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The Second Uprising
How a defeated movement taught its successor to win
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In 2002, a preacher named Mohammed Yusuf founded a movement in Maiduguri that the world would
come to know as Boko Haram. The scholarly consensus, when it eventually caught up with the
movement's origins, reached for obvious explanations: poverty, state failure, the gravitational pull of
global Salafism, and the precedent of Algerian jihadists. All of these things are true, but none of them is
sufficient. What the explanations consistently missed was the identifiable and deliberate way in which
Mohammed Yusuf studied the Maitatsine movement, diagnosed its failures, and rebuilt its core inside a
structure that those failures taught him to avoid. To frame this purely as a story of insurgent learning is to
miss its symmetrical counterpart: the Nigerian state, having crushed Maitatsine in 1980, went on to
ignore every lesson its own victory should have taught it, clearing the ground for Yusuf to inherit.

This article argues that Yusuf's organizational design — theological credibility, dispersed networks,
political patronage, and media infrastructure — represented a conscious institutional response to
Maitatsine's vulnerabilities. The evidence for this learning relationship, while largely inferential, is
structurally compelling: the patterns of failure and adaptation align too precisely to be coincidental. What
remains an open question, and one that the historical record has not yet definitively answered, is whether
Yusuf explicitly studied Maitatsine or whether he arrived at similar conclusions through a shared
diagnosis of the same structural conditions. Either way, the result was the same: a movement that
addressed the vulnerabilities that had destroyed its predecessor.

Mohammed Marwa was not, by any conventional measure, a scholar. He was born in the Marwa region
of Northern Cameroon, arrived in Kano sometime in the 1940s, and spent the following decades
operating at the extreme edges of the city's religious life. He preached in open spaces and markets. He
drew crowds from the almajiri; the boys sent from rural villages to urban centres for Quranic schooling,
who accumulated in cities without resources, without employment, and without any clear path back to
the lives they had left. His theology was so unusual it bordered on heresy: he rejected the Hadith, the
collected sayings of the Prophet that form the second pillar of Islamic jurisprudence after the Quran itself,
and he rejected Western education with a comprehensiveness and ferocity that set him apart even from
those who shared his anti-colonial skepticism.

The charge Marwa was making had a precise name in Islamic jurisprudence: bid'ah, unlawful innovation
that corrupts the faith. Classical jurists had developed the concept to police deviation from prophetic
practice; anti-colonial Northern Nigerian preachers repurposed it to indict the entire apparatus of Western
education as a contamination of Islamic life. Marwa was not inventing an argument. He was inheriting



one. He was, in other words, a man whose ideas placed him outside the protective perimeter of
mainstream Sunni scholarship, and who seemed, for most of his life, entirely comfortable with that fact.

The academic literature on Marwa is admirably thorough about his social base. Paul Lubeck, a historian,
writing in the journal Africa in 1985, described the Maitatsine movement as a form of Islamic protest
under semi-industrial capitalism, a response to the way that Nigeria's oil economy had simultaneously
urbanised the North and immiserated those who arrived to participate in it. Elizabeth Isichei, another
historian, in the same year, called it a revolt of the disinherited. Both framings are useful for
understanding the social and economic conditions that produced the movement. What those analyses
did not adequately interrogate was the ideological content of Marwa's teaching, and, more importantly,
the organisational structure he built around it. Those choices, as much as the structural conditions that
surrounded him, determined the movement's ultimate fate.

The Maitatsine movement operated like a compound: bounded, self-referential, and increasingly sealed
against the outside. Marwa resided in the Yan Awaki area of Kano, where his followers grew from roughly
a thousand in 1972 to more than ten thousand by 1980. He financed the movement through alms
collected by his followers — according to one of his wives, this brought in as much as two hundred naira
daily. His enclave increasingly became a state within a state, independent of the authorities that
nominally governed the city around it. Marwa did not seek alliances with mainstream Islamic institutions.
He did not cultivate relationships with local politicians. He did not pursue the kind of strategic ambiguity
that might have given his followers protection when the state eventually came for them. The movement
was sustained by its insularity and destroyed by the same quality. When the military arrived in December
1980, there was no one to call, no network of sympathisers to disperse into, and no theological
framework that established scholars were obligated to defend. There was only the compound, and then
there were soldiers. The movement survived Marwa's death — the uprisings continued until 1985 under
different leadership, in Maiduguri, Yola, and Gombe as well as Kano — but it never recovered its
coherence. By the mid-1980s, it was finished.

The state's response had been swift and terminal. In the immediate aftermath, military tribunals were
established, dozens were executed, and the government declared victory. The Aniagolu Commission,
established to investigate the uprising, documented the failures of intelligence, communication, and
governance with meticulous care. Its findings, however, were filed away and forgotten. No structural
reforms followed. The almajiri system was not dismantled; the urban poverty that had fuelled the revolt
was not addressed; the grievances that the tribunals had so meticulously documented were filed away
and forgotten. The state crushed the body of the movement and assumed the idea had died with it. That
assumption was the first catastrophic failure of state learning, and it would cost the country dearly two
decades later.

The state's failure to learn was not a simple matter of institutional amnesia. It was a reflection of deeper
political interests. The Almajiri system, which continued to produce the human material for each
successive uprising, served the interests of Northern Nigeria's traditional elites. It provided a steady
supply of cheap labour, a population that could be mobilized for political purposes, and a religious
authority structure that reinforced the social position of established Islamic scholars. To reform the
system would have meant challenging these entrenched interests. The military tribunals, the declarations
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of victory, and the subsequent neglect were not merely failures of governance; they were expressions of
a political economy in which the status quo, for all its volatility, remained preferable to the disruptions
that genuine reform would entail. The state's non-learning was therefore not cognitive failure but interest-
driven choice.

The state itself was far from a unified actor in this process. The handling of the Maitatsine crisis revealed
deep fragmentation within the Nigerian state. Governor Abubakar Rimi of Kano State had sought to avoid
violence through reconciliation, even inviting Maitatsine's emissaries to lunch, while the Nigerian Security
Organization advocated more forceful action. Communications between government departments broke
down so completely that the Governor and the Secretary to the State Government first learned of the
State Security Committee's existence during the Aniagolu Commission hearings. This fragmentation
persisted across the decades that followed, with civilian politicians, military leaders, and security
agencies often pulling in different directions. The state that failed to learn from Maitatsine was not a
monolith but a fractured collection of actors with competing interests and priorities.

Mohammed Yusuf was born on January 29, 1970 in Girgi village, in what is now Jakusko Local
Government Area of Yobe State. He was, in other words, ten years old when the Maitatsine uprising
began. He grew up in its aftermath, in a Northern Nigeria that had watched a radical Islamic movement
be crushed by the military, that had absorbed the shock of thousands of deaths, and then attempted to
file the whole thing away and move on. The filing did not take. The questions Maitatsine had raised about
Western education, the legitimacy of a Nigerian state that many Muslims experienced as indifferent or
hostile to their interests, and the corruption of a religious establishment that had aligned itself too
comfortably with secular power did not disappear with Marwa; they went underground.

Yusuf's own family was already positioned within this tradition of skepticism. Adesoji, citing a 2009
Saturday Sun report, notes the claim that Yusuf's father had himself begun preaching against Western
education in the 1960s before being banished from Gashua, suggesting, if the report is accurate, that
Yusuf's movement continued where his father's had stopped. What Yusuf would do with that inheritance,
if it were one, was a matter of strategic elaboration rather than radical departure.

Yusuf's theological formation was deliberate and, by the standards of the tradition he was entering,
orthodox. He studied in Chad and Niger, acquiring the Quranic and Hadith knowledge that Marwa had
never possessed and had, in fact, despised. He immersed himself in the writings of Ibn Taymiyya, the
medieval Syrian scholar whose work was the foundational text of the Salafi tradition, and in the Saudi
Salafi scholarship that spread through Northern Nigeria since at least the 1970s, carried by the Izala
movement, a reformist organisation that had been fighting its own war against what it regarded as Sufi
innovation and scholarly corruption.

Ibn Taymiyya's 14th-century fatwas had done something with lasting consequences. While Ibn Taymiyya
himself generally opposed rebellion against Muslim rulers, his ruling against the Mongol rulers — whom
he declared apostates for failing to implement Sharia fully — opened a jurisprudential door. Through that
door, later thinkers, most notably Sayyid Qutb, would walk in directions Ibn Taymiyya himself never
intended, systematising a revolutionary framework that most modern jihadist movements, including Boko

https://wikileaks.org/gifiles/attach/10/10138_The%20Maitatsine%20Risings%20in%20Nigeria%20-%201980-1985.pdf
https://wikileaks.org/gifiles/attach/10/10138_The%20Maitatsine%20Risings%20in%20Nigeria%20-%201980-1985.pdf
https://sci-hub.africa/10.2979/AFRICATODAY.57.4.99
https://sci-hub.africa/10.2979/AFRICATODAY.57.4.99
https://sci-hub.africa/10.2979/AFRICATODAY.57.4.99
https://sci-hub.africa/10.2979/AFRICATODAY.57.4.99
https://sci-hub.africa/10.2979/AFRICATODAY.57.4.99


Haram, would inherit. Yusuf absorbed the tradition carefully. Shekau would later weaponise what Yusuf
had only implied. That theological education preconditioned everything.

Here is the thing about Marwa's rejection of the Hadith: it was not merely theologically incorrect by
mainstream Sunni standards. It was strategically catastrophic. It meant that when the established
scholars of Northern Nigeria looked at the Maitatsine movement, they saw a threat to the entire
framework of Islamic jurisprudence that gave them their authority. They had no obligation, scholarly or
moral, to defend it. When the military came, the scholars stood aside. Some of them, relieved.

Yusuf understood this. By grounding his own anti-establishment message in the same Hadith tradition
that Marwa rejected, he was not a fringe figure making claims that could be dismissed as outside the
tradition. He was a combative, radical, profoundly threatening interlocutor, but an interlocutor
nonetheless. When the Izala scholars who opposed him wanted to argue against his positions, they had
to argue with him on shared terrain. They had to cite sources and make cases. In an interview held on 15
October 2008 with the BBC Hausa Service, Yusuf did not sound like a man at the margins of Islamic
thought. He sounded like a man who had read widely and thought carefully and arrived at conclusions
that happened to be incendiary. “There are Islamic preachers,” he said, “who have seen and understood
that the present Western-style education is mixed with issues that run contrary to our beliefs in Islam.”

The Izala scholars were Yusuf's most vociferous critics, and in a perverse way, some of his most useful
opponents. Their attacks on him — calling him a Kharijite, accusing him of leading young men astray,
denouncing his theology from the same pulpits where their authority was grounded — forced him to
sharpen his arguments. They gave him a mainstream to push against. They established, by the ferocity of
their denunciation, that he was somebody worth denouncing. Marwa never had this problem because
Marwa had never wanted this kind of recognition. Yusuf made himself an unwelcome, dangerous,
threatening participant in the ongoing debates of Northern Nigerian Islamic life. That participation was a
weapon.

The second lesson Yusuf drew from Maitatsine concerned the dangers of organisational closure. The
Maitatsine movement had been a compound: geographically concentrated, socially insular, defined by its
separation from the wider world. This was a model of purity, and it had a certain theological logic. It also
made the movement fatally easy to locate and destroy. Yusuf built something structurally different. The
Ibn Taymiyya mosque in Maiduguri, which became the institutional heart of the movement he assembled,
was a place that drew people in and also sent them out, that connected to networks across the North
East and beyond, that used audio cassettes and, later, video recordings to distribute Yusuf's sermons to
audiences he would never personally address. Marwa had been a preacher of the physical gathering (his
authority was inseparable from his physical presence, from the experience of hearing him speak in the
markets and open spaces of Kano). When he died, that authority died with him. Yusuf understood that
modern media could decouple the message from the messenger, that a sermon recorded in Maiduguri
could radicalise a young man in Katsina who had never met its speaker.

The cassette networks functioned as the nervous system of Yusuf's movement. Sermons were recorded
at the Ibn Taymiyya mosque, duplicated by sympathizers, and transported along trade routes and kinship
networks that crisscrossed the Northeast. The cassettes were listened to in small groups, in homes and
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markets, often in the presence of a Yusuf loyalist who could explain and amplify the message. This
created a distributed authority structure that was remarkably resilient: the destruction of any single node
did not cripple the network. The cassette was, in effect, a technology of decentralization, and Yusuf
deployed it with intuitive genius.

Ideological reach required material sustenance. Marwa's compound had subsisted on alms and urban
farming, but Yusuf's dispersed networks demanded cash flow. He systematised the collection of zakat —
the Islamic obligation of almsgiving — from sympathetic merchants and farmers. This funding purchased
the audio cassettes that spread his voice, the motorcycles that connected his cells, and the food that
kept his followers fed. It was a primitive political economy, but it was a decisive step beyond Marwa.
Within a decade, under Shekau, this fundraising apparatus would evolve into bank robberies, cattle
rustling, and kidnapping-for-ransom. The movement that Yusuf had built as a religious revival would,
under the pressures of survival, transform into a full-spectrum criminal enterprise that the purely
ideological Marwa would never have countenanced.

When Yusuf was killed in Nigerian police custody in July 2009 (shot, according to the available evidence,
after he had surrendered), his movement dispersed, regrouped, and returned, under the leadership of
Abubakar Shekau, transformed into something considerably more violent and durable than what Yusuf
himself had built. The networks that had been formed before 2009 became the infrastructure of the
insurgency that followed it.

The third lesson concerned politics. Marwa's relationship with the Nigerian state had been one of pure
contempt, with no mediation and no strategy. He did not seek allies within the political class. He did not
cultivate protective relationships with officials who might have reasons of their own to look the other way.
He treated the state as what his theology told him it was: illegitimate, corrupt, and unworthy of
engagement. This was consistent. It was also, in practical terms, suicidal.

Yusuf took a different approach. His friendship with Buji Foi (a man who would become the
Commissioner for Religious Affairs in Borno State in 2003, under Governor Ali Modu Sheriff) was the
most visible expression of a broader political intelligence that had no equivalent in Marwa's career. The
relationship gave Yusuf's movement something that Maitatsine had never possessed: time. Time to build
membership, develop doctrine, construct networks, distribute cassettes, and establish the institutional
presence that would outlast any single leader. The relationship was not without its tensions and
ambiguities. Yusuf was preaching the illegitimacy of the state while accepting, at least implicitly, the
protection of a state official. His followers were being told that Western-style politics was incompatible
with Islamic life, while their leader navigated the corridors of exactly that kind of politics. The
contradiction was one that Yusuf managed rather than resolved.

There is an uncomfortable irony buried in the Buji Foi connection, and it is one that the Nigerian state has
still not fully reckoned with. The official who provided Yusuf's movement with the political cover it needed
to grow was not a rogue actor. He was a government minister. The movement that the Nigerian military
would spend years trying to destroy was, in its formative period, nurtured within a structure of political
patronage that the government had created. The state, having failed to learn from Maitatsine by



addressing its root causes, compounded its failure by actively incubating the next uprising through its
own clientelist logic.

It would be a mistake to present the Maitatsine-to-Boko Haram story as one of pure innovation, as
though Yusuf had simply identified the bugs in Marwa's software and patched them. The more important
point is that both men drew on the same deep tradition of Northern Nigerian Islamic dissent. The anti-
Western education argument, for instance, did not originate with Maitatsine or with Yusuf. Its roots run to
the nineteenth century, to the moment when the Sokoto Caliphate, the greatest Islamic state in West
African history, founded by the reformer Usman dan Fodio, was first confronted with the fact of British
colonial education. The caliphate's scholars understood what that education was designed to
accomplish: the production of a class of Africans educated in the values and assumptions of the colonial
power, equipped to serve its administrative needs, and gradually alienated from the Islamic tradition that
had organised their society. The resistance to that project was a considered response to a genuine
threat.

That response did not disappear when the caliphate was absorbed into the British Empire. It went
underground and waited, surfacing periodically in the careers of preachers who kept the argument alive
through generations of political change, through the oil boom, through the structural adjustment
programmes of the 1980s that dismantled the social infrastructure of the Nigerian state and left millions
of Northerners without the economic floor they had, however inadequately, been standing on. By the
time Yusuf began preaching, the anti-Western education argument was an inheritance. What he added
was a theological framework rigorous enough to make it defensible within mainstream Sunni scholarship,
and a media infrastructure powerful enough to amplify it across borders and generations.

The social base of both movements offers another window into the continuities between them. The
young men who filled Marwa's compound in Kano in the 1970s and the young men who filled Yusuf's
networks in Maiduguri in the 2000s were not identical populations, but they shared a structural position
in Nigerian society that had persisted, and indeed intensified, across the decades between them. The
Almajiri system had been producing this population continuously. The structural adjustment programmes
of the 1980s reduced state spending on the social services that might have provided alternatives. The
collapse of formal employment in the North made the informal economy that these young men occupied
both more crowded and more precarious. By the time Yusuf was preaching, the pool of potential recruits
was no smaller than what Marwa had worked with. It was larger, more geographically dispersed, and,
having lived through two decades of further state failure, considerably more cynical about the possibility
of legitimate redress. Both men, in other words, were fishing in the same river. The river had grown wider.

There is, however, a silence in both movements that the historical literature has only recently begun to
interrogate: women. Marwa's movement was a deeply male affair, composed of itinerant migrants with
no foothold in the domestic sphere. Yusuf's innovation was to weaponise the domestic. The wives and
daughters of his followers were incorporated into the movement's economy of survival, they became the
means through which fighters were anchored, reproduction was controlled, and an alternative social
order was imagined. Under Shekau, this became a grotesque culmination: the mass abduction of
schoolgirls, forced marriages, and the use of women as suicide bombers. If Maitatsine represented the
revolt of the urban male dispossessed, Boko Haram's lasting innovation was the construction of an entire



social universe that reproduced itself through the control of female bodies. Yusuf had studied Marwa's
organisational failures, but he had inherited his patriarchal blinders. The tragedy of Chibok was written in
that oversight. The function of gender violence within Boko Haram's strategy demands further analysis.
The mass abductions — beginning with the nearly three hundred girls taken from Chibok in 2014 and
continuing with at least fourteen hundred students kidnapped from schools since then — served multiple
strategic purposes. They generated international attention that the movement could exploit for
propaganda purposes. They produced revenue through ransom payments. They provided women and
girls who could be forced into marriage with fighters, thereby anchoring those fighters to the movement
and providing a mechanism for the reproduction of the next generation of loyalists. And they terrorized
civilian populations into submission or flight. The abductions were not incidental to the insurgency; they
were central to its logic. Feminist scholarship on insurgency has long argued that sexual violence is not a
byproduct of conflict but a strategic instrument of war. Boko Haram's use of abduction, forced marriage,
and sexual slavery exemplifies this logic with terrible clarity. The movement that Yusuf built as a political
insurgency became, under Shekau, a system of gendered terror that Marwa, for all his extremism, would
likely have found incomprehensible.

Mohammed Yusuf was killed on July 30, 2009, in the aftermath of the uprising in Maiduguri that the
Nigerian military spent five days suppressing. He was 39 years old. The circumstances of his death
(captured, apparently unharmed, and then shot in circumstances that the Nigerian government didn’t
satisfactorily explain) created precisely the martyrdom narrative that his movement needed to survive its
most vulnerable moment.

Under Abubakar Shekau, who assumed leadership of the movement after 2009, Boko Haram underwent
a transformation that in some respects exceeded what Yusuf had built. The theological innovation of
takfirism (the doctrine that Muslims who cooperate with the Nigerian state or who fail to uphold religious
obligations can be declared apostates and killed) gave the movement a justification for violence that
Yusuf's teaching had not fully articulated. The organisational dispersal that Yusuf's open model had
enabled became, after 2009, the foundation for an insurgency that was extremely difficult for the military
to locate and destroy.

It is a critical error to view Shekau simply as Yusuf's executor. Shekau was, in many respects, a rupture.
Yusuf had been a political animal, calculating and strategically ambiguous. He had preached against the
state while negotiating with its officials. Shekau was apocalyptic, driven by a nihilistic interpretation of
takfir that Yusuf had only ever implied. Where Marwa had attacked the state and its Christian allies, and
Yusuf had primarily challenged the political elite, Shekau turned the movement's violence inward, against
the Muslim communities it claimed to represent. He declared entire villages apostate, burned their
mosques, and slaughtered their elders. This was not an organisational upgrade; it was a civilisational turn
that Marwa would have found incomprehensible.

And it provoked a counter-mobilisation that the standard organisational analysis must account for: the
rise of the Civilian Joint Task Force. By 2014, the very communities that had tolerated or passively
supported Yusuf had become Boko Haram's most ferocious enemies, organising militias that hunted
Shekau's fighters with a ferocity the Nigerian military had never managed. The movement that had
learned to survive the state had failed to learn how to survive its own civilians. That failure was the direct
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consequence of Shekau's extremism, and it was the primary reason that a faction of the movement
broke away in 2016 to form the Islamic State West Africa Province, or ISWAP, which deliberately returned
to Yusuf's more pragmatic governance model, offering courts, taxes, and protection rather than
indiscriminate slaughter. The structural conditions that fed these movements have also shifted in ways
that Marwa and Yusuf could not have predicted. The Lake Chad Basin, once a source of fishing and
agricultural livelihoods for millions, has shrunk by ninety percent over the past sixty years. The
competition for water and pasture has driven pastoralists and farmers into violent conflict, and the
jihadist groups have stepped into the breach, offering protection, adjudication, and access to resources.
The Sahara Desert, meanwhile, is advancing southward at a rate of 0.6 kilometres per year, with
approximately 351,000 square kilometres of northern Nigeria already desertified or approaching that
condition. Herder-farmer conflicts over shrinking resources now annually claim more lives than the Boko
Haram insurgency itself. Yusuf's genealogy explains the ideological inheritance; it does not explain why a
young man chooses ISWAP over the Nigerian army. The answer to that question lies not in the hadith,
but in the dried-up lakebed and the cow that died of thirst. To ignore the ecological catastrophe is to tell
only half the story of the insurgency's persistence.

The banditry crisis that has devastated the Northwest and North Central zones of Nigeria throughout the
2020s has structural features that both Marwa and Yusuf would have recognised immediately. What is
less clear is whether the networks currently operating in those zones have developed the organisational
sophistication and the political intelligence that distinguish a movement capable of sustained insurgency
from one that remains, as Maitatsine was in its early years, powerful but ultimately vulnerable to a
determined military response. The signs are not encouraging. The state's response to banditry has been,
as with Maitatsine and Boko Haram before it, overwhelmingly militarised, devoid of the governance
reforms that might actually drain the swamp.

The standard account of Boko Haram's origins tends to look outward: to Saudi petrodollar funding, to
Algerian jihadist influence, to the global Salafi networks that were reorganising Islamic radicalism in the
1990s and early 2000s. These influences were real. They were also, the evidence suggests, secondary.
The primary intellectual formation that shaped Mohammed Yusuf happened within Northern Nigeria itself,
in a tradition of preaching and dissent that stretched back before Maitatsine and that Maitatsine's
spectacular failure had, paradoxically, enriched.

The Saudi Salafi scholarship that Yusuf absorbed had been spreading through Northern Nigeria since at
least the 1970s, carried by the Izala movement. This scholarship provided the theological vocabulary and
the intellectual legitimacy that Yusuf needed to position himself as an orthodox interlocutor rather than a
heretical outsider. The Algerian jihadist precedent offered an organizational template for movements that
sought to overthrow established states. And the regional dynamics of the Lake Chad Basin meant that
Yusuf's movement could never be fully contained within Nigeria's borders; it would always draw recruits,
resources, and sanctuary from Cameroon, Chad, and Niger. These external influences interacted with the
domestic tradition of dissent in complex ways, but they did not displace it. Yusuf was speaking to a
Northern Nigerian audience about Northern Nigerian grievances, using arguments that had been refined
over more than a century of engagement with the colonial and postcolonial state.
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The lesson of that failure was that the movements that could not be suppressed were the ones that had
addressed the vulnerabilities that suppression had previously exploited. A movement with theological
credibility could not be dismissed as heresy. A movement with dispersed networks could not be
destroyed by destroying its centre. A movement with political connections could not be uprooted without
implicating the political class that had tolerated it. A movement with an economic infrastructure could not
be starved of resources. Yusuf built all of these. Shekau inherited them and squandered many of them
through civilian slaughter. ISWAP is now attempting to rebuild them with a more refined political economy
and a more sober governance model.

ISWAP’s governance model represents a partial return to Yusuf’s pragmatism. The faction operates not
merely as an extension of Islamic state ideology but as a de facto provincial administration. It restricts
violence against Muslims civilians, establishes formal administrative structures with appointed officials
(walis and amirs), and provides courts, tax collection, and dispute resolution services. Residents pay
zakat as well as fees for farming, fishing, and commerce; non-compliance results in asset confiscation,
imprisonment, or execution. This is governance by terror, to be sure, but it is governance nonetheless. It
provides services that the Nigerian state has failed to deliver, and it thereby builds a degree of legitimacy
— or at least acquiescence — among the populations it controls. ISWAP has learned from Shekau's
mistakes just as Yusuf learned from Marwa's: indiscriminate violence alienates civilians; selective
violence, combined with service provision, can be sustained indefinitely.

Whether there will be a third movement — a successor to Boko Haram that corrects its errors the way
Boko Haram corrected Maitatsine's — is a question that no one can answer with confidence. ISWAP has
already demonstrated a more sophisticated governance model that attempts to provide services to
civilian populations, project a form of order, and build legitimacy through something other than pure
terror. Whether this represents the beginning of the next phase or merely a variation within the existing
one is something that the archives will eventually tell us.

The question is whether anyone in a position of authority is paying attention. The evidence suggests they
are not. The tribunals set up after Marwa were dismantled; the intelligence warnings before Yusuf were
ignored; the military strategies applied to Shekau have merely dispersed the violence into the Northwest,
where banditry now flourishes. The state has cycled through the same playbook — neglect, explosion,
brutal repression, declaration of victory, neglect — for forty-five years.

But the civilians have learned. They have learned to organise, to fight, and to distrust all armed men
equally. The Civilian Joint Task Force, for all its own human rights abuses and its co-optation by the
military, represented a genuine grassroots response to Shekau's extremism. The communities that had
tolerated Yusuf turned against his successors when the violence became unbearable. This is not a story
of victimhood; it is a story of agency and resilience. Civilians in northeastern Nigeria have not waited for
the state to save them. They have organized, armed themselves, and fought back. Whether that
resilience will be sufficient to outlast the next iteration of this long, bloody inheritance is the question that
forty-five years of Northern Nigerian history has not, thus far, answered to anyone's satisfaction. What,
finally, does this history teach us about the nature of insurgency and counterinsurgency? The
organizational learning framework that this paper has proposed suggests that insurgent movements are
not simply products of structural conditions, nor are they reducible to the ideological commitments of
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their leaders. They are organizations that learn, or fail to learn, from the successes and failures of their
predecessors. Yusuf learned from Marwa's defeat and built an organization designed to survive the
vulnerabilities that had destroyed Maitatsine. Shekau, tragically, failed to learn from Yusuf's more
pragmatic instincts and thereby provoked a civilian counter-mobilization that he could not defeat. ISWAP
is now learning from Shekau's failure and building a governance model that may prove more durable. The
pattern is one of adaptation and counter-adaptation, a dialectic in which each generation of insurgents
corrects the errors of its predecessors even as it introduces new vulnerabilities of its own.

The state, meanwhile, has shown remarkably little capacity for this kind of learning. The reasons are
structural: the fragmentation of state institutions, the power of entrenched interests, the political
economy that benefits from the continuation of the Almajiri system, and the military's institutional
preference for force over reform. The state's failure to learn is not a product of individual incompetence; it
is a product of the political and institutional arrangements that make learning difficult or impossible. Until
those arrangements change, until the incentives for reform outweigh the incentives for repression, the
pattern will continue. A new generation of insurgents will emerge, correct the errors of their
predecessors, and force the state into yet another cycle of brutal repression followed by neglect.

The tragedy of Northern Nigeria is that this pattern has been visible for forty-five years, and yet no one in
a position to change it has been willing or able to act. The lessons of Maitatsine were available to anyone
who cared to look. They were taught, through the example of Yusuf's success, a second time. They are
being taught, through the example of Shekau's failure and ISWAP's partial adaptation, a third time.
Whether the state or the civilians of Northern Nigeria will finally learn them is the question that will
determine the region's future. The evidence, so far, is not encouraging. But the civilians have shown
resilience; the insurgents have shown adaptability; and the pattern, however grim, has not yet reached its
final conclusion. The archives are still being written, and the next chapter remains unwritten. What it will
contain depends on whether anyone in the state, in the insurgent movements, or in the communities that
suffer between them has finally begun to pay attention.
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