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The concept of Mothers’ Soft Power was developed while I was on assignment for Nigerian President 
Jonathan. In May 2014, President Jonathan appointed me, among twenty-six others, to serve on the 
Presidential Committee to help with the rescue efforts for the 219 schoolgirls kidnapped by Boko 
Haram from Chibok, Northern Nigeria. My encounters with members of Boko Haram, and later with 
Mothers of Boko Haram members, strengthened my resolve to seek soft power to challenge such extremist 
ideologies. 
 
In Islam and in the cultures where  I worked, Mothers are highly respected. In traditional African culture, a 
women’s role is to be a wife and a Mother, two duties that are inseparable and unique to women. 
Similarly, in Islam, the role of the woman as a wife and as a Mother is inseparable from the duties of 
a woman, and raising virtuous children that will become strong building blocks of society is 
considered to be the most important achievement for women.  
 
During my conversations with Mothers of some Boko Haram leaders, I noticed that many insist they 
are able to perceive the challenges of their children at an early stage of “indoctrination”. However, 
due to the limited traditional agency in household decisions, when they expressed their concern to 
the men in their lives, they were told to wait. Achille Mbembe calls this kind of waiting a “madness” 
because, in this kind of reality, there is a need to choose a path.  
 
In an interview with a Mother of one of the Boko Haram leaders, she shared: 
 

I noticed that my son, Mustapha, 21, (not real name) started keeping a beard 
and I joked with him, telling him, “You are becoming a man”. He smiled and said, 
“My friends and I wanted to look this way”. I know how my son had negative 
words for    people with long beards. It didn’t sit well with me. I knew then that 
something  was off—yes, it was. If only when I mentioned the red flag to his 
father, we did something then. Mustapha would still be alive today. He was 
one of those killed when the Nigerian Army stormed one of their enclaves at 
Sambisa forest. 

 
The inability of the father to take action in this case and others resonates with the words of Susan 
Moller Okin who in her book Justice, Gender, and the Family, opined that the contemporary gender-
structured family unjustly distributes the benefits and burdens of family life between husbands and 
wives. While this may be true in the case above, interacting with several Mothers across the region, 
I have noticed that while they might lack traditional agency, they do have a spatial power as they 
occupy a space in their home and the life of their children.  
 
Chibok Village, Borno State, Northeastern Nigeria, was a tranquil place where the laughter of children 
could be heard in all directions. Children assisted their Mothers in the   or at home with the daily chores of 
provincial life. The homesteads were barricaded by thatches or thin walls of mud. Mothers provided 



characteristic strength, dignity, and warmth to family and neighbors. Most mornings, Mothers of the 
village take empty pitchers and bowls to the nearby river and lakes to get water, often with their youngest 
child strapped to their back, cutting across unmarked paths and steep mounds to  reach the source—the 
river.  
 
That calm rhythm of the village’s heart soon turned into a restless scream with everyone calling for help. 
Boko Haram had attacked a nearby boarding high school where the children from the village were in 
school. Over the next few weeks, politics and vile speculations became common around the kidnapping. 
Over time, the international community was eager to assist Nigeria with the rescue efforts. About half a 
dozen countries provided Nigeria with drones, military hardware, and military and security personnel  to 
help with such efforts. We had several meetings with military and intelligence officers, both within and 
outside Nigeria, who helped interpret intelligence reports received from drones. There was a feeling of 
dependency—I felt the need to do something, but did not know what. 
 

I approached the Chairman of the Presidential Committee and asked permission to visit the maximum-
security prison where some captured leaders of Boko Haram were held. These young men, ages 22-35 
had joined Boko Haram to find meaning in  life. I later made contact with the Mothers of some of these 
Boko Haram leaders. I traveled, against wise advice, to meet with the Mothers in their villages. I said little 
about their children. I just wanted to understand where they came from, how they were raised, how 
they grew up, and what could have happened for a young man to join a terrorist group. Beyond being 
locked up in sets of ideologies, the Boko Haram leaders I interviewed were human, full of fear and 
wanting—with the same human needs as anyone. 
 
With the help of the Mothers, we were able to get some leaders of the Boko Haram in maximum 
detention facilities to speak out about things they had never shared. These “extremists” had been in 
detention  for several years prior to our visit to the prison with their Mothers. The prison officials had 
tried all techniques to make them speak, but they had refused. Three words from a Mother—mai ya faru 
(what went so wrong)?—pierced the heart of the son. Within minutes, one said what years of detention 
and torture could    not get out of him.30 This is the soft power of a Mother, ingenious and uniquely hers to 
use as currency. 
 
Incorporating this powerful display of soft power in addressing terrorism and violent extremism will add 
value to the fight for a secure and peaceful society. The Mother’s soft power strategies were later to 
be employed for the rescue of dozens of the kidnapped girls. This display of soft power comes from a 
deep place—the trust and bond of Mother and child. 

 
 The role of the Mother in the household was further clarified through another interview: 
 

“In this house, the power lies with me—you might have heard [speaking to 
me] that the husband is the head of the house, but I assure you, I’m the neck.  It  is 
where the neck decides to position itself, that’s where the head goes.” She went 
on, “I know my husband’s strengths and weakness, I make sure I fan his    strength  
and know the right time to ask for anything. I get my request 99% of the time. 
We have been married for 25 years, and “the neck” only has gotten   stronger. And 
because of that, she concluded, “I have had the upper hand in the upbringing of 
our children and that is why the children are doing very well.” 

 



This role articulated by Achille Mbembe, posited that power is situated and mapped onto family units; 
he speaks of a “cartography of power”. Pinar Bilgin and Berivan Elis’ book, Hard Power, Soft Power: 
Toward a More Realistic Power Analysis, speaks of less visible expressions of power that are difficult to 
examine, just like what I experienced in Northeastern Nigeria and Jordan.  
 
The role of a Mother is to persuade others to follow a path or to acknowledge and address an issue, 
while avoiding the use of force or coercion. A Mother can obtain insight and information before any 
other member of the family and thus plays a pivotal role in the fight to slow down extremism.  


