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ABSTRACT

The Fulani Herdsmen has been ranked as the fourth deadliest terrorist group in the
world by the 2014 Global terrorism Index. This paper examines the activities of the
Fulani Herdsmen against the background of their persistent violent attacks on farms,
farmers and communities across Nigeria to the detriment of national unity and
security. Relying on the theory of Deprivation, Frustration and Aggression; the paper
relies on the strength of secondary (including historical) and to some extent, primary
sources of data to situate the Fulani Herdsmen Terror as the nexus of the deprivations
emanating from the plethora of social, economic, environmental and political situations
in Nigeria. The paper makes recommendations on ways to bring the terror attacks
under control.
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INTRODUCTION

Each year, the Global Terrorism Index (GTI), which is published by Sidney, Australia-based
Institute for Economics and Peace reveals a list of the world’s most deadly terrorist
organizations. In 2013, Nigeria’s Fulani herdsmen did not rank among the top five groups,
having been the cause of only 63 deaths throughout the year (Punch Editorial, May 6, 2016).
The following year, however, the militants were responsible for 1,229 deaths, which placed
them at number four on the list, outdone by only the Taliban, the Islamic State, and Boko
Haram (Institute for Economics and Peace, 2016). Since then, the Fulani militants have
continued to cause death and destruction in Nigeria. In the first quarter of 2016, Fulani
militants were responsible for nearly 500 deaths, and have showed no signs of slowing down.
Despite the havoc that has been wrought by this group, the Fulani are largely ignored in
discussions of world terror, and if mentioned are overshadowed by Nigeria’s second terror
group, Boko Haram (Punch Editorial, May 6, 2016). This may not be the case for much longer,
as the Fulani herdsmen terror is emerging an uncontrollable threat to the very fabrics of the
Nigerian body polity.

Nigeria is a multi-ethnic country that has consistently battled the contradictions involved in
keeping diverse peoples, cultures and values together. Nigeria, as a country, came into
existence in 1914 with the British amalgamation of the erstwhile autonomous empires,
kingdoms and city states. These political entities had nothing in common other than trade and
wars of expansion. Nigeria has a history of ethnicity that is so varied to an extent that there is
no definition of a Nigerian beyond that of someone who lives within the borders of the country.
Despite this multiplicity of ethnic groups, economic factors result in the significant mobility of
Nigerians of multiple ethnic and religious backgrounds to reside in territories in Nigeria that
are outside their ethnic or religious background, resulting in the intermixing of the various
ethnic and religious groups.
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According to Olugbenga (2017):
Although inter-ethnic cohabitation occurs in many places in Nigeria, each of the
Eastern, Western and Northern Nigeria is dominated by the Igbo, Yoruba and
Hausa-Fulani ethnic groups, respectively. While the average Igbo is known for
business, the Yoruba are mainly arable and cash crop farmers but also engage
in serious academic pursuits. Conversely, the average Hausa-Fulani is a herdsman
who is easily identified with cattle and general livestock tending, an endeavour
that takes him to different parts of the country in search of lush vegetation for
animal pasture, particularly southern Nigeria which receives more rainfall
than the north. Thus, many Hausa/Fulani are pastoralists who herd cattle
and other livestock, often on an itinerant basis.

Interestingly, the relationship between Nigeria’s myriad ethnic groups is witnessing an
increased spate of hate actions that have now taken over the hitherto existing cordial and
fruitful relationships. In fact, concerning the Herdsmen and their host communities across
Nigeria, studies have shown that the usual camaraderie, good fellowship, warm acceptance,
mutual respect and tolerance that used to be the situation has gradually changed over time to
explosive situations of disrespect, mutual suspicion, and resources induced conflicts,
destruction of properties, violence, killing and terror (Seddon and Sumberg, 1997; Gbaka,
2014).

These undeniable changes in relationship have been induced mainly by urbanization,
desertification, and the indifference of the Nigerian government. There is increased struggle
for arable land and water between farmers who need it for cultivation and herdsmen that
needs it for grazing. In the process, conflicts break out between the farmer who labour to
cultivate the land and the herdsmen who bring their cattle to eat up crops and contaminate
community watering-places. However in recent years, the spate of conflicts between herdsmen
and farmers have taken a new dimension in frequency and dimension as the Herdsmen now
terrorise farmers and farming communities with guns and ammunitions which have always led
to the wanton destruction of communities, killing, maiming and raping of daughters and
mothers. The Fulani herdsmen, a predominantly Muslim group, have no green lands, and
green grasses for their cattle. Thus, they chose to fight, kill and take over farm lands through
violence. While our government looked the other way. Herdsmen have metamorphosed from
arrow and machete carrying people to sophisticated gun wielding people in just a few years.

THE FULANI HISTORICALLY
Fula or Fulani or Fulbe are an ethnic group of people spread over many countries,
predominantly in West Africa, but found also in Central Africa and The Sudan of East Africa.
The countries in Africa where they are present include Mauritania, Senegal, Guinea, The
Gambia, Mali, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Benin, Burkina Faso, Guinea Bissau, Cameroon, Cote
d’Ivoire (Ivory Coast), Niger, Togo, the Central African Republic, Ghana, Liberia, and as far as
Sudan in the east.

The Fulani are traditionally a nomadic, pastoralist, trading people, herding cattle, goats and
sheep across the vast dry hinterlands of their domain. The Fulani were the first group of people
in West Africa to convert to Islam through jihads, or holy wars, and were able to take over
much of West Africa and establish themselves not only as a religious group but also as a
political and economic force. Over 99% of Fulani are Muslims. It is said that to be a Fulani is to
be a Muslim. They are the missionaries of Islam and continued to conquer much of West Africa.
Their lives revolved around and were dedicated to their herds. Today, some estimate as many
as 18 million Fulani people stretch across the countries of West Africa. They remain to be the
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largest group of nomadic people in the world, earning them the appellation of “Fulani
herdsmen.” The current struggle between the Fulani and other peoples of Nigeria represents
the end result of years of conflict between the Fulani and others in the area and results from
many social, economic, and environmental factors that have long affected the Fulani.

This is Ohonvbe Model Primary School, Ikpoba, Okha LGA, Edo State. The Fulani herdsmen did
not only take the cows to the school field but also inside the class rooms to chase out the pupils
on June 9, 2017.

Never before, however, have Fulani resorted to such widespread terrorist activity. In fact,
between 2010 and 2013, only 80 people were killed by Fulani herdsmen compared to more
than 1,200 killed in 2014 alone, an escalation for which many factors have been credited. The
Nigerian government has not addressed Fulani concerns, and many Fulani have been forced to
leave their lands in recent years by deforestation, causing them to become unfamiliar with
permissible grazing lands, angering local communities.

Theory Of Deprivation, Frustration And Aggression

A plethora of literature exists on the menace of Fulani Herdsmen in Nigeria under different
analytical frameworks. Some of these works have employed frameworks such as climate
change, relative deprivation and processual theories of conflict (Olaniyan, Francis and Okeke-
Uzodike, 2015); ecopolitics (Blench, 2003), eco-violence (Okoli and Atelhe, 2014), and global
climate change (Okoli, Enyinnia, Elijah and Okoli, 2014; Odoh and Chigozie, 2012, Abbass,
2012), Olugbenga (2017) among others. The present study differs from the above mentioned
that sought to discuss the carnage committed by the herdsmen because it aims at explaining
terrorism induced by a combination of deprivation, frustration and aggression.
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Fundamentally, the relative deprivation theory is a view of social change and movements,
according to which people take action for social change in order to acquire something (for
example, opportunities, status, or wealth) that others possess and which they believe they
should have, too.

Dollard, Millard, et al. (1939) while espousing the theory, posited that frustration leads men to
act aggressively, thus, taking a cue from the above, this paper’s main argument is that the
frustration experienced by the Fulani Herdsmen on the one hand and the
farmers/communities that have been attacked on the other hand, is caused by
relative deprivation, and the resulting aggression is manifested as Fulani Herdsmen terror as
currently witnessed.

Ted Gurr (2010) in his highly reputed book - Why Men Rebel, espoused the nexus of frustration
and aggression as well as the place of deprivation is a classic book that explores why people
engage in violence. Though written long before the current rash of insurgencies in our world, it
has a lot to say about what is happening in the Fulani Herdsmen Terror on Nigerians. In this
book, Gurr examines the psychological frustration-aggression theory which argues that the
primary source of the human capacity for violence is the frustration-aggression mechanism.
Frustration does not necessarily lead to violence, Gurr says, but when it is sufficiently
prolonged and sharply felt, it often does result in anger and eventually violence. Gurr explains
this hypothesis with his term "relative deprivation," which is the discrepancy between what
people think they deserve, and what they actually think they can get. If, however, there is a
significant discrepancy between what they think they deserve and what they think they will
get, there is a likelihood of rebellion. Gurr posits this to be the case even if there is no question
that their basic needs will be met. The first situation may be a desperate one, but it is the
second that is frustrating. And, according to Gurr (2010), just as frustration produces
aggressive behavior on the part of an individual, so too does relative deprivation predict
collective violence by social groups.

A number of other variables influence the use of violence as well, for example the culture, the
society, and the political environment. The culture must at least accept, if not approve, violent
action as a means to an end. Violence is also more likely if the current leadership and/or the
socio-economic/political system is seen as unresponsive. Another factor is whether violence is
considered to be a viable remedy to the problem.

Dougherty and Pfaitzgraff (1971) also espoused the theory of deprivation, frustration and
aggression. To the duo, the theory is anchored on the premise that aggression is always a
function of frustration and the occurrences of aggressive behaviour always presuppose the
existence of frustration. The central theme of the theory is that scarcity is the product of
insufficient supply (impact of climate population explosion) or unequal distribution of
resource as a result of deprivation which ultimately leads to aggression. Operating from this
assumption, it can be argued that conflicts do not just occur; rather there must be a reason for
such conflict. For instance, depletion of natural resource can lead to competition for scarce
resources and this competition can also lead to deprivation of the weak and vulnerable access
to these resources. On the issue of frustration, it means that one’s access to means of livelihood
(farming or grazing as the case may be) is being thwarted by another or possibly by particular
circumstances and that one’s reaction to this thwarting is that of annoyance.

To comprehend this assumed connection between frustration and relative deprivation, we
must look at Gurr's definitions. Relative deprivation "is defined as actors' perception of
discrepancy between their value expectations and their value capabilities”. It is the gap
between that "to which people believe they are rightfully entitled" and that which "they think
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they are capable of getting and keeping". It is essential to note that deprivation is not based on
wants or needs alone, but on the wants and needs that we feel we ought to have or deserve.

More often than not, the Herdsmen are frustrated due to desertification, thus, the reality is that
they face forced migration and as they migrate, series of challenges are encountered which in
turn brings frustration. Similarly, farmers who have struggled to cultivate farmlands also get
frustrated whenever herds of cattle destroy their farmlands. The Fulani Herdsmen terror is a
struggle over values and claims to scarce resources in which their aims are to neutralize, injure
or to eliminate the host communities in a bid to fend for their animals.

The violent activities of the Fulani Herdsmen occurs because of the accumulation of residual
instigatory effects of frustration. The terrorist activities of the herdsmen is traceable to the
desertification that has caused depletion in grazing opportunities or scarcity of feed for their
animals which in the long-run affects their economic wellbeing. If a herdsmen losses his flock
to drought and water scarcity, he may be frustrated because of the loss of livelihood. From this
reality, he may be aggressive and since, he cannot channel it to the natural causes, he may in
the long-run channel it to any person or group that obstructs his migration to a safe area. The
more disturbing issue about the Herdsmen is that they also block the highways with their
cattle, rob and kidnap people, keep them captives in the bush and demand for ransom. The
Herdsmen have also been involved in the rape of old and young women and burning of
communities (The Vanguard, 2015).

Similarly, the farmers and host communities of the Middle Belt and Southern Nigeria also gets
frustrated whenever animals trample on their farmlands to eat up their cultivations. The
reality too is that they become aggressive and channel their aggression to the herdsmen and
their cows. After all, no rational being or farmer can stand idle and watch his means of
livelihood being destroyed by herdsmen cattle. As a result of this reality, conflict and
confrontation is bound to occur. The main thrust of the conflict is the loss of the means of
livelihood. As has been noted earlier, within the middle-belt region and across Southern
Nigeria, terror caused by the Fulani intrusion into their land has remained unresolved.

Fulani Herdsmen Terror in Nigeria

The tension between Fulani herdsmen and the farming communities has been in existence for
several years but has escalated in recent times to include attacks, kidnappings and killings by
the nomads. A cursory statistics reveals that between 2007 and 2012 the herdsmen
slaughtered in different parts of Nigeria people totaling about 100, but between 2013 and 2015
the human carnage perpetrated by the Fulani nomads in different parts of Nigeria has risen to
figure totaling about 1012. The state that seems to be the hardest hit by this bestial acts of
killings by the herdsmen are Benue, Taraba, Nassarawa, Plateau, Kaduna, Kastina and Enugu
with pockets of such attacks across most of the states in southern Nigeria. The disturbing issue
is that although in the past, these Fulani herdsmen who wander in the bushes grazing their
cattle do unleash terror on the host communities; the magnitude of damages to life and
properties was not high as it is becoming now. The fact also is that in the past they operate
with knives, clubs, bow and arrows but now they move with sophisticated arms - gun, riffles,
Ak-47, pump action and the likes. Worse still, they deploy their sophisticated weapons and
attack their target communities at a time that they are most vulnerable such as at midnight or
on Sundays when they are in church, killing people indiscriminately, burning houses and
looting properties.

Most worrisome is the brutality and impunity with which these herdsmen operate with no
regard for the law and the sanctity of human life. Painfully still the Nigeria police, military and
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other statutory security agencies came to no useful help and the unsuspecting villagers are
mercilessly slaughtered in their homes with their houses and properties destroyed. According
to Olugbenga (2017), most attacks by herdsmen occur in non-Hausa dominated states (Fulani
herdsmen are itinerant, migrant people who move about in search of pasture and water for their
flocks), particularly in the middle belt and southern states. Most of the dead are from other ethnic
groups and the material loses are colossal, which aptly justifies the description of Fulani
herdsmen as terrorists.

All terrorist organisations the world over are known as movements that uses terror as a weapon
to achieve their goals often times done through intimidation or coercion or by instilling fear as
presently witnessed in the activities of Fulani Herdsmen in Nigeria.

Unfortunately, the central government seem unperturbed as no concerted efforts have been
made to quell the Fulani Herdsmen terror. From Agatu in Benue State, Akure in Ondo State,
Bukuru area in Plateau State, Oke Ogun area in Oyo State, Gassaka and Bali local government
areas in Taraba State to Nimbo in Enugu State, rampaging Fulani herdsmen seem to be on a
mission to draw blood. And blood they are getting.

Sadly, as it was the case at the onset of Boko Haram insurgency, the dastardly acts of Fulani
herdsmen have not been accorded the requisite handling by appropriate authorities. For
instance, it took President Buhari something akin to ages before he eventually came out with a
position on the appalling activities of the Fulani herdsmen. The motive behind such costly
silence, in the face of acts capable of disintegrating the country, remains a mystery to ordinary
Nigerians. It is exactly the same pattern of belated response that gave Boko Haram the
necessary impetus that turned it into such a monstrous group in the country. The reason(s)
why our leaders often wait pointlessly for the blood of hapless compatriots to be spilled in
needless circumstances before stemming the tide would continue to be a mystery. This brings
us to the thorny issue of modus operandi of both Boko Haram and Fulani herdsmen. The
method of operation of the two groups is quite curious. As for Boko Haram, since it has now
assumed the status of a global terrorist body, the sophisticated nature of their arsenal and
operation is no longer unusual. What is, however, odd is the kind of riffles being reportedly
used by rampaging Fulani herdsmen across the country. It becomes curious as to what Fulani
herdsmen could be doing with such combat-purposed assault rifles. What could be the source
of such dangerous ammunition? If there is, indeed, a source, then, like Boko Haram, there
would definitely be sponsors. If there are sponsors, the next puzzle is: what could be their
motives? Could it be that purported skirmishes by Fulani herdsmen across the country are just
clever ploys by some ‘evil genius’ to further throw the country into prolonged chaos? Could it
be that recent upsurge in Fulani herdsmen atrocities is being orchestrated by some ‘powerful’
people with sinister intent to derail the country?

Everywhere the herdsmen go, sorrow, tears and blood trail them. Curiously, they operate in
such audacious fashion that makes mockery of our national security arrangement. Government
action has not been forthcoming against the Fulani militants, and bills intended to resolve
issues in the middle belt have been highly contested in the Nigerian legislature. The Nigerian
President Muhammadu Buhari has also been accused of giving the Fulani preferential
treatment due to his own Fulani heritage, and legislation proposed by his party to provide
grazing land for the Fulani herdsmen has been met with suspicion and outrage. Despite the
efforts of some isolated State governments to make laws to curb the excesses of the herdsmen,
the Fulani Herdsmen terror is on the rise in Nigeria thus bringing to question whether other
things motivate the Fulani Herdsmen terror and what must be done to foster peace, unity,
understanding and tolerance among Nigeria’s myriad ethnic groups.
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It is instructive to know that the apparent inability of the federal government to regulate
indiscriminate cattle grazing is inextricably linked to the political economy of cattle rearing in
Nigeria. First, President Muhammadu Buhari is a Fulani and the Grand Patron of the Miyetti
Allah Cattle Breeders’ Association of Nigeria (MACBAN), the umbrella body for cattle rearers in
the country. The fact that the president himself is a Fulani major cattle dealer could be
responsible for his seeming inability to separate the responsibilities of his office as president from
his ethnic and economic interests as Fulani, cattle dealer and grand patron of MACBAN, thus,
constraining him to call the rampaging Fulani herdsmen to order.

In the view of Olakiitan (2016), “the failure of government to address the situation decisively
has several implications for Nigeria. The fact that herdsmen now carry sophisticated
ammunition with which they kill and maim perceived opponents at will constitutes grave
danger to national security. This is because security personnel including the police have not
been able to withstand weapon-wielding herdsmen’s boldness and firepower”. The herdsmen
have sacked whole communities, abducted elder statesmen, killed Police officers, raped, looted
and perpetrated heinous crimes while the government has done nothing to arrest the situation
(see timeline of Herdsmen Terror as reported in the Nigerian Media).

Attacks between 1997 and 2015
Attacks By Fatalities [Count] [461]
0-30 [437]

30-60 [16]

60-90 [2]

4]
‘ 90-120 [5]

120-150 [1]

Figure 1: Fulani Herdsmen Attack, 1997-2015

The Way Forward

Given the consequences of the Fulani Herdsmen terror, the results of earlier researches on the
subject matter and the revelations of this study, the following recommendations are made to
checkmate the phenomenon:

First, state actors either out of economic, religious or ethnic considerations pretend as if the
activities of the Fulani Herdsmen are not an act of terror! This is detrimental to national unity
and security. Therefore, Government should take urgent measures to disarm these herdsmen,
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fish out and prosecute those involved, including their sponsors and bring them to justice. It will
also be necessary to encourage and promote community policing and intelligence gathering to
forestall grazing related terror.

Second, the growing complexities of the modern world coupled with environmental challenges
no longer make nomadic grazing attractive. Government should therefore as a matter of
urgency, consider and adopt a sedentary grazing policy/practice in the country.

Third, since resource scarcity has fuelled hate actions among ethnic groups in Nigeria, it would
be necessary to initiate, support and sustain dialogue between herdsmen, villagers, traditional
and community leaders and security agencies in order to nip checkmate the Fulani herdsmen
terrorism.

Fourth, there is need to provide logistical support to security agencies to apprehend
perpetrators of attacks.

Finally, the Federal Government must as a matter of urgency demonstrate fairness and
commitment to citizen welfare no matter the tribe that is concerned. This will enhance national
unity and security and also go a long way at remedying the scale of deprivation, frustration and
aggression that is promoting ethnic hate action as presently witnessed in Nigeria.

CONCLUSION
The wave of Fulani herdsmen terror in Nigeria is alarming. It has damaged relations among
Nigerian ethnic nationalities and poses a serious threat to the peaceful and continuous
existence of Nigeria as a country due to the ethnic hate actions which it engenders as
demonstrated in this paper. The Federal Government should expectedly wake up from its
slumber and pretense to emplace policy frameworks to curb the menace in the overall interest
of peace, unity and security in Nigeria’s multi-ethnic and multi-religious set up.
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Timeline Of Reported Deadly Encounters Between Fulani Herdsmen And Nigerians

Nationwide (As Reported In The Media)
1. Fulani herdsmen kill 7 again in Benue Published on March 26, 2014
http://www.pmnewsnigeria.com/2014/03/26/fulani-herdsmen-kill-7-again-in-benue/

2. Suspected Fulani herdsmen kill at least 23 in central Nigeria http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/afp/article-
3097701 /Suspected-Fulani-herdsmen-kill-23-central-Nigeria.html 26 May 2015

3. Gov. Gabriel Suswam of Benue REPORTED that some Fulani herdsmen attacked Agatu Local Government Area
of the state, leaving “high casualties including women and children”
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2013/05/many-killed-in-benue-herdsmen-attack-20-policemen-killed-in-
nasarawa/ May 8th, 2013

4 Over 100 women, children and farmers killed in renewed Tiv/Fulani bloodbath
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2013/05/over-100-women-children-and-farmers-killed-in-renewed-tivfulani-
bloodbath/

5. Fulani herdsmen sack Imo community http://sunnewsonline.com/new/national/fulani-herdsmen-sack-imo-
community/ April 23rd, 2013

6. 10 Kkilled in Delta as villagers, herdsmen clash http://www.vanguardngr.com/2013/04/10-killed-in-delta-as-
villagers-herdsmen-clash/ April 15th, 2013

7. Horror: Fulani herdsmen murder, rape and destroy Ohaji/Egbema community
http://www.hoohaaonline.co/horror-fulani-herdsmen-murder-rape-and-destroy-ohajiegbema-community/ April
15th, 2013

8. Three killed, houses burnt as Fulani herdsmen attack Tiv farmers
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2013/04 /three-killed-houses-burnt-as-fulani-herdsmen-attack-tiv-farmers/
April 9th, 2013

9.5 killed in renewed Tiv/Fulani crisis http://www.sundaytrust.com.ng/index.php/news/12447-5-killed-in-
renewed-tiv-fulani-crisis March 24th, 2013

10. 35 reported dead as Herdsmen Clash in Plateau State...March 21st, 2013 http://www.punchng.com/news/35-
villagers-killed-in-fresh-plateau-communal-clash/

11. Over 100 Beroms Killed By Fulani Militias - Lg Boss | 247 Nigeria http://247nigerianewsupdate.com/over-
100-beroms-killed-by-fulani-militias-lg-boss/ March 21st, 2013

12. Hundreds Flee As Clash Between Herdsmen And Community Kills 2 In Delta
http://www.channelstv.com/home/2013/02/20/hundreds-flee-as-clash-between-herdsmen-and-community-
kills-2-in-delta/ 21 Feb, 2013

13. 30 killed, scores injured in Fulani herdsmen, Eggon farmers clash
http://www.vanguardngr.com/2013/02/30-killed-scores-injured-in-fulani-herdsmen-eggon-farmers-clash/ 08
Feb, 2013

14. Two die, thousands displaced as Fulani, Gwari clash in Abuja http://www.punchng.com/business/two-die-
thousands-displaced-as-fulani-gwari-clash-in-abuja/ Date Published 30 Dec, 2012

15. Save us from Fulani herdsmen, farmers plead http://t.co/B04L1pyl Date Published 02 Dec, 2012
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