
Abstract

The a�empt to examine the socio‐economic and poli�cal background of 
religious disturbances in northern Nigeria up to 1965 will be be�er appreciated 
if situated within an appropriate historical context. As a result, this paper aims 
to discuss the socio‐economic and poli�cal factors that facilitated the 
emergence, growth and development of militant religious ideas and beliefs 
within the Muslim communi�es of northern Nigeria in the period under 
considera�on. The paper also sets to iden�fy some of the key issues that have 
always been at the founda�on of such disturbances as evidenced from the 
circumstances leading to their occurrence in parts of northern Nigeria. It is 
hoped that, at the end of the exercise, the necessary linkage between the 
historical background and the contemporary challenges posed by the ac�vi�es 
of differing tendencies of insurgency, could be easily iden�fied and 
appreciated. However, this does not suggest that, the causes and the 
consequences of all the trends of religious disturbances witnessed before and 
a�er the emergence of the Sokoto Caliphate were exactly the same. Certainly, 
they were not. Though it is not within the scope of this paper to discuss reasons 
for the differences in the changing circumstances over �me.

Auwalu Anwar¹

Examining the Socio�Economic
and Political Background of Religious

Disturbances in Northern Nigeria,
up to 1965

Claim to Prophet‐hood as a Trigger

One of the major factors that played very important role in the mobiliza�on of 
people and the spontaneous outbreak of disturbances among Muslim 
communi�es of northern Nigeria, was the claim to prophet-hood by some 
individual pseudo preachers, who kept on appearing from �me to �me. These 
preachers were more o�en than not resisted, rejected, or even confronted by 
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the combined forces of the ulama (scholars) in league with the State in order to 
prevent or to stop the outbreak of disturbances. Some of the dis�nguishing 
features of preachers that made such claim included a visible lack of 
knowledge in religious scholarship and learning. However, in spite of this 
fundamental weakness, many claimants to prophet-hood s�ll a�racted 
considerable a�en�on and a sizeable number of commi�ed or even fana�cal 
followers. Thus posing a serious security threat to the established religious and 
poli�cal leaderships of the communi�es wherever they appeared. The claim to 
prophet-hood and how to deal with its repercussions, cons�tuted real problem 
to leaders of Muslim communi�es of northern Nigeria centuries before the 
emergence of the Sokoto Caliphate (herea�er referred to as the Caliphate). 
The challenges posed by this problem con�nued even a�er the establishment, 
and subsequent conquest, of the Caliphate.  

For instance, in a poem composed by the famous Katsina scholar, Muhammad 
b. al-Sabbagh b. Muhammad al-Hajj b. Baraka b. Ibrahim al-Kashnawi al-Arabi 
(popularly known as Wali Dan Marina in Hausaland) in praise of the Amir al‐
Muminin Kariyagiwa, on November 10, 1659, we are informed of a significant 
disturbance in Katsina in or before 1659. The disturbance was caused by a 
certain Malam who claimed to be a prophet and was opposed by both the 
ulama and the authori�es in Katsina, consequently leading to the immediate 
execu�on of the claimant and his followers (Bobboyi and Hunwick, 1991: 125-
138). Similarly, it is reported that in the Eighteenth-Century, among the people 
of Borno, there were some believers, largely in the Bagara region in the 
modern area of Geidam, who iden�fied a prophet of their own. This sect 
emerged in Birni Gazargamo in the reign of Sultan of Borno Ali B. Hajj (1750-
1790). The founder of the sect was one Sharif Ahmad Al-Mabruk also known as 
Malam Wasarima who claimed to be a prophet. The sect became large and the 
ac�vi�es of its members a�racted a lot of public a�en�on so much so that the 

1 This paper is largely derived from the first part of an earlier presenta�on – “From Maitatsine to 
Boko Haram: Examining the Socio-economic Circumstances of Religious Crisis in Northern 
Nigeria”, at a One-Day Workshop organized for Media Prac��oners in the country, by office of 
the Na�onal Security Adviser to the President, on Effec�ve Understanding and Repor�ng of 
Terrorism by Mass Media: a Construc�ve Approach, on 9th May 2013 in Abuja. I have also 
spoken twice on similar topics  – “From Amnesty to State of Emergency: The Origin and 
Development of Dissent, Revolt and Militant Religious Ideas among Muslim Communi�es in 
Northern Nigeria”, at a Roundtable Dialogue, organized by the Kukah Centre for Faith & 
Leadership Research on 2nd June 2013; & “From Maitatsine to Boko Haram: a Note”, at a 
Symposium on Boko Haram organized by the Department of History, Bayero University, on 
13th February 2010 at the BUK New Site, Kano.

Usmanu Danfodiyo University, Sokoto 9



Sultan had to a�ack its members in the event of which they sca�ered (Lavers, 
1987: 7). 

Disturbances before Colonial Domina�on

Whereas the two cases examined in rela�on to the minor malamai that made 
claims to prophet-hood happened before the Sokoto jihad, it is important to 
understand that similar cases of dissen�ng religious ideas, beliefs, ritual 
prac�ces and the appearance of dissident preachers con�nued even a�er the 
subsequent establishment of the Caliphate. For instance, during the early days 
of the Caliphate a certain preacher known as Malam Maitaguwa appeared in 
Sokoto. His mode of preaching and interpreta�on of the Qur'an a�racted a lot 
of public a�en�on, and the resentment of the ulama. One of the notable areas 
in which his tafsir differed from that of the established ulama was on verse 3 of 
chapter 4. He argued that the ulama were for a long �me misleading people by 
misinterpre�ng the verse to read: Then marry women that you like, two, three, 
or four. His alterna�ve interpreta�on was: Then marry women that you like, 
two, and three, and four. He further argued that, it was because his 
interpreta�on was correct, that the Prophet married up to nine wives at a �me, 
during his life�me. He also indicated that all the excusable explana�ons, about 
the peculiarity and exclusivity of the incident in rela�on to the Prophet, as 
always presented by the ulama, were mere fabrica�ons and hollow. All 
a�empts to counter Maitaguwa's 'peculiar' interpreta�on and bring him back 
to the path of orthodoxy, by the ulama, did not win him over, as he con�nued to 
a�ract mul�tude of followers from the ranks of ordinary Muslims. This, 
consequently, led to great commo�on in Sokoto culmina�ng in the execu�on 
of Maitaguwa, by the authori�es, in order to restore law and order (Anwar, 
1997: 82-83).

Another preacher, Malam Hamza Daba, who was the Imam of Daba (at 
Tsakuwa in Kano), collected a large following and led some disturbances in 
Kano around 1863. The Emir of Kano, Abdullahi, sent some people to bring the 
preacher. He drove them off and proceeded to Ningi with his followers. While 
in Ningi, he se�led on the hill from where he con�nued to harass Kano. 
Consequently, the situa�on escalated into full-scale war with the Emir of Kano. 
The insurgents captured about three hundred villages. They also made war on 
Katagum, Bauchi and also a�acked Zaria and put Emir Sambo to flight at Tukur-
Tukur. Malam Hamza and his followers were finally killed at Bauchi.² S�ll, 
around 1897, one Malam Maijaki arrived Katsina from Damba�a in Kano 
Emirate. He se�led at Tudu, east of Yamil. His presence and mode of preaching 
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brought some anxiety to the authori�es in Katsina. Maijaki was a prominent 
teacher of the Salihawa community. His disagreement with the authori�es 
consequently made him to lead an abor�ve rising against the Emir of Katsina, 
Abubakar. As a result, Maijaki and seventy of his followers were killed.³ In a 
similar case, the Emir of Katsina Muhammadu Dikko, once arrested and 
imprisoned the principal leaders of 'Yan Tubu, in the district of Durbi, as a result 
of their ini�a�on of disturbances.⁴

The Fall of the Caliphate 

The conquest of Kano, which sealed the fate of the Caliphate, on March 15, 
1903, was reacted to differently, as evidenced from the nature of responses 
from members of the Muslim community and their leaders. The conceptual 
approaches of those responses determined the character and direc�on of the 
ac�vi�es of the respec�ve groups of believers, in their subsequent rela�onship 
with the conquering power and any cons�tuted authority, over the years. The 
consequences of the fall of the Caliphate will be be�er appreciated when 
examined against the changing socio-economic and poli�cal condi�ons of the 
people.

The Poli�cal Factors

The search for legi�mate direc�on and answers, on how best to relate to the 
invaders, from Waziri (Vizier) Muhammadu Buhari a�er the flight of Sarkin 
Musulmi⁵ A�ahiru Dan Ahmadu (also known as A�ahiru ) cons�tuted what 
scholars of the Caliphate fondly referred to as: The Dilemma of the Vizier. 
Undoubtedly, subduing the Caliphate was seen to mean the overthrow of its 
legi�mate poli�cal leadership as well as the destruc�on of the en�re way of life 
of the Muslim community. Less than a week a�er the conquest, the High 
Commissioner of what came to be known as Northern Protectorate, Sir 
Frederic Lugard, gave a very trauma�c speech in Sokoto on March 21, 1903 in 

2 NAK, SNP, ZAR PROF, C4013, “Notes on the 'Yan Tubu”, with covering Memo Acc. No. 40/27/8., 
thdated 7  December 1927, pp. 22-23; see also Anwar, 1997: 83.

3 NAK, SNP, ZAR PROF C4013, see Field Notes on “The Masu Kaman Kirji and other Salihawa”, Acc 
thNo. 7/1927/23, dated 28  November 1927, p. 4; see also Anwar, 1997: p. 84.

4 See “Notes on 'Yan Tubu”, p. 22; see also Anwar,  “Gardawa”, 1997: p. 84.
5 Sarkin Musulmi, in Hausa, refers to the �tle used by the Leader of the Sokoto Caliphate. The 

issues on which Muslim leaders debated seem to have relevance even today, considering the 
prevailing challenges facing Muslim communi�es in northern Nigeria today.
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which he outlined the plans of Bri�sh colonial policy for the territory. He 
explained that:

The Fulani in old �mes under Dan Fodio conquered this country. They took the 
right to rule over it, to levy taxes, to depose kings and to create kings. They in 
turn have by defeat lost their rule, which has come into the hands of the Bri�sh. 
All these things, which I have said the Fulani by conquest took the right to do 
now pass to the Bri�sh. Every Sultan and Emir and the Principal Officers of State 
will be appointed by the High Commissioner throughout all this country…The 
Alkalis [sic] and the Emirs will hold the law courts as of old…The powers of each 
court will be contained in warrant appoin�ng it. Sentences of death will not be 
carried out without the consent of the Resident. The Government will, in turn, 
hold the rights in land which the Fulani took by conquest from the people…The 
Government holds the right of taxa�on, and will tell the Emirs and Chiefs what 
taxes they may levy, and what part of it must be paid to Government. The 
Government will have the right to all minerals…Traders will not be taxed by 
Chiefs, but only by Government. The coinage of the Bri�sh will be accepted as 
legal tender, and a rate of exchange for cowries fixed, in consulta�on with 
Chiefs, and they will enforce it… Government will in no way interfere with the 
Mohammedan [sic] religion. All men are free to worship God as they please. 
Mosques and prayer places will be treated with respect by us… In conclusion, I 
hope that you will find our rule sympathe�c and that the country will prosper 
and be contended…Bri�sh rule is just and fair, and people under our King are 
sa�sfied (Lugard, 1903).

Up un�l 1903, the Caliphate, which exercised control over the greater part of 
the northern Nigerian area, was administered on the principle of Tafwid 
(delega�on of authority). The Caliph had over twenty emirs governing the 
respec�ve emirates. Even though he was the head of the polity, the system of 
administra�on was highly decentralized, and was held together mainly 
because the Caliph derived his authority from Islam, and both he and the emirs 
under him were merely to enforce the Islamic system (Abubakar, 1984: 447-
448).

The emirs created and maintained by the Bri�sh were in many respects 
fundamentally different from their 19th-century predecessors. They had li�le 
powers. Furthermore, all the emirs installed by the Bri�sh had to swear the 
oath of allegiance in the name of Allah and the Prophet to:
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Well and truly serve his Majesty and his representa�ve the High 
Commissioner; to cherish no treachery and disloyalty in their hearts; 
to obey the laws of the protectorate and the lawful commands of the 
High Commissioner and his Residents (Abubakar, 1984: 452).

Before the overthrow of the Caliphate system, the Caliph was legi�mately 
recognized as the poli�cal head of the State, the religious leader of the 
community, the supreme Judge of the Shari'a, whose du�es included the 
appointment and deposi�on of emirs. A�er 1903, all these powers were gone 
forever and the Muslim community was rendered leaderless.

As indicated by R. A. Adeleye, Bri�sh policy of ous�ng the legi�mate emir and 
pu�ng another in his place at the point of bayonets if necessary, meant that 
the new emir was never fully recognized, was looked upon with contempt by 
his subjects, and was liable to taunts of treachery (Adeleye, 1977: 231). He 
further explained that hos�lity by the colonial presence came not only from 
the Muslim emirates, but also from the non-Muslim tribes in Adamawa and 
Bauchi, albeit for different reasons.

For the first �me since the establishment of those emirates, the tradi�onal 
enmity between Dar al‐Islan and dar al‐harb receded to the background and 
yielded place, at least temporarily, to a common detesta�on of foreign 
conquest (Adeleye, 1977: 248). 

Lugard's assurances to his bewildered audience, who were recently made 
orphans of the Shari'a, that the colonial system was 'sympathe�c', 'just' and 
'fair' and that the subjugated people were 'sa�sfied', were over-simplis�c and 
showed his gross insensi�vity to the feelings of Muslims for the destruc�on of 
their pres�gious edifice – the Caliphate.

The Economic Context

The establishment of colonial rule subsequently transferred the total control of 
the economy from the Muslim rulers to the Chris�an invaders. This ul�mately 
transformed the character as well as the direc�on of the economy itself. As 
demonstrated by Sa'ad Abubakar, with the inaugura�on of the Land Ordinance 
in 1904, the various pre-exis�ng taxes in the Caliphate and Borno were 
abolished. Henceforth, tax was levied on land. Each district within the emirates 
being allo�ed the share it would pay.

The emergence of na�ve treasuries under the Na�ve Authori�es in 1911 
meant that all taxes collected were channelled into the treasuries for 
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budgetary purposes. From that moment, the emirs and their officials became 
employees of the Na�ve Authori�es and were also placed on fixed salaries.

The changes in taxa�ons enforced by the Bri�sh transformed the func�ons of 
the emirs. The abolishing of occupa�onal taxes and tolls on trade meant that 
the emirs had lost control over the economy of the emirates – the right to 
promote or discourage certain trades and the right to regulate the inflow and 
ou�low of special commodi�es. By also standardizing taxes into Kurdin Kasa 
and Jangali, and passing the collec�on into the hands of district and village 
heads, an important poli�cal class – the previous group of collectors – was 
rendered redundant (Abubakar, 1984: 456-457).

As further stressed by Adeleye, the newly created emirs under colonial rule 
were the key instruments through which the colonial State ensured the 
genera�on of revenue and the regula�on of trade and commerce within the 
Emirates:

The emirs undertook not to put any restric�ons on traders or impose any levies 
on them, except with the consent of the High Commissioner…Minerals and 
waste and uncul�vated lands were declared Crown property…The le�er of 
appointment closed with a charge by the High Commissioner to the new emir 
to be obedient in all the above, to refrain from lip-service and deceit, in return 
of which the government promised not to interfere with his religion as long as 
it did not involve acts contrary to the laws of humanity and oppression of his 
subjects (Adeleye, 1977: 254).

In essence, establishing the colonial system was tantamount to overthrowing 
the status of the Qur'an as the only source of poli�cal authority and divine 
guidance – the Shari'a. Thus, the new class of emirs who ruled faithfully as 
representa�ves of the King of England appeared to have limited influence 
without legi�macy, in the eyes of their subjects. Whereas the colonial State 
established its monopoly and dominance in both the economic and poli�cal 
lives of the people, s�ll, it did not succeed in subduing the essen�al character 
of Muslim Irreconcilables in northern Nigeria, up to the �me of independence, 
in 1960.

The Social Framework

Muslim responses to colonial domina�on could be broadly classified into 
three. There were those who rejected the new order out-rightly. This group 
comprised of believers who violently opposed anything to do with infidels 

DEGEL: The Journal of the Faculty of Arts and Islamic Studies [Vol. 11]14



besides war. The second group consisted of those who did not welcome the 
unbelievers but did not, as well, find it necessary to go into an open 
confronta�on with them. The third was made up of those who either 
compromised or even collaborated with the Chris�an invaders. Members of 
this group played very important role in the service of the Colonial State in 
northern Nigeria through the medium of the “Indirect Rule” System (Anwar, 
1997).

The Muhajirun ⁶

Sarkin Musulmi A�ahiru Dan Ahmadu (also known as A�ahiru ), who led an 
army of believers out of Sokoto when the Caliphate fell to the Bri�sh, was the 
most celebrated leader of those who out-rightly rejected the possibility of 
having any posi�ve rela�onship with the Chris�an colonizers in northern 
Nigeria.

Besides A�ahiru and some of his leading emirs, such as Aliyu of Kano, who 
openly opposed the colonial conquest and even declared jihad against the 
Bri�sh, there were other Muslim groups, but par�cularly the Malamai 
(scholars), who ac�vely campaigned and par�cipated in figh�ng the enemy. 
The Sarkin Musulmi and a very large number of his followers, among whom 
were a considerable number of scholars, were martyred at the ba�le of Bormi⁷ 
on July 27, 1903.

The death of A�ahiru and his followers at Bormi symbolized the final 
subjuga�on of the Islamic system and the massacre of the 'Muslim personality 
and iden�ty' by the Chris�ans in this part of the world. The migra�on of 
A�ahiru and his loyalists, eastwards, became a ma�er of very serious concern 
to the Bri�sh in the sense that the opposi�on to colonialism, at that stage, 
assumed a definite religious character and took a very dangerous poli�cal 
dimension.

6 Muhajirun, in Arabic, means immigrants. In the context of Islam, it originally referred to the 
followers of the Prophet Muhammad who performed the Hijra (migra�on) either from Mecca 

thto Abyssinia (Ethiopia) or from Mecca to Medina, in the 7 -century. In the context of the 
Sokoto Caliphate, as used in this paper, the term refers to the group of Muslims who migrated, 
out of Sokoto, under the leadership of Sarkin Musulmi A�ahiru I, when the Caliphate fell to the 
Bri�sh in 1903.

7 For details on Islamic tradi�on in Hausaland, see H. Bobboyi and A. M. Yakubu (eds.), The Sokoto 
Caliphate: History and Legacies, 1804‐2004 (Kaduna: 2006), Vols. 1 & 2.
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The enthusias�c response to A�ahiru's campaign to mobilize Muslim to 
migrate eastwards in retreat from the land of unbelief, which frightened the 
colonial State, was largely sustained through the use of a special poem 
composed by the Sarkin Musulmi himself, especially for that purpose. The 
poem was �tled, Wakar Zuwan Annasara Kasar Hausa (poem on the coming of 
Europeans to Hausaland). According to P. J. Shea and I. A. Abba:

This poem was not simply a jus�fica�on or explana�on of the 
emigra�on which he [A�ahiru] led, but also a summon for others to 
join and a rebuke for those who collaborated with the conquerors 
(Abba and Shea, 2001: 60).

The debate as to whether the hijra led by A�ahiru, with the sole inten�on of 
reaching the Holy Land, was a fulfilment of a collec�ve decision which has 
already been taken by the principal func�onaries of the Caliphate, before the 
conquest, or it was simply a panic measure taken by a leader of a collapsing 
polity, is far from being conclusive. At any rate, the hijra, regardless of how it 
was perceived, was an event of great significance in the history of the 
Caliphate.⁸

The Abstainers

Besides those who answered the call to migrate under the leadership of 
A�ahiru, there were others who seemed to have equal degree of hatred for the 
Chris�ans, with the muhajirun, but did not find it necessary to migrate, 
because, according to them majority of Muslims le� behind in the territory of 
the Caliphate, equally needed scholars to guide them in the new set up. 
Muslim leaders, who shared this view, including a considerable number of 
scholars, did not see migra�on as an answer to the problem facing the 
community.  As demonstrated by Adeleye:

8 It is indeed difficult to establish an acceptable version from the available data on what was the 
popular strategy to adopt during the conquest of the Caliphate. The difficulty is largely due to 
the emo�onal and par�san nature of the worldviews that seem to be in conflict as to the 
significance of demonstra�ng whether or not leaders of the conquered Caliphate were truly in 
tandem with their subjects in taking collec�ve decision on how to react to the Chris�an 
invaders. Notwithstanding, it is clear that consensus was not an easy thing to reach due to 
some prac�cal reasons. It could also be possible that the polity was already facing certain 
serious internal challenges, not necessarily poli�cal, but that it was only the invasion of the 
Bri�sh that provided the opportunity for the differing tendencies to manifest and crystalized.   
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Opinion was divided in Sokoto over what the a�tude to the Bri�sh 
should be. Some counselled peace, some figh�ng, and some, 
apparently the majority, were for a hijra from Sokoto before the 
arrival of the Bri�sh…The districts like Sokoto, did not seem to have a 
ready or easy answer (Adeleye, 1977: 280).

The Moderates

Apart from those who either migrated to demonstrate their rejec�on of the 
imposed system or those who abstained, there was also a third group 
comprised of those who took a middle course in compromising with the 
unbelievers for mutual benefits. The intellectual controversy as to whether or 
not a Muslim could have an excuse to stay and operate under the authority of 
the conquering Chris�ans has enriched the corpus of Islamic poli�cal ideas in 
this part of the Muslim world.

Expectedly, A�ahiru has been vehemently against all forms of explana�on or 
reasoning from those who refused to migrate. He accused them of treachery in 
his poem of Europeans:

Many hypocrites are there in our midst. They aid in the affairs of the 
Europeans. And those that go and listen to them – Hypocrites, they are 
supporters of the Europeans.

Muslims that call on them – Those are followers of the Europeans. He who 
appreciates some of their things, Count him as one of the Europeans. It is the 
day of resurrec�on that is fast approaching, one of such signs is the coming of 
the Europeans. Even if this advice were to be rejected, I have completed my 
assignment I follow but my Creator and not the Europeans. May you, Allah, will 
that we pass away as believers; Surely, there will be another terror beside that 
of the Europeans. There is the terror of death and resurrec�on, With these, 
what is the terror of the Europeans. (Ahmadu, 1979: 63-66).

Waziri Muhammadu Buhari who was le� with the responsibili�es of the 
Caliphate in the absence of the Caliph, documented what made it inevitable for 
him to have some kind of working rela�onship with the unbelievers. He did 
that in order to absolve himself from suspicion and blame, from those who 
might not fully comprehend or even appreciate the actual circumstances of the 
�me.

In a trea�se addressed 'to everyone who may come across it among the people 
of knowledge and reflec�on', Buhari explained that when the Muslim troops 
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stopped at Marnona, the people gathered around him to take counsel 
together. They consulted among themselves but saw no possibility of making a 
hijra from the land, due to the scarcity or total lack of water along the roads. 
The severity of heat and the presence of the Chris�an forces camped along all 
the routes had further compounded the problem (Hodgkin, 1975: 392-393).

Having realized the fu�lity of resor�ng to hijra, the Waziri ordered everyone 
from among the Muslims to disperse and take an independent decision, but 
the people rejected the order. On seeing this development, the ulama guided 
the Waziri, by reading a ruling in one of Shehu Usman Danfodio's books, as a 
result of which he agreed to write to the leader of the Chris�ans (Hodgkin, 
1975: 392-393).

When the Chris�ans replied, the Waziri led his followers back to Sokoto. He 
also explained that:

When I discussed with them I heard from them talk which did not bear on the 
prohibi�on of prayer, which is the greatest of the acts of worship, nor on the 
prohibi�on of the Ramadan fast, payment of Zakat and going on pilgrimage to 
the Holy House. However, they were showing off their subjuga�on of Muslims 
and gloried in their conquest of them and in the greatness of their own 
power…When I considered this a�tude of theirs, I rejoiced and gave praise to 
God and thanked Him for it. I then stayed in Sokoto and worked with them 
(Hodgkin, 1975: 392-393).

The jus�fica�on given by the scholars for working coopera�on with the 
Chris�ans did not seem to cleanse the disdainful feeling of betrayal and 
treachery in the mind of Waziri Buhari. He con�nued to see himself as a feeble 
minded person, and his role as that of giving legi�macy for the exploita�on of 
Muslims by the Chris�ans. As a result, he wrote another le�er to one Ahmad bn 
Sa'd, who was then the Alkali (judge) of Gwandu, seeking for further 
clarifica�on on the ma�er. In his response, Ahmad upheld the earlier ruling of 
the Sokoto ulama. He also argued that:

The world is a house of distress and trials…This deed of yours is 
definitely the right thing, and God knows best, because this our land 
is a land of Islam and if we emigrate from it, it becomes a land of 
unbelief…The Chris�ans do not impede religion and the rites of Islam 
established in our land. Their goal is seeking for territory and over-
lordship in worldly ma�ers. As regards Islam, they do not hinder 
anyone from it from Futa to here. Thus the best thing for you is to 
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nego�ate a truce with them and seek se�lement with them since 
truce nego�a�on is permissible to the Imam and his deputy when 
Muslims are too weak to fight…This is our par�cular kind of 
friendship with them at present. We show regard to them with the 
tongue and have intercourse with them in affairs of the world but 
never love them in our heart nor adopt their religion (Hodgkin, 1975: 
392-392).

The correspondence between Waziri Buhari and Alkali Sa'd indicates that the 
core scholars and rulers of the Sokoto Caliphate have, finally, resigned their 
fate in God, when it became clear to them that they could not withstand the 
Chris�ans militarily. Thus, a new era of the search for consensus building, co-
opera�on and sporadic outbreak of conflict commenced between the Colonial 
State, on the one hand, and the various groups and tendencies from the 
Muslim community, on the other. It is very important to appreciate that the 
overthrow of the Shari'a made it difficult if not impossible to punish believers 
for commi�ng major offences that were exclusively religious in nature. For 
instance, apostasy could no longer a�ract the prescribed penalty of execu�on, 
except in cases where the apostate (s) tried to disturb the peace by either 
refusing to submit to the authority of the Colonial State, in any form, or wanted 
to spread the new 'religious' ideas within an unwilling members that, more 
o�en than not, cons�tuted the bedrock of the community. In essence, the de-
Islamiza�on of the apparatus of State and its replacement with the Western 
concepts of values have made the residual religious leaders that remained 
behind to be impotent, but especially in respect of enforcement on ma�ers of 
heresy and other serious reprehensible prac�ces.  

The Consolida�on of Islamic Militancy in Northern Nigeria

The overthrow of the Muslim leaders, and the collapse of the Sokoto Caliphate 
in 1903, did not fundamentally alter the religious zeal of the ordinary Muslims 
in the conquered territories. In fact, the coming of the Chris�ans and the 
subsequent events, which followed, further strengthened the spirit of Islam in 
the minds of believers. By the �me the Chris�ans arrived, Muslims in West 
Africa were eagerly awai�ng the appearance of a Mahdi (the guided, who 
would appear to guide others, at the end of �me) or his precursor (Willis, 1967: 
395-415).

Although opinions have differed on the concept, �ming, and even the 
personality of the Mahdi, the idea has gained currency in the development of 
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Islam in Africa (Willis, 1967: 396-397). The success of various jihad movements 
in 19th-century West Africa was partly a�ributed to the expecta�ons of the 
appearance of a Mujaddid (Renewer of the religion) who could also be a Mahdi 
at the same �me. The origin of the concept of a Mahdi in Islam is rooted in the 
tradi�ons of the Prophet:

There will be Caliphs a�er me, said Muhammad, and a�er the Caliphs, princes, 
and a�er the princes, kings, and a�er the kings, tyrants, and then a man from 
my house will appear who will fill the earth with jus�ce as it has been filled with 
injus�ce (Willis, 1967: 396-397).

As opined by Adeleye, one significant aspect of the resentment of the ordinary 
people was that it was Islamic in character (Adeleye, 1977: 290-291). He also 
observed that, with the overthrow of the Caliphate, leadership of the 
resistance movement devolved upon many pious [as well as pseudo] Malamai 
sca�ered throughout the Caliphate (Adeleye, 1977: 320-321).

From around the fall of the Caliphate in 1903, the a�ainment of Nigeria's 
independence in 1960 and up to the overthrow of the First Republic in January 
1966, Muslims responses to socio-economic and poli�cal changes expressed in 
the emergence of Mahdist movements became the established tradi�on in 
northern Nigeria. For instance, as early as 1902, a Malam, Maizanna, had 
proclaimed himself Mahdi in Nupe. In 1903, the followers of Sarkin Musulmi 
A�ahiru largely believed that he was leading them to the Mahdi, especially 
considering that he took his refuge in Bormi (Saeed, 1987; Adeleye, 1977: 321-
322) an area which had for long been associated with the possible appearance 
of a Mahdi. Commen�ng on the rise of Mahdism in various parts of the Muslim 
emirates, Lugard wrote: 

I do not think a year has passed since 1900 without one or more 
Mahdist movements (Adeleye, 1977: 322).

The ac�vi�es of several Mahdi claimants or forerunners of the Expected 
Mahdi, all preaching expulsion of the infidels, made 1906 a crisis year for the 
colonial administra�on in northern Nigeria. In the first quarter of 1906, for 
example, a Muslim preacher in Kontagora propagated the impending end of 
Bri�sh rule and exhorted people to stop paying taxes to the Bri�sh 
administra�on. Similar preachers appeared in Jebba and Yelwa. Several 
preachers with very large following also appeared in Bauchi and Gombe 
emirates, preaching the extermina�on of all unbelievers, but par�cularly the 
Europeans. However, these movements were promptly dealt with by the 
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Bri�sh administra�on before they could become serious threats (Adeleye, 
1977: 321-322).

The Sa�ru and Hadejia Revolts, 1906

The Sa�ru rebellion of February to March 1906 was a celebrated episode in the 
history of an�-colonial resistance in northern Nigeria. The event posed serious 
threat to the survival of Bri�sh administra�on and the consequences of the 
uprising were tragic for both the colonial government and the rebels.

The Chief of the village of Sa�ru (in Sokoto Province) proclaimed himself Mahdi 
in February 1904, and also renamed his son the Prophet Isa (Jesus Christ). He 
was immediately arrested on the orders of the Sultan of Sokoto but died in 
prison at Sokoto while awai�ng trial. In 1906, his son who believed that his 
father died a Mahdi proclaimed himself Annabi Isa (Prophet Isa). The rebellion 
at Sa�ru ini�ally began as a mere dispute between Isa, leader of the uprising, 
and the Village Head of Tsomo who rejected Isa's claim to Prophet-hood 
(Adeleye, 1972: 198-199).

A certain Malam Shu'aibu Dan Makafo who had ins�gated a religious rising 
against the French in the District of Zaberma (Colony of Niger), in January 1906, 
had escaped capture and finally sought refuge at Sa�ru. The rebellion in Sa�ru 
started shortly a�er his arrival. On 14th February 1906, the colonial 
government a�empted to bring the situa�on under control. However, in the 
process, the rebels routed the disorganized expedi�on within 20 minutes. In 
the ba�le, which followed, three European officers – Hillary, Sco� and 
Blackwood – were killed together with 27 of their men, including 2 carriers. 
With the troops fleeing in all direc�ons, a�empt to rally the men proved 
abor�ve. A certain Dr. Ellis was severely wounded but managed to escape in 
the end (Adeleye, 1972: 199-202).

On the 17th of February, the Marafa⁹ of Sokoto at the head of a force of 3,000 
horsemen a�acked Sa�ru. But soon a�er the beginning of hos�li�es, the bulk 
of his men refused to fight, apparently unwilling to oppose the 'holy cause' of 
the rebels. Many of them deserted and the remaining were routed. The 
Marafa himself narrowly escaped death. Isa died between 16th and17th 
February of wounds sustained in the encounter of the 14th at Sa�ru. The twin 

⁹ Marafa is a tradi�onal �tle used in Hausaland.
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success of the rebels boosted their morale. Many par�es of malcontents in the 
neighbourhood of Sa�ru also subsequently joined the rebellion. The rebels 
grew more aggressive. Neighbouring villages were burnt down including 
Danchadi (on 6th March) and Dange (on 8th March). With the death of Isa, 
Shu'aibu Dan Makafo emerged as the new leader of the movement (Adeleye, 
1972: 203-205).

At 2. 00 a.m. on 10th March, 1906, a force of 21 officers and 517 African ranks 
and a large number of local horsemen marched out of Sokoto to Sa�ru under 
the command of Major R. H. Godwin. Two Maxims and one 2.95 inches gun 
were at the service of the expedi�on. The inten�on was not merely to defeat 
the 'fana�cs' but to annihilate them. In short, the immediate aim was revenge. 
But, how far revenge could or should go and what consequences could lie 
beyond unrestrained ac�on appeared, for the moment very irrelevant 
(Adeleye, 1972: 205).

In his assessment of the episode, Adeleye explained that:

The story of muddle and panic, which was Sa�ru is indeed a 
tes�mony to the inconclusiveness of the Bri�sh pyrrhic conquest of 
the Sokoto Caliphate from 1900-1903. The rebellion demonstrates 
the dilemma of a new alien administra�on which viewing itself in a 
Messianic role – as the apostles of humanism and enlightenment – 
was pitched against the hos�lity of a conquered people with a 
resilient poli�cal culture, a world view and pa�ern of rela�ons of 
which the conquerors were largely ignorant…Sa�ru clearly 
symbolizes the excrucia�ng dilemma which faced both conquerors 
and conquered in those early years of revolu�onary changes in the 
process of finding, a modus Vivendi across a poli�co-cultural 
communica�on barrier (Adeleye, 1972: 193).

The case of Hadejia was slightly different from the circumstances that led to the 
Sa�ru disturbances. Hadejia had neither been conquered nor had it submi�ed 
to the Bri�sh by the end of 1903. A number of issues, both poli�cal and 
religious, made the Emir to regard himself as completely independent. During 
Lugard's tour of Kano Province in 1904, he pleaded with the Emir to accept 
Bri�sh rule. When Lugard visited Katagum in mid-December 1904, the Emir of 
Hadejia was the last of the surrounding emirs to visit him. He made his 
submission formally to Lugard and a peaceful rela�onship was established 
between them (Adeleye, 1977: 318).
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thA Bri�sh garrison was subsequently established outside Hadejia on 19  
January 1905, a factor that exacerbated Hadejia's hos�lity to the Bri�sh.  
Aware of the ac�vi�es of the Bri�sh in the conquered emirates, the people of 
Hadejia became fully prepared for any eventuality. The ini�al success recorded 
by the rebels at Sa�ru in February 1906, was received with general rejoicing in 
Hadejia (Adeleye, 1977: 318).

The situa�on deteriorated to a crisis point at which all communica�ons 
between the Emir and the Resident broke down completely. The Lugard 
administra�on felt compelled to take decisive ac�on against Hadejia. An 

thexpedi�on was despatched from Kano on 10  April 1906, to resolve the 
impasse. Lugard's ul�matum, reques�ng for the immediate surrender of the 
'ring leaders' involved in the killing of the W.A.F.F. soldier, was flatly rejected by 
the Emir, and its bearer was struck on the face as a mark of defiance (Adeleye, 
1977: 319). 

Many scholars have captured the a�tude of the Hadejia emirate in its 
opposi�on to Bri�sh colonialism. For instance, according to Adeleye:

In the ba�le, which followed, the Bri�sh forces having entered the 
city, were engaged for five hours in a fierce ba�le with Hadejia 
soldiers led by the Emir in person. The Emir and three of his sons fell 
in the encounter…The revolt of Hadejia, was the last serious revolt 
which confronted the Bri�sh in any of the emirates…The difference 
between Hadejia and other occupied emirates was that in Hadejia, 
unlike in other emirates, tradi�onal leaders of the people solidly and 
openly associated themselves with the discontent of the people 
(Adeleye, 1977: 319).

The ini�al division on what was the best approach in dealing with the 
unbelieving rulers did not seem to wane, even with the colonial system fully 
established. It was not only the ordinary people from the Muslim emirates that 
took to militancy in order to sa�sfy their conscience. For instance, the Emir of 
Hadejia was not alone in his show of hos�lity towards the colonial State. In his 
assessment of the roles played by some emirs, Abubakar explained that some 
emirs were sympathe�c to the rebellion. In Katsina, the Emir Yero was deposed 
for refusing to assist the Bri�sh, thus bringing the Dallazawa dynasty to an end. 
Similarly, in Gwandu, the Emir Muhammadu installed at Ambursa in 1903, was 
deposed in 1906 for complicity during the Sa�ru revolt (Abubakar, 1984: 469-
470).
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In order to account for plausible reasons for the violent opposi�on to the 
colonial State by some Muslims, but especially their leaders, the colonial 
administrators coined a phrase known as “Muslim Irreconcilables”¹⁰ which 
became the standard descrip�on of all those who could not reconcile their 
religious convic�on or sen�ments with loyalty to the Colonial State. However, 
with the approach of independence in the 1950s, the concept of 
'irreconcilability' lost its original meaning as was also used loosely to describe 
radical poli�cal ac�vists who became opposed to the Na�ve Authority system 
in northern Nigeria.

Although the poli�cal unit referred to as the Northern Provinces, and later 
Northern Nigeria, included the two predominant Muslim States of the region – 
namely the Borno Kingdom and the Sokoto Caliphate, the ac�vi�es of Mahdist 
movements were more pronounced in the former emirates of the Caliphate. 
This was because the Bri�sh period in Borno was that of recovery. In Sokoto, 
the emirs and the ulama regarded the coming of the Bri�sh as part of the 
process towards the end of the world. It was also thought that the Bri�sh stay 
was going to be for a very short dura�on and was to be followed by the advent 
of the guided one – al Mahdi (Abubakar, 1984: 477). Even though the tradi�on 
of dissent and the ac�vi�es of dissidents in the name of Islam in Hausaland, 
have preceded the emergence of the Sokoto jihad movement (Last, 2015: 18-
53), it may s�ll be plausible to say that the founda�ons of the current Islamic 
militancy in Northern Nigeria were laid in response to the conquest and 
consequent subjuga�on of the Caliphate.

The Mahdi of Toranke, 1965

The opposi�on to cons�tuted authori�es in the name of Mahdism did not stop 
even a�er the withdrawal of the Bri�sh from northern Nigeria, on gaining 
independence. Agita�ons and uprisings by different categories of preachers 
claiming to either be a Mahdi or a 'prophet' of some sort con�nued. Such 
movements of dissent were broadly classified into two. Firstly, there were 
those whose anger was directed against foreign rule. Malam Sa'id bn Hayatu 
(1923) who declared himself the Khalifa of his father, Hayatu, who had 
recognised the Mahdi of the Sudan and raised the banner of rebellion against 
the Caliphate in the last years of the nineteenth-century; Malam Jibril Gaini 

 For details, see NAK, SNP, 17: 715, Vol. II, “Mahdism etc., 1919-1929.”
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who was a lieutenant of Hayatu and who also recognised the Mahdi of the 
Sudan; and perhaps the rising of Na-Sa�ru of Sokoto who rejected the 
authority of the Sultan of Sokoto, in 1906, as has been indicated earlier, 
belonged to this category. Secondly, there were those who expressed in their 
movements religious rather than poli�cal sen�ments and a�racted massive 
support from the less privileged people of the locality; such as Malam Njidda of 
Bima hill (1949), Malam Hanafi of Gwandu (1958), who went to the extent of 
calling himself God, and Malam Abubakar Bawanke, the 'Mahdi' of Toranke. In 
all these cases, their movements took the form of uprisings and involved the 
authori�es in the use of force to put down their rio�ngs (Alkali, 1968: 92).

While it was difficult to give a scholarly account of the ac�vi�es of Bawanke and 
what inspired him to declare himself a Mahdi, it was apparent that his 
movement had social, religious, if not poli�cal mo�va�on. Sufficient evidence 
existed to indicate the strongly millennial aspects of his community, 
considering his abandonment of every day ac�vi�es, destruc�on of property 
and desecra�on of the mosque. Bawanke was born of Muslim parents and 
brought up in the ordinary way. He went to junior primary school in Argungu, 
and could read and understand some Arabic. He became popular among his 
people because of his generosity, good humour, kindness, truthfulness, 
simplicity and empathy. He was a trader by profession and used to travel far 
and wide in order to dispose of his wares. He became wealthier and more 
influen�al in his locality, following his successful business enterprise. It was 
during one of his business trips to Chouta and Shaiku that he came into contact 
with the Tijaniyya brotherhood, and became impressed by its moral teachings. 
As a result, he invited one of the leaders of the Tijaniyya, Shaykh Abubakar 
Bakariyyu of Fillinge, to come to Toranke and establish the brotherhood there. 
Li�le was known of Bakariyyu as a person, but it was believed that he has 
established the real and simple Tijaniyya in Toranke (Alkali, 1968: 92-93).

Bawanke could not have been totally ignorant of the doctrines of Islam and its 
basic teachings. But s�ll, under his leadership, the Tijaniyya teaching was 
received with reverence equal only to that accorded to the Qur'an and the 
hadith, if not more. He was able to impress the populace by the prospects of a 
new paradise on earth; a world purged of suffering and sin, a kingdom of the 
saints. During the ini�al stages of the Tijaniyya ac�vi�es in Toranke, Bawanke's 
community increased in popula�on and rituals of the brotherhood became the 
only religious pre-occupa�on of his followers, perhaps, apart from belief in the 
existence of God. For instance, there was no �me for members of his 
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community to waste on worldly affairs, such as formalising marriages or 
observing other religious du�es such as fas�ng. He claimed to have received a 
new religion through his knowledge of the esoteric sciences. He declared 
himself as the Mahdi and even produced some literature, in the form of poetry, 
on his quali�es and the rela�ve posi�on he occupied in rela�on to God (Alkali, 
1968: 93-94).

Consequently, Bawanke became the self appointed leader of the village of 
Toranke, and his influence extended to other surrounding villages. Instruc�ons 
from the village head of Jar-Kuka on civic or administra�ve ma�ers could only 
reach the people through him. Otherwise, no one would listen. However, the 
District Head of Yeldu once travelled to Jar-Kuka in person to warn Bawanke 
and his followers against their extremist and militant approach to the doctrines 
of the brotherhood. On another occasion, the village head of Jar-Kuka went to 
speak to them about their excesses in their belief in the Tijaniyya. On his 
return, a group of followers felt that the village head had exceeded his due 
limits in admonishing them. Hence, they decided to follow him to his house 
and take away his life and property, both being lawful since he did not prac�ce 
their religion. The village head narrowly escaped death but at the expense of 
his house and property, that were reduced to ashes (Alkali, 1968: 94).

At the second stage, in the development of his community, Bawanke merged 
the rituals of his brand of the Tijaniyya with the tradi�onal local cult and 
magical prac�ces of bori, which they called: damboro. It was at this point that 
his community entertained the idea to wage a 'jihad' against unbelievers in the 
near future. As a result, Bawanke also started to assemble his followers and 
indoctrinate them to resist any external influence or power, consequently 
leading to their confronta�on with the Nigeria and Na�ve Authority police: 
bows, arrows, s�cks and matchets against riffles. Contradictorily, in spite of 
Bawanke's evident apostasy, he s�ll claimed descent from the Prophet 
together with all his followers:

He taught that there was one direct pedigree from the Prophet 
Muhammad down to them. He who disagreed with them, therefore, 
disagreed with the Prophet Muhammad and with his teachings. This 
is common with such leaders, for in order to gain the support of the 
type of people this claim has always been made…As the Mahdi, 
Abubakar Bawanke saw himself as the spiritual heir of the Prophet 
Muhammad, and his followers as the chosen people (Alkali, 1968: 
94-95).
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As the increasing molesta�on of innocent ci�zens became very unbearable, 
Bawanke and his followers were summoned to the court of the Emir of Kebbi 
for amicable se�lement. They were given a code of conduct: not to interfere in 
the personal liber�es of others; not to impose their beliefs on others; and not 
to use violence in preaching their doctrines. These instruc�ons were not 
heeded, and it became necessary for the central administra�on to intervene 
directly, by force of arms, in order to end the rebellion. In the two-day 
disturbances that ensued between March and April, seven Na�ve Authority 
and five Nigeria policemen, including a senior officer of the Nigeria police, lost 
their lives.

Consequently, the village of Toranke disappeared. Partly destroyed during the 
encounter, and partly abandoned by the inhabitants, most of whom fled into 
Niger and other distant areas with the inten�on never to return to it. Bawanke 
himself fled during the figh�ng, but was later captured and brought to trial at 
Sokoto together with those of his followers on whom the authori�es were able 
to lay hands. All those captured and tried were sentenced to various terms of 
imprisonment. The authori�es in Kaduna were originally under the impression 
that the disturbances were caused by a clash between supporters of the 
Tijaniyya and those of the Qadiriyya. This was soon corrected, and Bawanke 
was also disowned by the Tijaniyya (Alkali, 1968: 95).

This paper has discussed the socio-economic and poli�cal background of 
religious disturbances in Muslim communi�es of northern Nigeria up to 1965. 
The implica�ons and consequences of claims to prophet-hood by some minor 
malamai and pseudo preachers have been examined. The differing responses 
to the conquest of the Sokoto Caliphate leading to the emergence, 
development and consolida�on of militant religious ideas, beliefs and 
prac�ces, mostly in the name of Mahdism by individual claimants, have been 
highlighted. The gradual degenera�on of such dissident preachers and their 
communi�es into syncre�sm or outright unbelief, as in the cases of Hanafi of 
Gwandu who claimed to be God, or Abubakar Bawanke of Toranke, who 
manipulated the doctrines and prac�ces of the Tijaniyya to invent an en�rely 
different religion, have been indicated. The single strategy of the use of force to 
silence any dissen�ng religious voice by the ulama in league with the State, for 
whatever reasons, has been amply demonstrated. It is hoped that this 
contribu�on will shed some light on the probable link between the socio-
economic and poli�cal background and the current wave of militant religious 
ideas and a resort to insurgency as being experienced in northern Nigeria, but 
especially in the north-eastern parts of the country.
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