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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the role played by foreign interests and intervention in the nature 

and manifestation of these sorts of insurgency in Nigeria. Chief among the factors that can 

motivate and sustain violence in a political system are factors that originate or come from 

outside the borders of the country involved. As forms of political violence, insurgency and 

terrorism in the Nigerian context pits the state against groups with perceived discontent in a 

struggle that has resulted in significant loss of life and incalculable destruction of property in the 

last decade.  Using the rentier state thesis, the paper also looks at the role played by external 

rent from oil in the insurgency in the Niger Delta.In the case of Boko Haram, the paper employs 

the content analysis tool to examine the motivation, funding and allegiances of the group to 

discover the extent to which foreign interests are implicated in the violence. The 

recommendationis for a deliberate government policy aimed at curtailing the influence of factors 

outside the borders of the country on the domestic political system.  

 

Keywords: Foreign Interests, Insurgency, Political Violence, Terrorism, Rentier State 

Thesis, Niger Delta, Boko Haram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 

This paper on the role of foreign interests on the nature, scope and frequency of 

insurgency in Nigeria will be looking at the degree to which foreign interests, intervention and  

capitalare implicated in insurgency in Nigeria. The two most significant sources of insurgency 

(Boko Haram and Niger Delta militants) in Nigeria today will be examined. The idea is to 

discover the extent to which these two cases are motivated or exacerbated by foreign interests.  

An analysis of the relations between international economic and security interests on the 

prevalence and nature of domestic insurgency was studied extensively by Muller (1985). 

However, Muller did not consider the international factors as being significant in the analysis of 

domestic insurgency. Bornschier and Chase-Dunn (1985) on the other hand, found a strong link 

between such international factors as investment dependence and income inequality which offers 

a sound explanation for insurgency in the domestic polity.  

 The Niger Delta conflict will be analyzed in relations with the foreign interests inherent 

in the rentier-state thesis. This thesis argues that countries endowed with enormous natural 

resources tend to be characterized by bad and unresponsive governance. This Dutch Disease 

syndrome has been blamed on various factors, chief among which is the structure of this 

resource-rich rentier-states and the over-dependence on foreign capital and patronage to the 

detriment of the economy of the country. This theory also argues that the tendency of resource-

rich countries to rely on multi-national corporations (MNCs) for revenue instead of through 

taxation of the electorates makes the government more responsive to the interests and wishes of 



the MNCs than to the electorates. This part of the analysis examines the Niger Delta conflict in 

the light of this thesis to see the extent to which the violence can be said to be influenced by 

external rent. 

Western policy for security in Africa has been distorted after 9-11. With some of the 

worst Human Development Index (HDI) in the world, Africa faces a lot of issues that pose 

serious security risks to the continent. Such issues as HIV/AIDS, poverty, diseases, rape and 

domestic violence pose significant security risk to the countries on the continent. However, 

western security policy in the post-9-11 world has been characterized by an over-emphasis in 

combating terrorism, instead of those human security issues that matter to Africans, in other 

words, the focus on the symptoms rather than the causes of the insurgency. The involvement of 

foreign interests in Nigeria is exemplified in the securitization of the western foreign policy 

towards the country and the possible external sponsors of Boko Haram. This part of the analysis 

will be based on the degree to which the insurgency can be said to be influenced either by 

Western security policy or by foreign interest for Boko Haram. 

Methodology 

This paper begins with an introduction that lays the background for the issue under study. 

This part looks at what other people have written about the relationship between foreign interests 

and insurgency in developing societies, with particular focus on Nigeria. This was done in order 

to demonstrate that the authors have a good grasp of what the current issues are in the topic and 

also to also give a background on which this particular study was built on. The paper has two 

parts. The first part employs the rentier state thesis to examine the violence emanating from the 

Niger Delta to assess the degree to which the insurgency there is a product of the external rent 

from oil. The second part is an analysis of the Boko Haram crises with a view to understanding 

the role played by factors outside the shores of Nigeria in the crises.  

The data for the study were extracted from articles published in peer-reviewed academic 



journals. The catalogues in various libraries was used extensively. I consulted such databases as 

Academic Search Complete, EconLit, The Historical Political violence database, and The Global 

Burden of Armed Political violence report. I used the Human Development Index to get the real 

idea of the changing nature of the conditions in Nigeria. I also used the World Bank Data on 

Gross National Income. To supplement the books and articles, I consulted periodical such as The 

Economist, Tell and The New York Times by electronically accessing their archives online.  To 

complement the materials, contacted Professor BayoAdekanye, a Nigerian expert in conflict 

diagnosis and civil-military relations. He corresponded with us and contributed in terms of my 

theoretical framework and structure.  

The rationale behind the choice of Nigeria as the case study is that Nigeria offers the best 

possible case that could be used and that is for various reasons. To start, Nigeria is an archetype 

of the sub-Saharan state with all the well-known political, economic, social challenges that 

characterizes that region. Furthermore, with a population of 168.8million (World Bank, 2012) 

Nigeria is by far the largest country in Africa. With a population of 910.4million in sub-Saharan 

Africa (World Bank, 2012), Nigeria represents 18.5 of people in sub-Saharan Africa.  This 

means that almost one in every five sub-Saharan African is a Nigerian. The choice of Nigeria, 

therefore, makes good sense for the analysis. The study relies on content analysis and uses 

descriptive statistics to achieve its objectives.  

 

The Rentier State thesis and Insurgency in the Niger Delta  

The rentier state thesis is important in the analysis of insurgency in the country, 

particularly the insurgency that emanates from the Niger-Delta. Rentier states, according to 

Mahdavy (1970: 428), are “those countries that receive on a regular basis, substantial amounts of 

external rents paid by foreign individuals, concerns or government to individuals, concerns or 

government of a given country.” In this way therefore, due to the revenues received by the 

Nigerian governments on the extraction of oil, Nigeria is a rentier state.  



To examine the relationship between foreign interests and insurgency in the light of the 

rentier state thesis in Nigeria, the obvious place to look is at the politics surrounding oil in the 

Niger-Delta and the Nigerian political economy in general. How does the Nigerian 

overdependence on external rent in the form of oil revenue affect the frequency and nature of 

insurgency? The Nigerian dependence on oil "measured by oil exports as a percentage of total 

national exports or by oil rents as a percentage of overall government revenue, is even higher 

than, for example, petro-state Venezuela" (Mahler, 2010, 14). In fact the UNDP estimates that 

Nigeria’s oil export as a percentage of the total national export was 98 per cent in 2006 (UNDP, 

2008). The implication of the over-dependence on the export of oil is two-fold: firstly, it means 

the government will do almost anything to keep the oil flowing even at the cost of 

disenchantment by the electorate. Secondly, over-dependence on the export of oil makes the 

Nigerian economic stability vulnerable to the global oil price with all the volatility that comes 

with that. Both these conditions present inherent risks of instability within them. 

The risk of violence that comes with being a rentier state is that the reliance on external 

clients for revenue create a kind of disconnect between the elites and the electorate. The normal 

relationship between the government and the electorate is usually such that the government relies 

on the people not only for mandate but especially for revenue through taxation. This dependence 

on the electorate which comes from some sort of implicit social contract means that the 

government is responsive to the wishes and aspirations of the people. External rent from natural 

resources undermines this contract by providing the government with alternative source of 

revenue, making the government independent from the citizen when it comes to revenue. 

According to Mahdavi (1970:432) “the oil industry’s major contribution is that it enables the 

governments of the oil producing countries to embark on large public expenditure programs 



without resorting to taxation and without running into drastic balance of payments or inflation 

problems that usually plague other developing nations”. Mahler (2010) argues that the reliance 

on extractive resources for export “disburden” the political elite of accountability and 

responsibility to the population.  

In the case of Nigeria, the main source of revenue is the rent paid on the extraction of oil 

by the Multinational Oil Companies (MNOCs). The government is more concerned with the 

continuous flow of the oil and the revenue even at the risk of being detach from the citizens. This 

means the SanniAbacha regime would even go to the length of executing the Ogoni activists 

because of the perceived threat of disrupting this flow of revenues from the activists even if it 

means international isolation and even worse, isolation from the electorates. In fact, the Niger-

Delta conflict is a result of the struggle for relevance between the oil-producing communities and 

rent provided by the foreign interests. The actual violence comes from the conditions on the 

ground which pits the government and the multinational oil companies against the local 

communities. MNOCs are blamed for the oil spillages and other environmental pollution issues 

that come with the exploitation and the perceived lack of accountability on the part of the 

MNOCs. The government on the other hand is blamed for not holding the MNOCs accountable 

and responding with brute force even to peaceful protests. This is perhaps understandable, 

judging by the fact that MNOCs are partners with the Nigerian government in oil extraction, 

albeit, minority partners. They are therefore interested in the continuous and uninterrupted flow 

of the oil, even at the cost of the discontent of the host communities. 

Another way the over-dependence on external rent relates to insurgency is that this over-

reliance on the export of oil tends to create or reinforce authoritarianism and hence the discontent 

that often leads to insurgency. This line of argument was made by such writers are Yusufu-



Bagajiet al (2011); Hegre&Sambanis (2006); Brunnschweiler&Bulte (2008); and Di John 

(2007).Looking at  Niger Delta, Yusufu-Bagaji et al (2011) linked the insurgency to the quest for 

stability in authoritarian regimes engendered by the rentier status of the states. They argued that 

it was this need for stability which is required for the uninterrupted export of oil that makes the 

authoritarian regime resort to violence in order to achieve its aims. External rent, therefore leads 

authoritarian rentier states to employ violence. Ross (2001) and Karl (2007) took it a step 

forward to argue that the wealth which comes from the external rent makes it easier for the 

government to employ violence in the form of political repression. The logic behind this is the 

fact that financing a formidable security apparatus is expensive and that most rentier states tend 

to maintain such apparatuses to maintain its hold on power by keeping its citizens in line.  

However, there has been stiff criticism of the supposed relationship between resource 

export and violence. The most obvious criticism is that there exist today, some countries with 

significant natural resources and not as much insurgency as can be observed in Nigeria. Such 

countries as Norway, Botswana and Chile provide the kind of empirical example that cannot be 

ignored. Not only are they resource-rich, but they are also peaceful, stable and have formidable 

democratic credentials. Going by their studies which examined eighty-eight (88) variables that 

have the potential to lead to insurgency, Hegre and Sambanis (2006) were able to eliminate the 

presence of resources as a decisive factor in insurgency. Brunnschweiler and Bulte (2008) also 

arrived at similar conclusions. Di John (2007) argued that the rentier-state thesis fail to provide a 

convincing argument as to why oil economies are more vulnerable to insurgency. He also went 

further to contend for the potential of external, social and historical forces in explaining the 

connections between dependence on resource and violence.  



The problem with most of these studies is that they do not address the local situation in 

the Nigerian case appropriately. The resource thesis may not be valid in some cases but its 

usefulness in understanding political instability in Nigerian cannot be overlooked. Furthermore, 

as Omotola (2006:16) pointed out, the MNOCs contributed to the insurgency and increased 

militarization of the Niger Delta by requesting for increased military presence even when the 

protests were peaceful and non-violent. In the words of Hazen and Homer (2007:38), "it is 

obvious that the MNOCs risks further, the empowerment of potential or existing militant 

groups". The role of the external interests cannot be easily excused therefore due to the glaring 

roles played by these interests.  

Foreign Interests and Boko Haram  

The influence of foreign interests on domestic violence in the political system can come 

in two forms: the first is what Kerbo (1978) called the preconditions to violence or the 

unintentional influence of cultural contact from abroad. The second form is through the direct 

involvement of foreign factors or elements in an on-going conflict. Whereas the first form makes 

itself amenable to the analysis of the Boko Haram issue, the second form can be seen in the 

Niger Delta. The cultural dimension of the Boko Haram issue can be adjudged from the objective 

of the terror group which is the overthrow of the secular government and installation a theocratic 

government in its place. Going from its name, the group rejects Western education and all other 

expressions of Western civilization in the Nigerian society.  

 To investigate the role played by foreign interests on the Boko Haram violence, three 

issues will be examined: The group’s motivation cum declared objectives, the group’s choices of 

targets, and their sources of funding. At first glance, it seems that Boko Haram’s objective is the 



propagation of Jihad against the West; after all, the name ‘Boko Haram’ literarily means 

‘Western education is evil’. If we are to conclude based on this alone, the conclusion would be 

that the group has a global agenda to propagate Jihad against the West. However, there seems to 

be little effort by the group to expressly focus on Western targets. It can be argued that the Boko 

Haram’s targeting of schools that propagate Western values can be equated to targeting Western 

values but to argue this would be to argue that Western values equates to Western interests. If 

that argument was valid, it would be valid to argue also that attacking the Nigerian government 

is similar to attacking the American government just because the Nigerian federal government 

was fashioned after the American government. This argument is especially flawed when one 

considers that most of these schools are wholly owned by Nigerians. In fact, there is really no 

evidence that the group’s attacks are motivated by the actions of Western governments.  

 Conversely, the argument that Boko Haram is primarily motivated by domestic Nigerian 

reasons is not that hard to make. The main point of this argument is the actions of the group and 

the targets they choose to attack. When the group started, the thing that attracted the bulk of their 

followers was their condemnation of the brutality of the police and corruption in the system. 

These bold moves were welcomed by the majority of the youth who were unemployed in a 

system that did not bother about them. According to Parker (2013) any strategy that aims to 

curtail the group must address the inequality and poverty that has fueled resentment and anger 

towards the state and added to the group’s popularity especially among the poor. In the words of 

Herskovits (2012): 

 What these arguments have demonstrated is that instead of being 

motivated by a desire to export jihad, Boko Haram is primarily 

concerned about domestic issues. It also shows that the western 



involvement came after the escalation of the conflict rather than 

before. This means that Boko Haram insurgency cannot be said to be 

provoked or motivated by foreign interests. 

Another issue that must be considered and included into the calculus of the origin and motivation 

of the Boko Haram terrorism is the Nigerian political culture because when this is done, the 

argument for domestic motivation assumes more credibility. In Nigeria, it is almost normal for 

the state to attempt to buy-off opponent or trouble-makers. In fact, this strategy has almost been 

elevated to the level of state policy. There are instances where the state has used the money or 

“amnesty” to buy-off rabble-rousers. Such case as the Bakassi Boys and the Niger-Delta 

militants are cases in point. Regardless of the controversy that follows this this policy, the fact 

remains that any serious group that generates enough trouble in the system has a very good 

chance of being invited to Abuja for “negotiations” which invariably means the offer of money 

or “contracts” in return for peace. The newly-elected Buhari government has even signaled its 

intention to “negotiate” with Boko Haram for the return of the kidnapped Chibok girls. Francis 

(2011) argued that the violence from Boko Haram is a deliberate tact to attract media attention to 

the group so they can conveniently get a pay-off, similar to the pay-off given to Niger-Delta 

groups.  

To counter this argument, it could be argued that the group is a religious group and have 

religious inspiration. Even if this is true, it still does not mean that the group does not need funds 

to operate successfully. In fact, the group has been known to carry out armed robbery in some 

instances. Even if they need money as a means to an end and not an end to itself, the group still 

needs money and that alone can motivate them. By this instance, the group has therefore 

demonstrated its similarity with other conventional organizations that need funds to stay afloat. 



Regardless of its self-professed religious objective, it must first actualized its financial agenda to 

remain a significant factor in the calculus of things. Like other armed non-state groups that 

operate in Nigeria, the group has sharpened is strategy of getting money out of the system. 

All the above stated points notwithstanding, there are very still very credible arguments 

incriminating factors outside the shores of Nigeria in the Boko Haram violence. Smith (2012) 

cited the head of the United States military’s Africa Command (Africom), General Carter Ham 

as saying that there are evidence that various Islamist terror groups such as Boko Haram, Al-

Shabbab and the AQIM are co-operating more in areas of funding and expertise. In the words of  

Lt-Gen. AzubuikeIhejirika (2012), the Nigerian Chief of Army Staff: 

It is definite that the group that call themselves Boko Haram or terrorists 

receive training and possibly funding from some foreign elements. This is 

evident from the types of weapons we have captured from them; from the 

type of communication equipment we have captured and from the expertise 

they have displayed in the preparation of improvised explosive devices. 

These are pointers to the fact that there is foreign involvement in the 

terrorism going on in Nigeria. 

Now, if Boko Haram gets funding from abroad, then it will be a very hard-sell to counter 

the argument of its international stature because the violence cannot be separated from the 

sponsor. According to Murdock (2013) the insurgency and terror from Boko Haram is a 

deliberate attempt by global radical Islamists to gain ground in the African Sahel. Murdock 

argues that the financial support that comes to the group can be traced to the United Kingdom 

and Saudi Arabia. The World Almanac of Islamism (published by the American Foreign Policy 



Council) reported that in 2011 reported that with the help of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 

(AQIM), Boko Haram has received funds from the United Kingdom and Saudi Arabia. Secondly, 

it also reported the terror group met with al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia during the lesser hajj (umrah) 

in August 2011. Echoing the same point, Ndukong (2012) reported that Al-Muntada Trust Fund, 

headquartered in the United Kingdom and the Islamic World Society, headquartered in Saudi 

Arabia have provided finance to Boko Haram. 

Recently, after the Jonathan’s administration stepped up its assault on the group in the 

months following the 2015 general elections, Boko Haram came out openly to swear allegiance 

to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The self-proclaimed Islamic state is perhaps the 

most vicious terror organization in the world that has inspired other groups such as Boko Haram 

to even copy their brutal methods such as beheading and public executions. This allegiance by 

Boko Haram was accepted by ISIS and couple of months later, the group that was supposed to 

have been crushed by the government resurged with even more brutal attacks. The relations 

between that oath of allegiance and the resurgence of Boko Haram may be only speculative at 

this moment but it is the only possible and available explanation for that resurgence. The role 

therefore, of foreign finances and technical support in the Boko Haram terrorism can therefore 

not be ignored in this analysis.  

The international stature of Boko Haram has also increased significantly in the last six 

months, the group has stepped up its attacks on the countries bothering North- East Nigeria. 

Countries like Cameroon, Chad and Niger have all witnessed attacks. This has led to the 

formation of an international task force comprising of these countries to fight the group. The 

United States government has also listed the group as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) 

and has subsequently offered of a $7 million reward for credible information on the location of 



Shekau. This reward is more than the $5 million reward on Mullah Omar, the leader of 

Afghanistan Taliban. When we factor in the attack on the United Nations’ complex in 2011 and 

the international stature of Boko Haram is boosted.  

To conclude this part of this work, the Boko Haram insurgency to have started due to the 

soci0-political conditions in Nigeria but the terrorism from the group has grown to draw in 

various foreign interests ranging from the United States, United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia, Niger, 

Cameroon and Chad to ISIL and AQIM. The conclusion therefore is that foreign interests and 

foreign intervention is strongly implicated in the terrorism from Boko Haram. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

This paper on the relationship between insurgency and foreign interests has two parts. 

The first which looked at the violence coming from the Islamic fundamentalist group, Boko 

Haram and the second part focused on the insurgency in the Niger Delta. The idea was to look at 

these two cases of violence in the Nigerian polity and examine the roles, if any, played by 

interests and factors from outside the shores of the country in initiating and sustaining 

insurgency.  

Starting with the stated objectives of Boko Haram which has exclusive domestic 

motivations, we proceeded to the targets, funding and affiliations of the group. The group’s aim 

of overthrowing the secular government and establishing a theocratic State is a purely Nigerian 

objective. There is no evidence that the group aims to extend their campaign outside the country. 

When it comes to the targets of the group, with the exception of one single attack on the United 

Nations building in 2011 and a handful of cross-border activities, there seems to be a total focus 



of the group’s attention only on domestic targets. With regards to its target therefore, the Boko 

Haram violence is a purely Nigerian phenomenon.  

However, when it comes to funding and affiliations however, there seems to be mixed 

conclusion. Starting of as a purely Nigerian with local funding by sympathizers, there has been 

recent evidence from both Nigerian security agencies and even an American General that the 

group now has links with global Jihadi groups. The Nigerian Chief of Army Staff also claims 

that there are evidence that the group has training and shares logistics and equipment with Al-

Qaeda insurgents from Mali and other African trouble spots. The attention given to the group by 

the United States government also point to the increased international angle to the Boko Haram 

issue. 

Using the rentier state thesis to examine the insurgency in the Niger Delta, the case for 

the role of foreign interest in the insurgency was stronger than in the Boko Haram case. It was 

argued that the dynamics of the rentier state, which makes the government more responsive to 

the interests of the MNOCs than the electorate, is to blame for the discontent in the Niger Delta. 

The environmental pollution which is also blamed on the MNOCs also increases the discontent. 

It is this discontent that is therefore responsive for the incessant cases of insurgency in the 

region. Foreign interests as represented by the MNOCs therefore are implicated in this 

insurgency in the country.  

The conclusion therefore is that though the Boko Haram violence started as a purely 

Nigerian phenomenon, the international credentials of the group is fast becoming credible. There 

is however little conclusive evidence to prove that international interests and factors are 

responsible for the Boko Haram violence. In the Niger Delta case however, the role of foreign 

interest in the frequency and nature of insurgency is less blurred as there seems to be a relations 



between oil-export and insurgency in that region. Finally, though foreign interest is relevant for 

explaining some degree of the violence, it is therefore not sufficient in explaining the insurgency 

in the whole country. 
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