action Plan 

2013” 20). However, the scope of the 2017 NAP include: “Prevention and Disaster preparedness, 

Participation and representation, Protection and prosecution, Crisis Management, early recovery 

and post-conflict reconstructions and partnership, coordination and management” (The Federal 

Republic of Nigeria “National Action Plan 2017” 14).  

The participation pillar in the 2013 NAP was focused more on the full and active 

participation of women in the Military: pedagogy of women and girls as intercessor and ensuring 

increased participation in peace keeping mission in the security sectors (The Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, “National Action Plan 2013” 20). The 2017 NAP is different as it has a different outlook 

on engaging women for effective participation in politics and peace building processes (The 

Federal Republic of Nigeria “National Action Plan 2017” 14). Even with the provision made by 

the NAPs, women’s participation is still low, and less recognition is given to how they are 

represented, even in conflict and post-conflict settings. This is because the perception of the 

public is focused on women as casualties of war which has caused their experiences to be kept 

confidential (Atim 61).  

Olaitan further provides the elements that hinder women’s participation thus: “institutions 

and systems that are hindering the facilitation of women’s participation in politics at a 

pronounced level are most times often responsible in these cases. This system achieves this by 

limiting the role women can play primarily within the important decision-making process in a 
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wide spectrum” (3). It is prime to note that in analyzing the role of Nigerian women in 

counterinsurgency, it necessary to understand Agbiboa’s notation on population-oriented 

counterinsurgency and strive instead to deliberately employ women in the measures as actors 

who would achieve results and not just as mere representatives based on gendered perception (3). 

Both findings from Atim and Olaitan are further collaborated by the workshop convened 

by Partners West Africa Nigeria (PWAN) in 2018. Using the second NAP, PWAN tried to 

increase the awareness and the importance to include more women in peace and security agenda. 

From their interactions with the participants and relevant stakeholders, it was discovered that 

“women still remain invisible in the implementation of NAP and their voices inaudible in 

discourse around peace-building, negotiation and mediations” (Partners West Africa Nigeria 4). 

 The low inclusion of Nigerian women towards the effectiveness of the NAP cannot be 

disassociated with the problem of lack of the awareness creation about the plan among the 

citizens, government officials and other stakeholder (Partners West Africa Nigeria 6). The 

creations of awareness around women’s issues are a fundamental principle of the Nigerian NAP 

which is linked to the “promotion” pillar. It is a problem that has lingered from the first plan till 

date. Authors like Eka Ikpe highlighted the activities of West African Network for Peacebuilding 

(WANEP) as one of the NGOs that have made serious contribution towards translating the 

UNSCR 1325 into the basic local languages (Ibo, Hausa, and Yoruba) through its project titled 

“Women in Peacebuilding Network (WIPNET)” (96).  

With the precedent which has been set up by WANEP, there is need to translate both the 

NAPs, ZAPs, and SAPs into local languages to ensure the full understanding and participation by 

all interested parties in the Nigerian society. So far, only the Bauchi State SAP has been 
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translated into Hausa within the Northern State which will be attributed to International Alert and 

UN women Nigeria’s sponsored project in the State (Women Peace and Security in Nigeria).  

POLICY FRAMEWORK AND NATIONAL ACTION PLAN FOR PREVENTING 

COUNTERING VIOLENT EXTREMISM 

The Nigerian Policy Framework and National Action Plan for preventing Countering 

Violent Extremism was introduced and presented to the populace on the 13th of February 2018 

(The National Counter Terrorism Centre). The policy recognized women as both victims and 

perpetrators including situation where women and girl have to perform the two-fold 

responsibilities of instances of culprit and victims. The policy further emphasized the need to 

draw insights from their experiences to create programs aimed at protecting women and girls. 

Women organizations were identified as the principal organ to ensure that the security and 

livelihood for women and girls are secured in policy and programming (The Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, “Policy Framework and National Action” 18).  
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CHAPTER 4 

RECOMMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis attempts to discuss the violence suffered by women during times of war and 

post-conflict settings in the Federal Capital Territory and three States: Adamawa, Borno and 

Yobe. It seeks to analyze the Nigerian NAPs to assess its compliance with the UN resolutions on 

sexual violence in Conflict. The thesis has three objectives based on the research questions. The 

first objective is to examine how sexual violence endured by women in conflict situations impact 

women’s civil, political, and economic welfare in post-conflict communities. The second goal of 

the thesis is focused on examining if policies and legal framework for the prevention of sexual 

violence in conflict and post-conflict that exist in Nigeria are sufficient to cure the menace. It 

includes measuring to what extent that they have been, and continued to be, implemented in 

Nigeria. Finally, the third objective is focused on assessing how the collaborative efforts among 

the key stakeholders will assist in protecting women’s rights, confronting sexual violence, and 

promoting gender equality.  

In answering the research questions, the work is divided into four chapters. The first 

chapter establishes the background for the work as it further provides the connection between 

women’s rights, conflict, and international security; the definition of the various terms related to 

the research; the research methodology and hypothesis. Post-colonial feminist theory was 

employed as the theoretical framework used to analyze the connection between sexual violence 

in conflict in Northern Nigeria and women’s rights. The adoption of the theory tries to “unpack 

the assumed universality of experience between women that earlier (and particularly liberal and 

radical) feminisms relied upon” (Whitworth, “Feminist Perspectives” 111) by highlighting the 

peculiar experiences of Northern Nigerian women in both peace, conflict, and post-conflict 
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situations. Their experiences cannot be taken away from the tragedies of colonization, which is 

embedded in systematic, cultural, and social norms. Significantly, the chapter examines the 

review of literature around the research focus. Several authors have written about sexual violence 

in conflict and the continuum of violence. In narrowing the scope of the research, the review was 

limited to scholarship closely related to the research including sub-themes around: (1) sexual 

violence against women in peace, conflict, and post- conflict, and (2) sexual violence in conflict 

continuum.  

The recurring themes are based on three gaps. First, there is an existence of violence 

against women which is traceable to the home, community, and public spaces. The “family and 

community dynamics” have an enormous influence on women’s lives as most perpetrators 

include both state and non-state actors. Secondly, Nigerian women are important in the Boko 

Haram agenda as they are knowledgeable about their families, homes, and community leading to 

the use of women as perpetrators and intelligence agents. Rape is also used by Boko Haram as a 

“weapon of war”. Thirdly, the cause of sexual violence is traceable, in part to lack of access to 

justice, poverty, economic hardship, gender inequality and discrimination against women.    

Chapter two is focused on the examination of the continuum of violence from pre-

conflict to post conflict settings. It provides a brief history of the series of events that happened 

in Northern Nigeria more than ten years ago with the Boko Haram insurgency. The major 

highlights were the kidnapping of Chibok and Dapchi girls in Borno and Adamawa, respectively. 

In pre-conflict settings, early child marriage, lack of education and rape were used as examples 

to illustrate the prevalence of gender inequality, discrimination and sexual harm against women 

which have contributed to the continuity that is exhibited in conflict and post-conflict settings. 

During conflict, women and girls’ experiences of harm are dynamic as they are used for sexual 
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activities and symbols to achieve the objectives of the group. It was discovered that the 

increasing use of women by Boko Haram was in retaliation for the restraint by the Government 

that led to the detention of their families' members.  

As victims, women are positioned to reproduce the next generation of fighters and to 

satisfy the sexual activities of its members. The reproductive age of women is used as a criterion 

to distinguish the eligibility for marriage, sexual activities, or domestic use. In perpetrating the 

harm, women are either coerced or punished to perform their new responsibilities. Women are 

also used as perpetrators in carrying out attacks such as suicide bombing missions. To 

understand the ways Boko Haram acquired women aside from kidnapping, Hiliary Matfess’s 

finding on the ways Yusuf married his wives was used to explore the motivations behind the 

membership of women and Boko Haram members. In addition, women and girls are also 

engaged in domestic activities, used as slaves and intelligence gathering agents (65).  

Upon return or rescue from the Boko Haram camps, women and girls find themselves 

living in host communities or IDPs. Their integration into the communities is a lot harder as they 

are discriminated against in their communities, have lost their means of living as most of them 

depend on their husbands and male relatives for their sustenance. Even in the camps, Nigerian 

women are forced to interchange sex for food and other material needs with either State 

personnel or private individuals who were mandated to protect them. The threat by perpetrators 

and the practice of silence have prevented the women from reporting the cases to the police or 

other security personnel. 

Most of the women who have returned either pregnant or with children often face 

challenges with their reproductive and sexual health needs. This is due to the sexual activities 

they were involved in before their time of capture. The IDPs camps are ill-equipped with the 
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medical facilities to cater for the health needs of women including the dissemination of informed 

education about STIs, HIV/Aids and other chronic diseases. Since committing abortion is a 

crime, most of the women have limited options of aborting their children resulting from gang 

rape etc. The poor state of the medical facilities has also increased the mortality rate at the IDPs.  

In chapter three, the thesis explored the pitfalls of laws and policies currently in place. 

The existing policies and legal framework were examined to understand the protection afforded 

to women and the extent that the laws are implemented in the FCT and the States under study. In 

examining the policy framework, particular reference was made to the two Nigerian NAPs on 

Women, Peace, and Security.  Despite Nigeria's obligation to both international and regional 

frameworks, there is still a persistent problem of ratification of the treaties into local laws. This 

can be traced to the various state laws which are also affected by the lack of implementation of 

federal laws at the state levels.   

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

1. How does sexual violence suffered by women in conflict situations in Northern 

Nigeria (specifically in Borno, Adamawa, Yobe and FCT) impact their civil, 

political, and economic welfare in post-conflict communities   

With the exploration of the three phases of conflict against women, it was discovered that 

the human rights violations endured by women have an impact on their civil, political, and social 

welfare. Women’s deprivation in participation towards community building and the continuity of 

sexual abuse are linked to cultural practices, social norms, structural inequalities, discrimination, 

and gender inequalities. Patriarchy has an influence on the value and perception of women. Boko 

Haram members utilized the governance and structural gaps caused by the lack of the 

Government’s efforts to provide for the citizens’ needs to lure and gain trust among the locals. 
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Yusuf, one of their leaders, preached against women’s marginalization and pushed for the 

promotion of Islamic education. 

Regardless of their religious affiliations, women in post-conflict settings are faced with 

economic hardship as many have lost their spouse or the male relatives who catered for the 

family. Therefore, gender roles change as women must take up new roles and responsibilities to 

take care of their household.  Findings from other studies have also shown that the lives of 

women and girls while living at the Boko Haram camps are much better and lucrative than living 

in post conflict communities. Many of the women are forced to resort to sex work, perform 

menial jobs, offer sex for material needs or return to the Boko Haram camp.  

Boko Haram, like most terrorist groups, has resorted to the use of women for sexual and 

domestic uses. The roles of women, which are either voluntary or coerced, make it difficult to 

understand the motivations behind victimization and agency. As a strategy, Boko haram has used 

sexual violence to ensure the flow of the organization’s objectives while rape as a “tactic of war” 

is used by the members of the group to satisfy the sexual desires of its members. With the 

International attention on the #bringbackourgirls, Boko Haram leveraged it to seek ransom and 

make demands to the Government. The subjection of women’s bodies for sexual activities often 

exposes women to sexual and reproductive health challenges which may result in disabilities, 

health complications or death. In the IDPs, it was recorded that there are limited health facilities 

and women are often threatened by medical personnel to receive services.    
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2. Are the policy guidelines and legal framework for the prevention for sexual violence 

in conflict and post conflict settings sufficient, and to what extent have they been 

and continued to be implemented in Nigeria   

Nigeria has complied with UNSCR 1325 mandate to produce two NAPs between 2013 – 

2020. However, the document is not inclusive as it lacks legislative input and consultation. The 

lack of consultation of the legislative arm of Government is defective as it is the arm of 

government empowered to make laws and policies. The challenge is also closely affiliated with 

the Nigerian Government’s lack of interest, and political will in protecting women’s welfare, 

especially as it related to the women peace and security agenda.  

With respect to the inclusion of emerging areas such as violent extremism, the 2017 NAP 

acknowledged that women function under two roles as both victims and perpetrators, but its 

interventions are focused more on women as victims. The provisions of the NAP also missed out 

the role of state actors as perpetrators. Many of the Nigerian Government’s agents have been 

caught committing various forms of atrocities against women. The promotion of transactional 

sex as a means of accessing resources while on a counter terrorism mission is described as 

“counter-productive” (Njoku 1011). The neglect by the Government in denying and prosecuting 

the offenders further manifests the lack of interest by the Government in protecting and 

promoting women’s rights.  

There is a lack of Government commitment to providing budgets for the implementation 

of the NAP projects. This problem is attributed to the fact that the implementing body i.e., the 

FMWASD is a government entity whose funding comes from the Government. Civil society and 

key stakeholders rely on external and international organizations funding for most of its projects, 

including the development of the NAPs and the SAPs in various States.   
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Nigeria still lacks a comprehensive Federal and State law that provides for the protection 

of the rights of women. The closest law has been the VAPPA which is yet to be passed as a State 

law in most States, especially in the North-east. The advocacy for the Act began in 2002 but the 

bill was altered by the legislators to make sure that the law is gender neutral. The provisions of 

the VAPPA are not comprehensive enough to meet up with the realities and experiences women 

encounter because of sexual abuse. The sentencing guide for gang rape, for instance, is not 

comprehensive enough to commensurate with the offence. 

As a signatory to both International and Regional treaties, Nigeria is failing in its 

obligations to domesticate the provisions in the National Laws. The Maputo Protocol which is 

the most progressive with its provisions for the protection of the rights of women is not reflected 

in any part of the constitution or national laws. The Child Rights Act which emanated from the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child is obsolete and due for an amendment. Nineteen years 

after its enactment, the Northern States, including the states under review, have failed to 

domesticate them as law. The limiting factors are based on gender inequality, cultural norms, 

discriminatory and religious practices. 

RECOMMENDATIONS    

Following the discussions in this work, the recommendations include: 

1. The current Government need to ensure that all Ministries and parastatals should 

cooperate and expedite the effort with the Ministry of Women affairs and Civil 

society to develop the third NAP. In developing the third NAP, survivors of 

conflict need to be consulted to understand their needs and ensure that it is well 

captured. The NAP should also be tailored to address the identified local 
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challenges and ensure that solutions are local-centric in nature. The NAP should 

also contain a comprehensive gender responsive budgeting arrangement which 

enables key actors to deliver on the planned activities and include provisions to 

counter violent extremisms in the NAP. 

2. The three arms of Government need to form a synergy to ensure the participation 

of the Legislative and Judicial arm of government in the various processes 

instituted by the Nigerian Government towards ensuring that women’s welfare 

and rights is always protected. Additionally, members of the civil society and 

other key stakeholders need to be consulted.  

3. The Federal Government needs to broaden the agencies and ministries that would 

be saddled with the implementation of the NAP under the coordination of a 

specialized agency under the presidency, the governor’s office in the states and 

the local government chairperson’s office in the local government level. 

4. The Government and civil society organizations needs to reduce, if not 

completely eradicate, reliance on foreign donors who end up dictating policies 

and implementation of measures alien and incapable of addressing local and 

unique challenges faced in Nigeria. 

5. In all local engagement, women activists and civil society organizations need to 

make deliberate effort to ensure that women are adequately represented in 

countering violent extremism based on their merit to achieve results and not 

gendered perceptions and population-centered representation. 

6. The Government need to complete the domestication of CEDAW and other 

relevant treaties including amending the Constitution of Nigeria to accommodate 
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women’s rights in specifics and the Terrorism Prevention Act 2013 to criminalize 

sexual assault by Boko Haram on women and girls. Other provision of the laws 

which may be obsolete or discriminatory such as the Evidence Act provision of 

rape, definition assigned to a child in the Nigerian Constitution needs a review 

and immediate amendment.  

SUGGESTED AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

This research is by no means exhaustive on the understanding of the sexual violence in 

conflict against women in Nigeria. Therefore, this research suggests that further examination 

needs to be investigated on the dynamics of the use of Nigerian women as victims and 

perpetrators especially in Northern States. This will help to ensure that counterinsurgency 

mechanisms developed capture the need of the survivors and lead to further progress towards 

ending the insurgency. 
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	Both the International Human Rights Laws (IHRL) and the International Humanitarian Laws (IHL) have provisions for the protection of the rights of women. International human rights law is a collection of laws applicable in all three settings (during p...

