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Abubakar Shekau is one of the most wanted 
men on earth. The US State Department has 
a standing reward of 7 million US dollars for 
information leading to locating him.1 Shekau, who 
was considered as the most intellectually gifted 
religious scholar of the first generation of Ahl 
al-Sunna li’l-Da‘wa wa’l-Jihad (aka ‘Boko Haram’), 
apparently emerged as the new leader of the group 
after the death of Mohammed Yusuf during the 
2009 crackdown by the Nigerian military. He has 
released a number of videos, reportedly shot in 
his hide-out in a mountainous region of northern 
Cameroon and mostly distributed to Agence France 
Press. Through these videos, he has been sending 
threatening messages to the world, claiming most 
of the crescendo of attacks that has marked the 
seemingly unstoppable ascent of the movement to 
worldwide notoriety. We owe the little we know 
about his life prior to 2010 to 
Ahmed Salkida, who is one of 
the few journalists who had 
followed the movement in its 
earlier stages, before it turned 
from militancy and fanaticism 
to full-fledged terror. The BBC 
profile of Shekau,2 which is still 
considered as the most reliable 
source on the terrorist leader, is largely based on 
information provided by Salkida.

The Man who “Came Back from the 
Dead”
After the release of a video in which Abubakar 
Shekau claimed responsibility for the spectacular 
kidnapping of the Chibok girls in April 2014, his 
photo has appeared virtually on all international 
newspapers and magazines. Fragments of some 
of his May 2014 videos, in which he declared that 
he enjoys killing people just as he “enjoys killing 
chicken and rams,” as well as of having been 
“ordered by Allah to sell the girls in the market,” 
have been shown on all world TV news, so much 
so that Shekau has now achieved an iconic state 
as the ‘official face’ of terror in West Africa, even 
gaining the nickname of “the Black Bin Laden.”3

With very few exceptions, none of the major 
international news agency has bothered to 
mention that the official spokesperson of the 

Nigerian SSS (State Security 
Service), Marilyn Ogar, has 
been consistently repeating 
that Shekau is dead. He died, 
according to the Nigerian 
authorities, in the Cameroonian 
town of Amitchide in late July or 
early August 2013, while he was 
treating the wounds inflicted 

during a 30 June shoot-out with the Nigerian 
military on the Nigerian side of the border. The 
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man the whole world has been seeing in all the 
late 2013 and early 2014 videos therefore—Ogar 
has been claiming on several occasions—is only an 
actor posing as Shekau.4

The mediatic silence around 
these claims made by the 
Nigerian intelligence is curious. 
The above-mentioned BBC 
profile, published in May 2014, 
does not mention the claim at 
all. Another article on Shekau 
published by the Washington 
Post does mention the fact that Shekau was “once 
believed to be dead.” By accepting as a matter of 
fact, however, that the man who appears on the 
May 2014 video is indeed the ‘real’ Shekau, and 
failing to address the problem of his identity (or 
at least, to report the not insignificant fact that 
the official position of the Nigerian intelligence 
on the matter has always been that an actor has 
been posing as Shekau since August 2013), the 
Washington Post report has contributed to create 
the romantic myth of Shekau’s purported “death-
defying mystique.”5  Such a myth, echoed in a New 
York Magazine piece on the terrorist who “came 
back from the dead,”6 has then bounced through 
most mainstream media around the world.

The Shekau Saga: Prologue 
(before 2009)
The absence of any reference to the claim of the 
Nigerian intelligence is all the more surprising, if 

one considers that a quick comparison between 
the man who used to appear as Shekau between 
2010 and June 2013 (here in the picture on the left) 
and the one who has appeared on all the videos 
released from August 2013 to date (here portrayed 
on the right), effectively suggests that the two 
faces might belong to different men. The nose and 
the upper lip, as well as the width and length of 
the face, are not the same.7

The progressive mediatic construction of the 
image of  ‘Shekau’ that we all know today, however,  
can be better appreciated by watching his video 
apparitions, most of which are still available on the 
web, in chronological order. One should probably 
start with the following video: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=vxW9Pl1rZs8 (last checked 

10 September, 2014). This is one 
of the very few videos available 
online of Abubakar Shekau 
during the first phase of the 
movement, before the July 2009 
crackdown. Here we can see him, 
wearing the classic northern 
Nigerian outfit (a Hausa hat 
and a locally-made robe in the 

West African style), while he delivers a lecture on 
theology and he teaches a remarkably numerous 
audience the standard Wahhabi creed on issues 
related to God’s attributes. At that time the group, 
already known to the wider northern Nigerian 
public by its Hausa nickname ‘Boko Haram,’ was 
still operating (at least partially) in the open: it 
was running a mosque and a school in Maiduguri, 
and it had not engaged in what may be technically 
defined as ‘terror’ operations, at least not inside 
Nigeria. It already embraced—it must be stressed—
an aggressive ‘Jihadist’ rhetoric with heavily anti-
Christian undertones: it preached an interpretation 
of tawhid al-hakimiyya (‘unity of God’s sovereignty’) 
according to which acting upon the Nigerian 
constitution, voting in the elections and singing 
the national anthem are acts of idol-worshipping 
putting Muslims out of the fold of Islam;8 it subtly 
advocated, through a contorted reading of verse 
Qur. 9:12, fa-qatilu a’immat al-kufr (‘so fight the 
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The two faces of Abubakar Shekau, 2010-2013 (left)
and 2013-2014 (right).
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frontrunners of unbelief’), a justification for 
the murder of Muslim politicians who authorise 
the building of churches;9 it had engaged in a 
number of shootouts with the Nigerian police 
forces, as well as in targeted 
assassinations of police officers 
and their family members. 
The ideological seeds of the 
phenomenon that will explode 
in the following years, therefore, 
had already been planted, and it 
is very important to take note of this element of 
ideological continuity. The rest of this paper, in 
fact, will contribute some evidence supporting an 
apparently conflicting argument, i.e. that heavy 
external, hidden manipulations have been taking 
place during the most recent years of the ‘Boko 
Haram phenomenon.’ This should not be mistaken, 
however, for a defence of the ‘earlier’ version 
of the movement led by Mohammed Yusuf, nor 
of those who promoted it and helped it to grow, 
including some prominent Borno politicians, the 
SCSN (Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria) 
which Yusuf represented in Borno and Yobe, 
sectors of the leadership of Izala and Ahlus Sunna, 
and the London-based (and with all likelihood, 
MI6-surveilled…) Islamic NGO al-Muntada al-Islami, 
on whose relationship with Boko Haram I have 
written in the 2012 issue of this Review.

The Shekau Saga: First Series 
(2010-2013)
The following video is possibly the first official 
mediatic ‘outing’ of Shekau as the new leader of 
Boko Haram after the death of Mohammed Yusuf: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ChTgAjpoyY 
(last checked 10 September, 2014). It was released 
immediately before the wave of 2010 terror 
attacks that marked the public re-appearance of 
Boko Haram and culminated in the bombing of the 
UN headquarters in Abuja. In this video, Shekau 
depicts his group as the innocent victims of the 
Nigerian state’s gratuitous oppression, vowing to 
take a revenge for the death of Mohammed Yusuf. 
Shekau had been previously believed to have 

died with Yusuf in the July 2009 crackdown. As 
both this and the earlier video of the lecture are 
not clear enough to allow a detailed comparison, 
we can give the benefit of the doubt and accept 

that at that time, Shekau had 
effectively escaped death and 
taken over the leadership of 
the movement. True, the man 
in the second video looks a bit 
fatter than the one in the first. 
His outfit also looks somewhat 

more artificial: doing away with the Nigerian robe 
he was wearing at the lecture, he now wears the 
typical Saudi-style dress preferred by many Salafi 
scholars, including an imported white gown and 
an unbound keffiyeh (Arab scarf) covering his head 
and falling on his shoulders. This notwithstanding, 
the man in the second video could still be the one 
we saw in the first: composed but resolute, he fits 
Salkida’s description of Shekau as Boko Haram’s 
introvert but merciless ‘scholar.’

In another similar video, released shortly after-
wards, we can see again the same person sending a 
“Message to the World,” in which he reiterates his 
justification of the fight his men are conducting 
against the Nigerian government (http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=txUJCOKTIuk, last checked 
10 September, 2014). The same man continues to 
appear in a number of videos released through the 
following years including, for example, the follow-
ing “Message to Jonathan Goodluck” (January 2012): 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eNg73vN86K8 
(last checked 10 September, 2014).  The technique 
of the videos becomes gradually more sophisti-
cated, and Shekau has changed his attire a second 
time: from the austere outfit of a Salafi religious 
scholar to the more dynamic one of a Jihadist, with 
a military flak jacket and a keffiyeh bound as a tur-
ban on his head. The man appearing here, howev-
er, continues to be the same.

The Shekau Saga: Second Series 
(2013-date)
It becomes entirely another matter, however, 
if we look at any of the videos released after 

It is exactly in August and September 
2013, that the man here appearing in 
the picture on the right is seen for the 

first time in two, extremely brief videos.
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July 2013. This is, coincidentally, the very date 
claimed by the Nigerian intelligence for the death 
of Abubakar Shekau. It is exactly in August and 
September 2013, that the man here appearing in 
the picture on the right is seen for the first time 
in two, extremely brief videos. 
In one such video of the new 
series, Abubakar Shekau is so 
poorly imitated that one even 
wonders how Afrique France 
Press (and after it, as a domino 
effect, all the main world media 
houses) could take it seriously: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=idKAul9Wj6E 
(last checked 10 September, 2014). Here Shekau, 
who is sitting in an unnatural position with his 
head bending over his right shoulder, surrounded 
by masked and armed muhajids, mumbles a string 
of quasi-comical threats to Jonathan, Obama, 
Netanyahu, Holland, Queen Elizabeth and... 
Margaret Thatcher (who had died a few months 
earlier, but nothing must have seemed impossible 
to the terrorist who “came back from the dead...”). 
Towards the end of the video, he signs his threats 
with a bizarre, untranslatable parody of his own 
name: “here is Shekau-shekau-she-kakau-she...” 
At this, the 39-seconds video interrupts abruptly 
on the freeze-frame of Shekau seemingly falling 
or fainting with some sort of light flushing out 
from the top of his hat. 

After a few months, possibly the time-frame 
necessary to provide a better training to the actor 
who had to impersonate Shekau in the new series 
of the saga, more, longer videos are released and 
start circulating all over the world. The actor now 
seems to be better at ease with his character, but 
is still not credible. One such videos is released 
in February 2014: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sLz0U6E-iT4 (last checked 10 September, 
2014). Here Shekau, about whom one of the few 
things we knew was that he spoke Kanuri, Hausa 
and Arabic, but no English at all,10 is miraculously 
able to produce a speech of more than a full 
minute in English, spoken with a clear northern 
Nigerian accent but with no grammatical error, 

and even using vocabulary of not the easiest kind 
like ‘tactically,’ ‘undermine,’ etc., and getting 
right all the verbal forms! Immediately after the 
release of this video, some voices in the Nigerian 
media pointed out the anomaly of a man who was 

known for his bitter rejection of 
‘anything Western’ and for his 
lack of knowledge of English, 
but had been suddenly able 
to learn English better than 
any average urban northern 
Nigerian, all of this while leading 
an insurgency from a camp in 

the bush, somewhere in the mountains of French-
speaking Cameroon. From then on ‘Shekau,’ as if 
his director had suddenly realized to have made a 
banal mistake in the script, will once again return 
to the habit of releasing all his videos in Hausa and 
Arabic (which he speaks fluently), and nobody will 
speak about the gross gaffe again.

The language anomaly, however, is not the 
only reason why none of the 2014 Shekau videos 
is credible. The face of the new actor, in fact, is 
wider and shorter, his upper lip thinner, and 
the base of his nose larger than those of the man 
who appeared as Shekau in the 2010-2013 videos. 
Even in his manners, the new Shekau shows some 
change from the hard-hearted but austere scholar 
of theology who used to be known as Dar al-
Tawhid (‘abode of monotheism’) during the earlier 
stages of the group’s life, and is certainly much 
more grotesque than the man seen on any earlier 
video. Marylin Ogar cold therefore be right in her 
claim that the man we see in the videos released 
in 2014—including the now global ‘hit’ in which 
‘Shekau’ claims to have abducted the Chibok 
girls, or another, almost comical one (http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=wJe21H_VlFE, last 
checked 10 September, 2014), in which he claims 
responsibility for a series of bomb blasts in Lagos 
and Abuja—, is not Abubakar Shekau. The new 
actor shouts “we are Boko Haram!,” thus accepting 
a popular nickname that had always been rejected 
by the group. He is excessive when he lugubriously 
laughs on the screens. He attempts a dance to the 

The face of the new actor, in fact, is 
wider and shorter, his upper lip thinner, 

and the base of his nose larger than those 
of the man who appeared as Shekau

in the 2010-2013 videos.
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sound of miyetti Allah (‘thanks to God’ in Fulfulde). 
He even shoots to the air with his automatic rifle, 
as one would expect from the actor of a second-
rate Nollywood drama!

After watching these videos, we still know 
little about Abubakar Shekau. But one thing at 
least seems very likely about the whereabouts of 
the former leader of ‘Boko Haram:’ that just like 
Margaret Thatcher, he has never come back from 
the dead. Boko Haram, or whoever is acting in its 
name, has a new leader, who has decided for some 
obscure reasons, to impersonate his predecessor 
in the second, more deadly series of this tragic 
saga.

The Shekau Saga: A Third Series?
While the present issue of ARIA was about to be 
sent to print, the Nigerian military announced 
that they killed the “terrorist commander who 
has been posing as Shekau.” This reportedly 
happened during the operations leading to the 
liberation of the town of Konduga from an attempt 
by the insurgents to take over.11 An argument 
immediately surfaced with the Cameroonian 
military, who also claimed responsibility for the 
killing of ‘Shekau,’ during a “cross border raid 
deep inside Nigeria.”12 The Nigerian military 
even released a picture of the dead body of the 
Shekau-pretender, and the Nigerian intelligence 
disclosed, for the first time, what they believe to 
be the real identity of the actor. According to a 

report released by Sahara Reporters, the name of 
the latter is Bashir Mohammed.13

The release of this information should, in 
theory, confirm the argument of the present 
article, and put an end to the saga. This, at least, 
in a ‘normal’ world. But not in the world of Boko 
Haram. According to a 23 September, 2014 BBC 
Hausa radio report, in fact, Ahmed Salkida has 
already had a telephone conversation with some 
Boko Haram leaders, who have reassured him that 
Shekau is alive and ready for action. Is the Shekau 
Saga: Third Series coming soon?
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