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ABSTRACT 
 

The question of how potent negotiation is in ending violent terrorist campaigns has remained 
unanswered. This is because terrorist negotiation is morally repugnant as it is politically necessary. 
This study investigated the pros and cons of Nigerian government and BK negotiation. It examines 
some conditions that are necessary for fruitful negotiations as well as some factors that could 
contribute to failed negotiations; using the games theory. A qualitative method of data analysis was 
adopted in this study. Findings revealed that negotiation is one of the most viable options in the 
hands of the Nigerian Government to restore peace in the country and stop the continuous killings 
by BK. However, this negotiation should be done between representatives of the government and 
appropriate authorities within the sect. This paper recommends that terrorist negotiation        
should remain as the last resort and negotiation process should commence only when every   
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other options have failed. Also, relevant bodies, stakeholders, Non-Governmental       
Organizations and the general public should be involved in the fight against BK and other insurgent 
groups. 
 

 
Keywords: Nigerian government; BK; terrorism; negotiation; lasting peace. 

 
ABBREVIATIONS 
 
TTP : Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan 
AQ : Al-Queda 
AS : Al-Shabab 
BK : Boko Haram 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Terrorism as a concept is yet to enjoy a 
universally accepted definition [1]. The results to 
attain a definition that elicits universal 
acceptance have been frustrating so far because 
the predicament of defining lies in its subjectivity. 
There are clear contrasts in perception for those 
in authority, onlookers, public opinion, victims or 
perpetuators [2], for those who condemn or 
condone terrorism. The rationality of terrorist 
negotiation has been supported and questioned 
by various scholars. Majority of these scholars 
are seriously concerned about the emotional 
aftermath of terrorist attacks [3]. Governments 
after governments have pledged never to 
negotiate with terrorists. But they almost always 
end up doing so [4]. Talking to terrorists is as 
morally unacceptable as it is politically 
indispensable [5]. 

 
One of the major reasons why some scholars of 
terrorism and policy makers have strongly 
disagreed with terrorist negotiation is that it 
legitimizes terrorist groups and their means. To 
these set of persons therefore, talking to 
terrorists can only incite insurgency and destroy 
the fabric of democracy [6,7].Other arguments 
against negotiating with terrorists include: First, 
that negotiating encourages more terrorism by 
giving into their demands and putting lives at risk. 
Second, it legitimizes terrorists and undermines 
international efforts to eliminate terrorism [8]. It 
makes no meaning if the government should 
enter into negotiation with a group whose 
demand it cannot understand or satisfy [3]. 
Further, terrorist negotiation is not a guarantee 
that terrorist groups will cease their brutal 
activities. Rather, over the years, terrorist groups 
that can into negotiations with the government or 
other negotiators have continued to be active in 
their violence.  
   

Another group of scholars believes that there is 
absolutely no harm in negotiating with terrorist 
groups, especially if the negotiation is aimed at 
serving the lives of citizens or to possibly reduce 
their suffering and injuries. In Nigeria, the fear of 
insecurity is on the increase and has been 
compounded by the rising waves of terrorism 
since the country returned to democratic rule in 
1999 [9]. The most fundamental source of 
insecurity in Nigeria today is terrorism which is 
traceable to religious fanaticism and intolerance 
particularly in Islam dominated states of Nigeria 
[10]. The current study seeks to examine the 
pros and cons of Nigeria’s negotiation with BK. It 
will consider the no negotiation policy by selected 
countries, as well as the conditions necessary for 
fruitful negotiations in Nigeria. 
 

2.  CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

 

Within the context of this research, some 
concepts are recurrently utilized. Therefore, in 
order to ensure adequate understanding of this 
study, its validity and reliability, these concepts 
should be clarified [11]. 
 

2.1 Terrorism 
 

The concept of terrorism is a contested concept 
in the literature [12]. The attempt to have a 
universal definition of the concept has been 
frustrating so far because the predicament of 
defining lies in its subjectivity. This is because 
one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter [1].Terrorism is almost unavoidably 
subjective owing to the usual feelings of 
sympathy or outright opposition to the cause, 
perpetuators or victims [13]. The term terrorism 
means premeditated use of violence against non-
combatant groups by clandestine  
representatives with the intention of influencing 
the targets and compelling negotiators to agree 
with their terms or change some policies, which 
is often to the detriment of the negotiator and by 
extension the entire population. [14,15] consider 
terrorism as violence between non-combatant 
group and sub-national groups. Terrorist groups 
are not born out of thin air, they are groups 
shaped by complex and interconnected 
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environmental, social, political, economic and 
sometimes religious factors [16]. Terrorism is 
violence motivated by political, social or religious 
ideology and used to invoke fear and bring about 
change [17]. Terrorist groups benefit from 
transnational organized crime actions, which 
include but not limited to illicit trade, arms 
trafficking, etc to fund their dreaded activities 
[18]. Terrorist actions usually intend to create far-
reaching psychological effects on the victims 
[19]. Hoffman tagged these group non-state 
armed actors. To him, non-state armed (terrorist) 
group is distinctive organizations that are; 
 

i. Willing and capable to use violence to 
pursue their objectives. 

ii. They are not integrated into formalized 
state institutions such as regular armies, 
presidential guards, police or Special 
Forces. They therefore; 

iii. They possess a certain degree of 
autonomy with regard to politics, military 
operations, resources, and infrastructure 
[20]. 

 

Many factors can be attributed to the emergence 
of terrorist activities within any society [21]. [22] 
mentions socio-economic factors as a potential 
driver of extremist activity.  According to her, the 
socio-economic situation of the people within the 
state, including the lack of employment 
opportunities and access to education and to 
social services could determine its resort to 
extremism. In Nigeria, one of the well known 
causes of terrorism is Islamic fundamentalism. 
 

2.2 Negotiation 
 
Negotiation is a process of dialogue as a result of 
perceived incompatibility between parties with 
the sole intension of reaching a certain level of 
understanding with each other. It is a process 
where each party involved in makes adequate 
efforts to be in the position of advantage by the 
end of the entire process of bargain or 
compromise. Negotiation is an integral element 
of national policy-making processes which 
graduates from agenda setting, through issues 
determination to exploring options and finding 
solutions as well as making plans for the 
sustenance of the policy(s). [23] Negotiation is 
one of the most common approaches to make 
decisions and manage disputes [24]. 
 

“There is no gainsaying the fact that there is 
benefit in successful negotiation with BK. 
Such benefits includes increasing the 

visibility of the dispute; restoration of peace 
in the region and country; restoration of 
confidence in the states’ ability to ensure 
safety of lives and properties; encourage 
investments/investors; reduce defense 
expenditure which has since skyrocketed; 
lifting of emergency rule in affected states 
with the attendant benefits; 
removal/reduction in arms proliferation and 
heavy militarization of the region; and 
reintegration of dislocated families as well as 
providing the citizens in the region a sense of 
belonging in a federation” [24].  

 
John Fitzgerald (Former U.S. President) added 
that “Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us 
never fear to negotiate”. According to [25], we 
negotiate every day without even realizing it.  
 

2.3 Islamic Fundamentalism 
 
Religious fundamentalism as a term originated in 
the 20

th
 century. It connotes the belief in the 

existence of only one appropriate religious 
teaching and any opposing forces as to its 
intrinsicness, fundamentality, essentiality and 
inherency, must be vigorously fought and 
eliminated [26]. It is the belief of fundamentalists 
that their religion is superior to every other 
religion and should not be criticized in any 
manner, rather it should be made compulsory for 
everyone [27].  
 

2.4 Theoretical Framework 
 
This study adopts the games theory which 
describes a typical scenario in decision making. 
Game theory explains the interaction between 
parties in a situation that contains set rules and 
outcomes. According to [28], “games theory is a 
formal study of decision making where two or 
more players must make choices that potentially 
affects the interests of the other players. The 
games theory pictures a scenario whereby two or 
more players of opposite interests are left with no 
other option than to makes choices that may 
potentially affect the interest of their opponent(s). 
At this point, it is expected of each of these 
players to be rational and to play in a manner 
which will maximize his payoff [29]. According to 
[29], the study of duopoly by Cournot in 1838 
was the earliest example of formal games theory 
analysis. Later, in 1944, von Neumann 
established the game theory as a field of study in 
his book titled “the theory of games and 
behaviours.” 
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There are several reasons why game theory is 
suitable for the present study. The game theory 
X-rays the interactions between the government 
and terrorist groups. These groups constantly try 
to understand and act according to how they 
belief their opponents will react, and they try as 
at every point to gain relative strategic 
advantage. According to [30], every player tries 
to maximize gains and avoid possible lose. 
Finally, uncertainty is inevitable on the parts of 
these groups (government and terrorists) and a 
continuous study of the strategic environment 
operated by opponents is necessary to become 
victorious in the context.  
 

3. METHODOLOGY 
 
A qualitative method of data analysis was used in 
this study. According to [31], a qualitative method 
gives deeper information concerning the nature 
of communication process in a research. In 
tackling the research question, data was 
analyzed for clarity and variety of secondary data 
were drawn from extant literature, most of which 
were online Journals, newspapers, magazines 
and books, to establish the pros and cons of 
terrorist negotiation by the Nigerian government, 
using Chibok School girls’ abduction as a case 
study. 
 

4.  NIGERIAN GOVERNMENT: FROM 
PEACE-TALK AGITATIONS TO 
ACTUAL NEGOTIATION WITH BK 

 
“BK” is translated to mean ‘Western education is 
evil or sinful”. BK members are bent on 
promoting the provision of the Sharia which 
demands tough gender limitations and roles for 
women (dress, sexual conduct, etc), thereby 
committing several atrocities on the women, 
include those (norms) not shared by other 
Islamic groups [32,33]. Attempts by this Islamic 
fundamentalist group, to impose its Islamic 
orientated quest on Nigeria have affected the 
political, economic and socio-cultural 
development of the nation [34]. According to 
[35,36], about 276 Chibok school girls were held 
captive by the dreaded BK sect on the night of 
14th April, 2014. The abduction of the Chibok 
school girls by BK has generated several 
controversies, condemnation and panic within 
and outside Nigeria. Several groups have taken 
to the streets to protest, as well as mount 
pressure on the Federal government to fast-track 
efforts to rescuing the school girls. Prominent 
among these groups is the ‘#Bring Back Our 

Girls’ whose activities has spread across several 
countries all over the world [37].  
 
Other prominent Nigerians have agitated for talks 
between the Federal Government of Nigeria and 
the dreaded BK sect. Most Popular among the 
agitators include General Abdulsalami Abubakar, 
Governor Gabriel Suswan of Benue State, 
Former President Olusegun Obasenjo, and 
Sanusi Muhammed, a member National 
Democratic Coalition (NADECO) [38-40]. 
Obasanjo, advocated for a carrot-and-stick 
approach, where carrot represents a plea for 
peace talk [39]. Sanusi Muhammed (a member 
National Democratic Coalition, NADECO), 
posited that getting across to the sect was not as 
difficult as identifying and applying the proper 
channel [40]. The non-compliance of BK have 
been traced to factors ranging from the 
international media (BBC, Aljazeera, etc) [38], 
the initiation of talks with the wrong 
representatives of the sect. For instance, the in-
law of the leader of the sect, who is not permitted 
to hold talks with anyone on issues affecting the 
group has severally held talks with government 
representatives [41,42]. The agitations of groups 
as well as individual prominent Nigerians have 
left the Federal Government with no option than 
to negotiate with the sect [43]. 
 
4.1  Some Conditions Necessary for 

Fruitful Negotiations 
 

Now the big question: “Does negotiation help to 
end violent terrorist campaigns?” [44] Cronin 
further posits; 
 

“An overview of recent efforts in this regard 
reveals that idealistic platitudes are as 
misguided as righteous exhortations about 
the evils of terrorism. After groups survive 
past the five or six year mark, for example, it 
is not at all clear that refusing to ‘talk to 
terrorists’ shortens their violent campaigns 
any more than entering into negotiations 
prolongs them. On the other hand, 
negotiations can facilitate a process of 
decline but have rarely been the single factor 
driving an outcome.” [44] 

 

Here, Cronin outlined some promising and 
unpromising circumstances for negotiation. The 
promising circumstances, according to him 
include: First, political stalemate; where both 
sides have reached a level where additional 
violence is counterproductive. Second, strong 
leadership; negotiation is easier done when both 
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parties (government and terrorist group) have 
strong leaders. Third, timing; this is the choice, 
judgment, or control of when to hold talks with 
terrorist groups. An untimed negotiation is twice 
as dangerous as the insurgent sect.  Fourth, 
engaging spoilers; most actors in a conflict will 
use spoiling behaviour as a tactic, but this should 
not be seen as static in their outlook. It is often 
necessary to seek to understand the behaviour 
and objectives of groups in conflict in terms of 
their political context. There should always be an 
awareness of the presence of ‘spoiler’ in every 
conflict. A spoiler is aimed at flawing the peace 
or settlement process and should be adequately 
engaged. Fifth, who to negotiate with; 
considering the present state of BK sect in 
Nigeria with its internal factions, popularly, the 
Abubakar Shekau and the Abu Musab Al-
Barnawi factions, it becomes necessary to 
critically consider who to negotiate with. A perfect 
example to this is the peace negotiation dilemma 
that confronted Sri Lanka, where the Tamil 
Tigers claimed to be the sole representatives of 
the Tamil people. They insisted on talks being an 
exclusive exercise between themselves and the 
government of Sri Lanka. According to Eril 
Solheim, the exercise excluded many relevant 
groups, including the Muslim community and the 
Sinhala opposition party and met very little 
success.  
 

4.2  Some Factors that Contribute to 
Failed Negotiations 

 
On the one hand, the emerging and swift 
changes in the modus-operandi of BK sect has 
made it more difficult to have a fruitful negotiation 
with the group. According to Perouse de [45], BK 
has transited from insurgent to terrorist group, 
hitting churches, police stations, military 
barracks, prisons, etc, and has killed both military 
personnel and civilians (including Christians and 
Muslims). The transition from the group’s 
traditional ideology has posed more difficulties on 
the government and other actors in the 
negotiation process. 
  
While on the other hand, unpromising 
circumstances include: First, suicide campaigns; 
here, resolution through negotiation is difficult 
because the factions are unable to live side-by-
side. Second, splintering; where the terrorist 
group splits into several factions (those in 
support of negotiations and those against it). 
Third, terrorist negotiation is bound to fail where 
there is an existence of spoilers who are used to 
derail peace negotiations [46]. Fourth, the 

availability of sponsors; who are third party states 
with much interest in the conflict. According to 
[47], “the rationality of terrorist negotiation is a 
function of timing. For any talk to see limelight, a 
terrorist group must be at a strategic juncture; 
questioning the utility of violence but not 
necessarily on the verge of defeat. Governments 
or negotiators much ensure that the present 
terrorist group can make good negotiation 
partner, coupled with a well-planned process, 
although there is no guarantee that talks process 
will succeed. It can be seen from the 
aforementioned that there is absolutely no 
generally accepted stance by scholars   
regarding terrorist negotiation. This implies that 
terrorist negotiation is solely an act of intuition by 
the government. This lends credence to the 
position of Powell who noted that talking to 
terrorists is as morally repugnant as it is 
politically necessary. 
 

4.3 Experiences with TTP, AQ and AS 
 
Just as it is the case in Nigeria, the British 
conquered Pakistan and India from the Mughal 
Dynasty in 1757 [48], and occupied the land until 
1947. As at this time, the two dominant religious 
groups that were found in the territory were the 
Hindus and the Muslims, who were in constant 
antagonistic relationship with each other [49]. 
Today, while the Hindus are predominantly found 
in India, the Muslims dominant Pakistan who still 
faces identity problems which has resulted to its 
choice of terrorism instead of other ways of 
addressing the issue [50]. A critical look at 
terrorism in Pakistan, Nigeria and other  
countries of the world shows that religious as 
well as ethnic diversities play leading roles in the 
conflict. 
 
Also, talking about terrorist negotiation in 
Pakistan, many have criticized the president for 
negotiating out of fear and political necessity as 
opposed to engaging in the negotiation as the 
last resort. Hence, it is widely believed that the 
peace negotiations between the government of 
Pakistan and TTP is an effort in futility and can 
only enhance the regrouping of TTP [51]. It is 
worthy to note that as negotiation is necessary; 
its chances of failing exist. For instance, in 2013, 
it was agreed in the All Parties Conference 
(APC) of Pakistan that the government should 
hold peace talk with the TTP [52], but despite the 
offer for talks, the TTP launched several other 
attacks in Pakistan. One of these attacks claimed 
the lives of Maajor General Sanaullah and 
Lieutenant Colonel Touseef [53,54]. 
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Also, the argument against terrorist negotiation is 
that it nullifies the efforts of the armed forces, 
legitimate and promotes the activities of the sect 
[55]. On the other hand, in order to eliminate 
these groups, their acclaimed legitimacy, 
concession, and to further strengthen the 
concern of government and it efforts in punishing 
criminals, it is necessary to engage in constant 
combat with the sect [56]. As was mentioned 
earlier, terrorist negotiation is morally repugnant 
as it is politically necessary. Therefore, the later 
position can be fruitful where the terrorist group 
in question lacks wide support. However, for 
sects like the AQ and AS who are strongly tied to 
ethnic and nationalist constituencies, with a very 
large population base, coupled with their strong 
persistence amidst several military options, 
negotiation becomes the only viable strategy left 
to be explored. AQ has most of its cells in   
Middle East, Africa and Asia. The group is bent 
on removing the US influence and present ties 
with Israel. As entrenched as AQ is in its belief, 
which it posses more difficulties on diplomacy 
and negotiation, continuing military/policing by 
government is strongly not advised. 
 

5.  BK PRISONERS VERSUS CHIBOK 
SCHOOL GIRLS 

 
On May 6, 2017, the Federal Government of 
Nigeria exchanged an undisclosed number of BK 
suspects (some sources mention 5 BK suspects) 
for 82 kidnapped Chibok girls after several 
negotiations [57-62]. Apart from handing over 
five prominent terrorists to BK in exchange for 
the release of 82 Chibok girls, €2m was also paid 
to the terrorist group, BBC report [57]. This action 
by the Federal Government has generated a 
mixed feeling for both scholars and indigenes of 
the country. While some (especially relatives of 
the released girls) are happy, others are left to 
pounder on the effects (both short and long term) 
this decision will bring to the country.  
 
However, Islamic fundamentalism has been 
observed to be a major cause of this crisis. 
Islamic fundamentalism is the belief in the 
existence and supremacy of the Islamic religion 
above every other religion. BK sect is agitating 
for an Islamic State in Nigeria. Members of this 
dreaded group believe that an infidel is anyone 
who practices a religion other than Islamic 
religion and such a person deserves to die. Also 
the group is strongly against western education. 
It claims that western education is evil. Other 
factors include economic, social, legal and 
political factors. These factors must be carefully 

considered at this point: First, economic factor; 
the government has expended about €2m 
coupled with other sums on the dreaded BK sect 
who are bent on destroying the lives and 
properties of its citizens. Second, social factor; 
government negotiation will likely amount to a 
geometric increase in the activities of the sect. 
Third, legal factor; the exchange of prisoners for 
Chibok girls is to a large extent a pervasion of 
justice for the former, considering that the          
tenet of justice has been defiled. Fourth,             
political factor; government negotiation with BK 
portrays weakness and strategic incapability, as 
securing lives and properties of the citizens 
remains the traditional goal and real essence of 
government. 
 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDA-
TIONS 

 
Terrorism in Nigeria as perpetuated by BK has 
contributed severely to the country’s instability. 
Also, the current swap of 5 BK terrorists who 
were held custody in the Nigerian prison for 82 
Chibok school girls has raised several conflicting 
arguments regarding its rationality. 
Epistemologically, government after government 
have pledged at several points never to negotiate 
with terrorists, but they most often end up doing 
so, and the Nigerian government is not an 
exception. Similarly, scholars have taken 
different stance regarding BK negotiation. Some 
posit that BK negotiation will legitimize the group, 
their goals and means. Others believe that there 
is absolutely no harm in negotiating with the 
group, especially if the essence of the 
negotiation is to save the lives of citizens or to 
possibly reduce their suffering and injuries. It has 
been a much reiterated fact within this paper that 
terrorist negotiation is morally repugnant as it is 
politically necessary. Negotiation process 
remains an integral element in the country’s 
policy-making process and should graduate from 
agenda setting, through issues determination to 
exploring options as well as finding solutions. 
Correspondingly, even in the negotiation 
process, some factors like strong and purposeful 
leadership, political stalemate, timing, spoiler’s 
engagement, as well as a clear identification of 
who to negotiate with should be carefully 
considered. 
 

It is therefore the recommendation of this paper 
that terrorist negotiation in Nigeria should remain 
as a last resort and should be applied only when 
every other option prove abortive. The Federal 
government through its instrument of coercion 
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should ensure adequate protection for its citizens 
against terrorism and insurgency. The fight 
against terrorism should not be left for the Armed 
Forces alone, relevant bodies, stakeholders and 
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) should 
be involved. Sensitization programmes should 
remain on air and awareness should be created 
on best approaches to self and neighborhood 
defense. Security alert and proper channels of 
reporting suspicious movements around the 
neigbourhood should be made known to the 
people of Nigeria. Also, International Corporation 
should be adopted in addressing this problem. 
On a lighter note, the ability of authorities to inflict 
casualties on terrorists during a hostage-taking 
incident limits terrorist success at both the 
execution and the negotiation stages. 
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