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Abstract

The world in general faces a range of security threats from Al Qaeda across Africa, the Middle 
East and more recently South Asia, due to the group’s pervasive politics and ideological 
conflict. This pervasive conflict comes after more than 15 years of Al Qaeda’s terrorism and 
international counter-terrorism in Pakistan and Afghanistan. This study uses qualitative 
methodology to examine the spread, Al Qaeda politics and counter terrorism to policy 
and practice in Africa. A document analysis was used based on the interpretivist research 
philosophy. It is revealed that since the dramatic 11th September 2001 attacks in the US the Al-
Qaeda group has significantly changed posing more threat to the World. Recently, an Islamist 
insurgency in the Cabo Delgado northern province of Mozambique has gained traction 
showing that both Islamic State and Al-Qaeda groups are working in cahoots. Its activities are 
now covert but still confined to the original revolutionary agenda. 
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1. Introduction

 Al Qaeda also known as ‘the Base’ in Arabic is a jihadi global institution that 
was started in Afghanistan sometime in 1998. Its composition included two main 
parts namely Al-Qaeda central or the core and five main affiliate regional groups/ 
franchises (Rosenau & Powell, 2017). The core has been accountable to some of the 
most dangerous and very deadly attacks in the modern-day terrorism history. This 
includes the almost concurrent August 1998 attacks at the US embassies in Tanzania 
and Kenya resulting in the death of 224 people and over 5,000 injured; the USS 
Cole suicide attack in Yemen of October 2000 which decimated 17 sailors leaving 39 
wounded; and the 11 September 2001 attack where almost 3,000 perished and 6000 
were wounded. The staff complement of Al-Qaeda’s core has continuously changed 
with recent assessments suggesting that, the core is now holding members of less 
than 1000. Many of such members have sought refuge in the remote areas of Pakistan 
and Afghanistan (DT, 2017). Even under the circumstances, the core remains tightly 
knitted. The core is believed at one point in time to have had a highly crafted structure 
which included information and military committees.
This study explores Al Qaeda’s dynamic politics, threat, its spread, terrorism 
campaign and current counter terrorism measures. A review of issues for policy 
considerations are made together with recommendations for Africa among others.
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2. Background

 Since June 2014, Al Qaeda’s limelight was stolen by the Islamic State from experts and 
governments (Zelin, 2017). Although it is not easy to have Al Qaeda lie in the political 
oblivion, after Osama bin Laden’s death in May 2011, typical wisdom would consider 
the group’s future to have been bleak and its core hanging in the balance. However, 
this view is grounded basically on the group and its network in the period preceding 
the uprising in the Arab region also known as the Arab spring. Zelin (2017) believes 
that with the advent of the Trump government it was opportune time to re-examine 
the position of Al Qaeda group more as an institution, a system, and a scheme. In 
January 2009 after the inauguration of President Barack Obama, the intention was to 
change the US concentration efforts on counter-terrorism from wars in foreign lands 
to Al Qaeda. As opposed to being held up in the fight against Iraq, a fight which 
Obama contested, the US considered it necessary to re-engage in annihilating the 
core leadership of Al Qaeda held responsible for the September 11 attack. This core 
leadership remained active in the plot to launch more attacks. Hence the desire by 
Obama and his administration to dismantle and conquer Al Qaeda in Afghanistan-
Pakistan (WH, 2009).
 Contrary to Bush’s administration whose thrust was of building the nation, Obama’s 
administration wanted to carefully wage campaigns against Al Qaeda using specialised 
operations and drone airstrikes. The original theatre of action was Afghanistan and 
Pakistan then expand to Somalia, Yemen, Syria and Libya. The approach succeeded 
in the capture and killing of several members of Al Qaeda’s leadership (Zelin, 2017). 
The most remarkable raid was on bin Laden’s hiding place in Abbottabad, Pakistan, 
around May 2011. During that period Obama asserted that bin Laden’s death was 
a remarkable feat in the fight against Al Qaeda (WH, 2011a). However, about the 
same period, groups of the jihadist started to benefit from uprisings across the Arab 
countries, Syria, Yemen, Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. When the Arab uprisings started, 
governments and analysts saw the unfolding events as demeaning Al Qaeda and 
its belief. It appeared as if despots were going to be dethroned in the absence of 
violence and indeed this was the case in Africa’s Egypt and Tunisia. Furthermore, 
the conspicuous non-participation by Al Qaeda signalled clearly the irrelevance of 
the group. However, Zelin (2017) argues that it is vital to recall that Al Qaeda never 
became a movement with a broad agenda. Also, as Al Qaeda could have been equally 
startled by the unfolding events, it found new recruitment opportunities in Africa. 
A year after the uprisings, the Al Qaeda network provided guidance and direction 
to its membership on the best way forward in a changed regional environment 
(Gartenstein-Ross & Vassefi, 2012).
Based on previous unsuccessful jihad efforts in Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan and 
Algeria, Al Qaeda refined its methodologies for Syria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt 
particularly informed by the excesses of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. The refinements 
included greater community outreach programmes and the promotion of religion 
predicated on activities of proselytising called dawa. Before the uprisings, most 
similar designs were theoretically discussed without implementation (Zelin,2017). 
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It appears that, the Obama administration did not keep abreast with Al Qaeda’s 
ability to be adaptive and to exploit the new dispensation in the region. It continued 
to view Al Qaeda in the lens of the 11 September aftermath rather than an after Arab 
spring scenario. Zelin (2017) opines that the administration was hoodwinked by a 
deceptive narrative which placed the uprisings as having discredited and dented 
Al Qaeda to the core. For example, an advisor to Obama’s homeland security, John 
Brennan, believed that the narrative of Al Qaeda was fast turning into bankruptcy 
making bin Laden and Al Qaeda stale news (WH, 2011a). The uprisings were in fact 
well-timed for the group because they helped to get rid of regimes that served as US 
counterparts of counterterrorism. Additionally, as noted by Zelin (2017), the newly 
found safe havens and adaptable public arenas enabled Al Qaeda to easily conduct 
its operations, rejuvenate its network and conscript new cadres. Front Al Qaeda 
affiliates were established mainly in Africa, in Libya (Ansar al-Sharia in Libya [ASL]), 
in Tunisia (Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia [AST], in Egypt (Ansar al-Sharia in Egypt) and 
outside Africa in Syria (Jabhat al-Nusra [JN]). 
During these developments, Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) seized 
the opportunity to exploit the commotion in Yemen and from 2011-2012 the group 
managed to grab a strip of land. Back in Africa, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) gained from the bazaar of weapons that grew in Libya when Muammar 
Qadhafi was deposed. In Northern Mali, an insurgency began, leading the AQIM 
to control a territory in the spring of 2012 up until 2013 in January. Most important, 
the intensity of civil war affecting Syria was an attraction to fighters from foreign 
nationals. This provided Al Qaeda an opportunity to select and recruit new network 
individuals from different parts of the worldwide. This permitted it to also send 
off those important leaders who escaped the US drone battle to safer places, while 
demonstrating the power shift to the Levant from South Asia (Zelin, 2017). 
 In spite of this regional power shift, the US under Obama’s administration continued 
with its focus on Afghanistan-Pakistan as the centre site of operations by Al Qaeda. In 
the period between the expiry of Obama’s term of office early in 2017 and the death 
of bin Laden, the US presidential team referred to the annihilation of Al Qaeda’s 
leadership and bin Laden’s death in every national security main speech (WH, 2012).
This emphasis on the Al Qaeda group in Afghanistan and Pakistan blindfolded 
Obama to the extent of not realising the Islamic State’s rise. Obama made reference to 
the Islamic State just as the ‘jayvee team’ while it grabbed most of Iraq’s territory in 
the spring of 2014 (Remnick, 2014).

3. Compelling case

The core balance sheet of Al Qaeda is a complex one (Jenkins, 2016). For more than 
15 years the core experienced serious obstructions. Bin Laden’s death in 2011 was a 
representational shattering blow to the global group which he had been instrumental 
to its creation. Afghanistan has not been a safe haven which it used to be before 
the Taliban state collapsed. Very critical Al Qaeda conspiracies against the targets 
from the West have been identified and disrupted by the powers that be. For 
example, Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab’s futile ‘underwear’ bomb attempt to floor 
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the Northwest Airlines Flight 253 in 2009 on the day of Christmas (USDJ, 2012). The 
group has also not been capable of repeating any of the great terrorist attacks made 
between 1998-2005. Al Qaeda’s cohesiveness has weakened due to loss of leadership 
from the pressures and acts of counter terrorism coupled with the rise of some groups 
like the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) (NCC, 2015). Distant affiliates of Al 
Qaeda are now operating beyond the limits of the core’s influence, occasionally with 
consequences that do not augur well for the brand of Al Qaeda (Wright, 2017).
But for many years, Al Qaeda has been able to demonstrate resilience, agility, and 
tenacity, with a notable ability for replicating itself (Burke, 2015). It is estimated that, 
the presence of Al Qaeda is registered in almost 24 countries which is three times 
more than the it was before the 11 September incident. Despite the best attempts from 
the world’s superpowers to dismantle Al Qaeda, more than a decade and half after 
the 11 September attack, Al Qaeda remains in the game of terrorism (Hoffman, 2016). 
Ever since the incident, groups declaring loyalty to Al Qaeda have increased in Africa 
and the Middle East (Thomas, 2018). Despite the alliances which are quite formal, 
some groups have emerged as a result of localised conflicts and hence they are able to 
sustain themselves. In some cases, Al Qaeda itself has had a focus on regional conflicts 
and exploited them to its advantage (Thomas, 2018). Although most of the affiliates 
have focused attacks on targets that are local, the US identifies them as threats posed 
to it, its allies and Africa. The decline of the Islamic State could be a major boost for Al 
Qaeda in terms of resources, prestige and recruits. Though, with the winding down 
of counter-terrorism activities against the Islamic State, Al Qaeda could become, as 
expected, the US focus of counter terrorism once again (Thomas, 2018). Africa will 
not be spared under the circumstances. Recently, Al Qaeda announced its interest 
to act in Kashmir, this will increase the tension potentials in that region more than 
before as well (Gomes & Mikhael, 2018). In the Cabo Delgado northern province of 
Mozambique, the recent Islamist insurgency has shown that both Islamic State and 
Al-Qaeda groups are in collaboration threatening the Southern African region.

4. Literature review

4.1 Al Qaeda’s roots in Afghanistan
Thomas (2018) asserts that Osama bin Laden officially founded Al Qaeda in 1988, 
from the Afghan insurgence veterans’ network against the then Soviet Union. The 
group waged lots of terror attacks against the US and related targets. These included 
the US embassy attacks of 1998 in Tanzania and Kenya as well as the bombing on the 
USS Cole which stopped in Yemen at Aden in 2000. Following the 2001 September 
11 bombings, the US had to redouble its efforts of counter-terrorism. This forced Al 
Qaeda’s leaders to run away from Afghanistan where the Taliban had played host 
to them and sought safe haven in Pakistan. It is here where the US military forces 
identified and took bin Laden’s life in 2011. Ayman al Zawahiri who was Osama bin 
Laden’s deputy took over the baton stick of leadership. Officials from the US claim 
to have killed more of Al Qaeda’s leaders in Pakistan since the death of bin Laden, 
although affiliates from Al Qaeda have remained resilient, described in 2017 as re-
emerging (CQCTC, 2017).
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4.2 The rise of Al Qaeda affiliate groups
Dating back to mid-2000s, terrorist groups in Africa and in the Middle East started 
to pledge formal allegiance to the leaders of Al Qaeda for the Arabian Peninsula Al 
Qaeda and Nusra Front. All other Al Qaeda affiliates had been embroiled in local 
conflicts prior to forging alliances with Al Qaeda. According to Thomas (2018: 3) 
before the establishment of the Islamic State in 2013, groups affiliated to Al Qaeda in 
Africa and the Middle East included the following:
•	 Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) which rebranded as the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). 
•	 Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) known previously as the Group for 

Preaching and Combat (GSPC).
•	  Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) based in Yemen.
•	 Al Shabaab 
•	 The Nusra Front which emerged in Syria
 Al Qaeda’s core leadership has continued to exercise their influence substantially 
over affiliates for instance, in Yemen, Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (Olsen, 2015 
cited in Thomas, 2018). An analysis made in 2018 appears to indicate that Al Qaeda 
does not have a rigid hierarchical structure which it had by 11 September 2001. It now 
assumes a flat structure, devolved and dispersed geographically (McQuaid, 2017). It 
remains unknown if the hub-and-spoke organisational structure where Al Qaeda’s 
core is in control and directing the operations of its affiliates is in practice. Others 
perceive a reverse relationship, whereby the core leaders only provide legality to the 
local affiliates at the same time reliant on them in terms of operational and financial 
support (Byman, 2017). Unlike the Islamic State which is seen as a mass movement, 
former national counter terrorism centre (NCTC) Director portrayed Al Qaeda as one 
organisation which operates clandestinely and covertly organised, making it difficult 
for individuals to join it (Rasmussen,2017 cited in Thomas, 2018). 
4.3 The split of Al Qaeda –Islamic state 
Due to leadership wrangles in Al Qaeda which emerged in 2013, pitting Al Qaeda in 
Iraq (AQI) and central Al Qaeda leadership, the AQI was succeeded by the Islamic 
State of Iraq (ISI) (Thomas, 2018). This group became an arch-rival of Al Qaeda. It all 
started as a dispute over methods of operating in Syria which degenerated into a rift 
to which the ISI leader Abu Bakr al Baghdadi openly defied Ayman al Zawahiri’s 
authority as the leader of Al Qaeda. Zawahiri officially broke Al Qaeda’s ties with ISIL 
on the 3rd of February 2014 emphasising that ISI was not Al Qaeda’s affiliate or had 
any relationship whatsoever (OSE,2014). By early 2018, the ISI no longer had much of 
the territory previously held in Syria, yet Hay’at Tahrir al Sham which succeeded the 
Nusra Front, struggles in managing its differences with Al Qaeda. This trend of Al 
Qaeda and Islamic State competing with each other in terms of resources and fighters 
has repeatedly revealed beyond Syria into Africa and the Middle East (Burke, 2015). 

4.4 U.S. threat assessments
The US never scaled down its attention on security threat ostensibly from Al Qaeda 
when the control of territory by ISI in Iraq and Syria was at its peak (NCTC, 2016). 
Coats stated that, the global operations for counter terrorism significantly curtailed 
Al Qaeda’s capacity to conduct attacks at large scale in the US, but the group 
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together with its affiliates remained a security threat (Coats, 2017). This and a related 
assessment have been challenged on the pretext that one administration after another 
in the US has pursued the same route. The Trump administration has been criticised 
for sticking to Washington’s regular procedure of operation (Zenko,2017). Some of 
these analyses show that certain US elements of counter terrorism strategies can 
potentially aggravate the situation which they portend to tackle. What is particularly 
criticised is the apparent disproportionate counter terrorism emphasis, at the expense 
of significant efforts of deradicalization (Zenko, 2017; Byman,2017).
4.5   Al Qaeda and Afghanistan
After the ejection of Al Qaeda’s core from the base in Afghanistan, 2001 till 2015, the 
officials from US claimed that it was left with a marginal presence in Afghanistan of 
less than hundred people. The small team only operated there mainly as an enabler 
being confined to the North-East of Afghanistan. However, by late 2015 the US forces 
in partnership with Afghanistan forces found and devastated an Al Qaeda big training 
base in Qandahar Province. This means the group had started to re-establish itself 
again in Afghanistan in collaboration with the Afghan Taliban. About 250 Al Qaeda 
operatives were captured or killed in December 2016. This included the group’s 
commander for Afghanistan in the North-East region. Earlier in 2014, Zawahiri had 
made public the founding of Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) which it 
is believed was birthed in reaction to the Islamic State which made some inroads in 
Afghanistan. In December 2017, the Afghan and US officials jointly reported having 
killed more than 80 Al Qaeda members including AQIS deputy leader (Salahuddin 
& Lamothe, 2017). 
4.6 Al Qaeda in Africa
The influence of Al-Qaeda in Africa is growing with studies showing that from 
2009 to 2011 the group’s activity was noticeable in 19 African regions and nations 
(Krech,2011).  There are four Al-Qaeda regional organizations operating in Africa 
alone with  a number of sub-organizations including; the Libyan Islamic Fighting 
Group, the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, , Al-Qaeda in Morocco, Al-Qaeda in Sudan, Al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (whose suborganizations comprise of Al-Qaeda in 
Mauritania and Al-Qaeda in Mali) and then  Al-Shabab in Somalia(Krech,2011). Ever 
since the death of Osama bin Laden on 2 May 2011, the African leadership influence 
within the group appears to have significantly increased. The three members 
presumed to be of Al- Qaeda’s strategic level of command have their roots in the 
African continent. The Arab Spring revolutions have not done any harm to Al-Qaeda. 
For this reason, this study   draws attention to the possibility for Al-Qaeda to spread 
out further on the African continent and suggests how to respond. More recently, 
an Islamist insurgency in the Cabo Delgado northern province of Mozambique has 
gained traction showing that both Islamic State and Al-Qaeda groups are working in 
cahoots.
Al-Qaeda became more well-organized and resolutely stronger than what it was 
during the 11th September attacks and more so in Africa. The death of Osama bin 
Laden in Abbottabad on the 2nd of May 2011 speeded up the exercise of restructuring 
which was initiated first in 2006 into a global terror nongovernmental organization 
(Krech,2011). An Egyptian named Ayman az-Zawahiri assumed leadership on the 
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16th of June 2011 for this terror group. At the level of the strategic command Saif al-
Adel also an Egyptian was appointed together with another African known as Abu 
Yahya al-Libi (a 3rd African). Though in contrast, Africans in Sub-Sahara may not 
or do not for now occupy such a role which is quite prominent in the operations of 
Al-Qaeda. However, as alluded before from 2009- 2011, the activities of Al-Qaeda 
had been recorded in 19 regions or nations in Africa namely: Burkina Faso, Egypt, 
Algeria, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea, Kenya, Ghana, Mauritania, Libya, Somalia, 
Niger, Morocco, Puntland, Nigeria, South Africa, Somaliland, Uganda and Sudan. 
Al-Qaeda appears to be advancing more and more from the north and east to central 
and southern Africa (with recent several attacks recorded in Mozambique) according 
to ACLED (2020). Krech(2011) argues that Al-Shabab support groups are now in 
even in South Africa. The Sunni terrorist group Boko Haram in Nigeria instituted in 
Maiduguri back in 2002 by Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf in Maiduguri in 2002, has since 
become more active in the issues of Al-Qaeda. 
AQIM which leads a regional network from Algeria has long had tensions internally 
hatching several cracks and offshoot groups. However, AQIM has trained and 
financially supported some other extremist organisations that are actively operating in 
West and North Africa. The group benefited from Libya and Tunisia uprisings of 2011. 
It also exploited the subsequent Mali civil war by expanding its area of jurisdiction 
and safe havens. The fall of Qadhafi’s administration became AQIM’s source of new 
recruits and arms. The group and its allies have launched attacks directed at local 
security forces, made abductions of Westerners for ransom and several attacks of 
foreigners in Mali, Algeria, Côte d’Ivoire and Burkina Faso. From 2015, Thomas (2018) 
posits that AQIM teamed up with the Sahel extremist groups perhaps in an effort 
to outperform French operations of counter terrorism. An assessment by US shows 
that AQIM continues as a terrorist group in the region whose targets are primarily 
Western and locals but confined within West and North Africa (SD, 2017). Six US 
nationals have been killed in bombings linked to AQIM. AFRICOM Commander 
Waldhauser advised in March 2017 that AQIM would remain a big security threat to 
the US and Africa. Although several leaders of AQIM have been killed or captured 
during operations of counter terrorism, asymmetric bombings have continued. 

5. Research method
 
The interpretivist philosophy informed this study whereupon a qualitative 
methodology was employed. The emphasis of the interpretivism approach is on the 
importance of people involved in the phenomenon (Riemer, Lapan & Quartaroli, 
2012). As such, researchers use this approach to study the phenomenon by considering 
that which is in existence and then interpret views of others. This study explored the 
pervasive nature of Al Qaeda’s politics, the related conflict and operations of counter 
terrorism, interpret the narratives and review policy considerations for Africa. 
Secondary data was collected from several sources, like research articles, internet, 
research reports, media reports and library books. Inductive content analysis enabled 
the analysis of data. In a qualitative research, if the choice made is to use an inductive 
content analysis it implies the need to organise the data. The procedure for organising 
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data included the creation of groups, open coding and making abstractions. In the 
system of open coding, captions/ headlines and summaries were written down. The 
text was read and re-read at the same time noting down critical and relevant points 
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In setting up groups, assumptions were made, then data 
interpretation especially for content that fitted well in identified groups (Dey 1993). 
Abstraction implied developing a collective description central to the study’s focus 
(Robson, 1993, Burnard,1996). This was expedient specifically in the analysis of media 
reports and US Congressional and counterterrorism reports concerning Al Qaeda.

6. Main findings and discussion
 
Al Qaeda has spread into Africa, the Middle East, South Asia and likely China. For the 
past three decades Islam in South Asia went through a gradual change, moving from 
modest and pluralist to a more Wahhabi puritan brand which Saudi Arabia practises. 
The stretch of Saudi sponsored madrassas in thousands and mosques of Wahhabi 
throughout South Asia appears to be a perfect fishing pond for Al Qaeda’s recruits 
and for other groups of jihadists. Currently, AQIS stands as the major jihadist network 
deeply rooted in South Asia, heavily relying on covert traditional terrorist methods of 
operation. The increased political divide and growing violent attacks on some Muslims 
in India creates fear and animosity in the region between Muslims and Hindus. AQIS 
will attempt to take advantage of this resentment and hostility. It is however noted that, 
AQIS has demonstrated the ability of Al Qaeda to effectively infiltrate, operate and 
propagate its philosophy in some countries which have relative peace such as India 
and China. This could be a blueprint for Al Qaeda for years to come. 
This means the belief that Al Qaeda only thrives in areas of conflict like Syria, Libya 
and Yemen is erroneous and untrue. AQIS has adopted a strategy of eschewing the 
tactics of savagery which the Islamic State employs. Although foreign terrorist analysis 
in the majority has focussed on the Islamic State in recent years, it is worthwhile 
to notice that, the next huge foreign terrorist mobilisation was Afghan jihad after 
the ISIS deployment to Iraq and Syria. In general, the West and in particular the US 
will continue to be main targets for Al Qaeda although Africa and China could be 
in the loop. Recent bombings in Karachi at the Chinese consulate and the slaying 
of a Chinese business mogul, though not directly linked to Al Qaeda, present clear 
indications that China is a terrorist target.
Since the 11 September attacks in 2001, Al-Qaeda has significantly morphed. Whereas 
it was led centrally and directed groups that operated clandestinely under the de 
facto fortification of a partially established state in Afghanistan, today Al Qaeda is 
best described as an organisation of groups that are not securely connected. These 
groups fundamentally operate in the framework of revolutionary terrorism. During 
Osama bin Laden’s time, the core of Al Qaeda remotely controlled the globally spread 
affiliate groups. When Ayman al-Zawahri took over, he accelerated the devolution 
allowing local groups including those in Africa to be more responsible for their 
operations as the core assumed the role of inspiring. This became necessary because 
of constant US detection threat. 
 In avoiding excessive decentralization, a global deputy was appointed. The ultimate 
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goal for Al Qaeda is to create a caliphate which is global. This would be made up 
of several local Islamic territories based on the struggle and military spread. This 
appears to be a fairly long-term goal, theoretically taking decades of effort. However, 
Al Qaeda’s immediate and short-term goal manifest in three related ways: launching 
attacks against local administrations considered to be less Islamic and corrupt; spread 
the Islamic fundamental ideas peacefully through outreach programmes (dawa); 
to make clandestine terror attacks directed to the US, Africa, Israel and Europe. Al 
Qaeda has prioritised these methods ever since it existed until the Arab uprisings 
late in 2010. Thereafter, it is the local community which has increasingly had more 
skirmishes ahead of the international one. This means, Al Qaeda’s local and global 
leaders have put more emphasis on the dynamics of insurgencies meant to influence 
change locally. In Iraq, Al Qaeda incorporated a strategic religious vision grounded 
on the use of massive violence which it believes compromised the group’s capacity to 
gain traction somewhere else.
In 2013, after publicly alienating itself from ISIS, Al Qaeda opted to make a difference 
from this brutality by blending the dawa and local insurgency together. This strategic 
approach was not necessarily a result of the dramatic severance of Al Qaeda’s 
relationship with ISIS. Early in 2011 strategist of Al Qaeda mooted the idea for a soft 
approach hence AQIM leader had to write instructing his forces operating in Mali 
to deal with people as if they were babies. This means the application of Sharia had 
to be done slowly to avoid rejection and resentment as the ‘baby’ grows in Africa. 
Although pragmatic, this advice arrived late in Mali as much as it did in Yemen when 
AQAP was rebranding as Ansar al-Shariah trying to clear itself of the soiled Al Qaeda 
image. This new strategy came to fruition late 2012 in Syria to which Zawahri had to 
codify it a year later in the jihad general guidelines document. In these guidelines, 
reference was repeatedly made for the need to resent the indiscriminate killing of 
other Muslims, civilians and defiant sects, except in defence.
Terrorist attacks perpetrated by Al Qaeda have been less pronounced and 
overshadowed by the Islamic State in recent years. Counterterrorism measures 
remain in place particularly from the US and allies although much focus has not 
been directed on Al Qaeda as such. Al Qaeda continues to grow covertly using the 
outreach approach and affiliate groups in Africa.

7. Issues for Africa and policy consideration

The Muslim community is deep-seated in a flux. In order to shape and define the 
jihadism future, there is need for a confluence of sectarian and ideological trends. 
When drafting counter terrorism policies, the Africa is confronted with some 
challenges that are complex. It is not enough to fight Al Qaeda terrorism alone. It is 
clear that, the military forces can effectively disrupt it without dismantling perhaps 
permanently, a trend that was originally created due to political discontentment. 
Issues for consideration comprise contradictory choices of approach, counter 
terrorism allies with priorities that are conflictual, costly unforeseen, and unintended 
consequences. The charted course may lead to the crafting of policies that are fateful 
on specific countries or movements. 
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The US is not obligated to protect only its interests when it acts lonely. In terms 
of financial and human resources, fighting terrorism is costly. Although over the 
years combatting extremism has taken both international and regional allies, it is 
how to sustain these coalitions which requires some degree of compromise. Each of 
the partners in the coalition brings along its own strategies, priorities and political 
motives for protecting self-interests. This creates conflicts of interests. To broker or 
build an approach common to all partners is not always easy. Yet allies have used 
security threat by terrorism to gain military and financial support; to address issues 
that are tangential and not congruent with that of Africa as such.
It may bring credibility if Africa gets into partnerships with those legitimate 
local groups taking the lead in fighting extremism. These partner groups need to 
be broadly supported by loyal and capable national security forces. What was 
experienced by the US between 2003 and 2011 in Iraq reveals that an increase in the 
number of regular fighters does not translate to competences by local partnerships. 
Programmes of counter terrorism ought to be always sensitive to public opinions in 
local communities and the world at large. Therefore, the marginalisation of jihadism 
should be well calculated. This explains why for instance, despite the US having 
made progress in Iraq against the ISIS, more than a decade ago after the fall of Sadam 
Hussein’s administration the local government has not been able to broker agreements 
for power sharing with the Kurdish, Shiite and Sunni among others. Stability is a 
function of military and political symmetry. Historically, terrorists have baited policy 
makers by provoking their foes into reactions that are deadly, messy and costly. Such 
responses provide political expediency to jihad groups when societies become highly 
polarised. 
Therefore, when crafting African policies to reduce extremism, it must be done such 
that they defuse tensions that are sectarian rather than fuelling tensions and instilling 
vulnerability to other sects. Jihadism is very prevalent where countries have serious 
discord in society. Such discord plays to the narrative of jihadists with the young 
being the most victims of trauma in a crisis. Social dislocation also interplays with the 
surge of extremism as witnessed in Yemen, Libya, Syria and Iraq in the Middle East 
where displacements of people within and beyond borders has been very high back 
from second World War. For policy consideration, above all, it is important for Africa 
to note that terrorism being a form of war can be traced back to ancient times and that 
it can never be totally eradicated. In this 21st century it is being used as an asymmetric 
instrument of war whose threat to the continent is persistent and real.

8. Conclusions
 
Al Qaeda has continued to cause a serious security threat, mainly through its affiliates 
in South Asia, North Africa and the Middle East. This is happening after ISIS has 
suffered shocking setbacks experienced in Iraq and Syria. Yet, when ISIS appeared 
to be strong with an increased command of huge tracts of land, that time, Al Qaeda 
had to lie low but increasing its presence. The effects of a globalised community pose 
some conflict and security challenges viewed from a lens of intelligence and counter 
terrorism. Border controls by land and air have to be tight and strictly monitored 
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in Africa. The internet creates an important theatre for the jihadist organisations. 
Glorifying the warfare of some extremists such as the Al Qaeda will not be favourable 
to measures of counter extremism or counter-terrorism especially after an attack. 
Although the Obama administration exterminated several Al Qaeda’s key members 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan just as it did in Somalia, Yemen and Syria, the network 
remains incredibly active. Al Qaeda persistently builds and marshals resources 
for strengthening its fight. What is clear today is that Al Qaeda’s pervasiveness 
and its dynamic politics have become more complicated than before. The ideology 
inherent to the activities of Al Qaeda call for a revisit to the current counter terrorism 
mechanisms where only the US and its allies appear to be the only ones at the centre 
stage of the conflict theatre.
 Due to the complexity of Al Qaeda’s security threat, it is time for Africa to recognise 
that counteracting extremism and terrorism is a lasting struggle. This embodies 
something beyond only the military method. In a changing inter-jihadist race, the 
primary thrust should be more on fighting ISIS and Al Qaeda aiming at their leaders, 
restrict their financial access, and obstructing their potential recruitment of foreign 
jihadists. This involves the destabilisation of the terrorist structures, de-escalation of 
the cyclical Al Qaeda. Besides the policies which are aggressive, promote a narrow 
strategy of containment. This allows Al Qaeda to be in charge of a small area or 
territory in which it will practise extremism and repressive rule making its adherents 
‘rot’ from within. In this strategy, the group members will not be accepted back if they 
wish to re-join others in future. Under those circumstances, it will be an invaluable 
opportunity for the global community to support the local initiatives in undermining 
Al Qaeda’s ideology.
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