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The jihadi insurgency in Mozambique: origins, nature and
beginning
Eric Morier-Genoud

School of History, Anthropology, Philosophy and Politics, Queen’s University Belfast, Belfast, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

For the last three years, Mozambique has been facing an insurgency Insurrection; religion; sect;
in its northern province of Cabo Delgado. There is much confusion ~history; Islamism; jihadism;
and debate as to what is going on. Who are the insurgents, what do Cabo Delgado; Mozambique
they want, and where do they come from? Debates have focused

particularly on the role of religion and the external dimension of

the insurgency. Drawing on fieldwork from 2018 and 2019, this

paper focuses on the first attack of the insurgents in October

2017 and uses this to explore the origin, nature and early history

of the contemporary armed violence. It uncovers that the

insurgents belong to an Islamist sect which began a decade

earlier and shifted to armed jihadism in the mid-2010s.

In memory of Abdul Raufu Mustapha

For the last three years, the province of Cabo Delgado in northern Mozambique has faced
an insurgency. It began in October 2017 when insurgents occupied the town of Mocimboa
da Praia for 48 h and stole armament, only fleeing to the bush when police reinforcements
arrived. Since then, the insurgency has grown into a typical guerrilla war. At first, attacks
took place at night, against small villages. In 2018, insurgents began to make assaults
during the day. In 2019, they began to target small towns, army outposts and transport
on roads. By early 2020, they had overrun district capitals and circulated videos articulat-
ing a clear jihadi agenda. In July 2019, they had pledged allegiance to the Islamic State of
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL, more commonly known as ISIS). With this, ISIS began to take
responsibility for more and more of the attacks in Mozambique. The government reacted
by sending troops to the north of the country, securing towns and villages, and hunting
insurgents. While it did not manage to end the insurgency, it has managed to contain it
to a geographical area covering about half of the province (around 30,000 square kilo-
metres). As the insurgency gains in strength and confidence, many wonder what is
coming next. This requires that we understand who the insurgents are and what they want.

There is much debate about the causes, origins and nature of the insurgency in Mozam-
bique. A first dimension of the debate relates to the religious nature of the conflict. Various
commentators and authors, such as Hanlon, argue that the cause of the conflict is material
deprivation, particularly poverty, marginalization and lack of perspectives among the
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youth, with religion functioning only as ‘rallying point’ or cloak.! These authors highlight that
Cabo Delgado is one of Mozambique’s poorest provinces and one of the areas where mega-
discoveries of gas have created unmet expectations as international companies are still in the
process of building an LNG (natural gas) industry in the area. Other authors, such as Habibe,
Forquilha and Salvador, argue the opposite, namely that Islam is a key factor, if not the central
factor, behind the insurgency. They posit that young Muslims in Mozambique have been radi-
calized under the influence of preachers from Kenya and Tanzania.” Some point more widely
to Wahhabism and the Mozambican students who studied at Saudi Arabian, Egyptian and
Sudanese universities.” A second dimension of the debate relates to gauging the external
nature of the insurgency. Many authors see it as originating from inside Mozambique,
some arguing, as we have seen, it relates to local poverty, inequality and marginalization.
Others argue, however, that it either came from the outside or is the result of a foreign
influence. The International Crisis Group, following the UN Monitoring Group, makes the
case for an external origin in that it sees the insurgency as the work of Kenyan militants
who, repressed by the government of Tanzania where they had taken refuge, fled to Mozam-
bique.* Matsinhe and Valoi, in turn, argue only for an external influence when reporting an
interviewee saying that jihadist thinking was ‘imported’ from abroad; similarly, Habibe, For-
quilha and Pereira point to ideological influences by foreign preachers, such as by Sheik Abu
Rogo.” In the face of these divergent arguments and approaches, the research for this article
began from the premise that we need to know who the insurgents are, where they come
from, and what they say they want to achieve before we can engage in any discussion of
the religious or the foreign nature of their actions. To achieve this, I began research with
the first attack on 5 October 2017 to identify who was involved.

The perspective of this paper is historical and sociological, aiming at analysing, as Mus-
tapha put it, ‘the internal dynamics and historicity of African Muslim societies’.® Following
Chome, the text also gives due consideration to the ideas of insurgents and the evolution of
their thinking on Islam and politics.” Research was conducted during two stints of
fieldwork in Cabo Delgado in 2018 and 2019. With the help of local research assistants,
I collected over 50 interviews with Muslims leaders, state officials, NGO workers,
people affected by the insurgency, and two former insurgents. Different actors and govern-
ment officials involved in Cabo Delgado also shared materials. In view of the sensitivity of
the situation, I decided to anonymize all names of interviewers and interviewees, and the
locations and dates of the interviews. On the bases of that research, the article is organized
into three sections. The first looks at the very beginning of the insurgency and the nature
of the group behind it. The second investigates the origin of the insurgents’ group while
the third explores why the so-called Al-Shabaab group shifted to armed violence after
years of relatively peaceful existence, and what internationalization it underwent since.
It argues that behind the insurgency lies a religious sect, one that began in 2007 and
that shifted from Islamism to violent jihadism in the mid-2010s.

Nature of the insurgency in Cabo Delgado

The first attack in Cabo Delgado took place on 5 October 2017 in the town of Mocimboa
da Praia. Journalists’ reports, interviews, images, and videos all suggest that most insur-
gents were from the town of Mocimboa da Praia itself. The majority had grown up
there, some were from other districts of Cabo Delgado and a few had “foreign accents’,
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but most of them had been living in the town before the attack. Many local people recog-
nized the attackers and reported that they belonged to what they called the ‘Al-Shabaab’
religious sect. According to these accounts, the sect had a mosque in the town’s Nandua-
dua neighbourhood and was in the process of building another new mosque next to the
first one. For a number of days after the attack, the police tried to deny this, but then
destroyed the mosque as well as buildings associated with the sect in other towns. Some
lower-level state officials also made private and public claims confirming that a religious
sect was behind the attack, just as did members and lower officials of religious institutions.
The head of the Islamic Council in Mocimboa da Praia explained, for example, that ‘the
presence of individuals with ideologies of a radical tendency has been noticed in recent
times and had been reported to the authorities’.* The administrator of Mocimboa declared
similarly that ‘Some of them [attackers] are our children from various neighbourhoods
and villages. It is a mixture of citizen who got involved in this confusion’.” The newspaper
O Pais (which sent journalists on 6 October) wrote on 9 October that ‘the truth is that all
the residents of this town have absolutely no doubt that the attacks were carried out by
members of the Al-Shabaab sect’.'’

If there was no doubt locally as to who was behind the attacks of 5 October 2017, there
was some disagreement over the name of the sect behind the insurgents. Some thought it
was called Al-Shabaab and others called it Al-Sunnah Wal-Jamda. A few journalists
reported the name Swahili Sunnah, a term used by the influential independent newssheet
mediaFAX (Maputo) and the weekly newspaper Savana (Maputo). But I was unable to
confirm this name on the ground and the scholars Habibe, Forquilha and Pereira, who
did extensive research on the insurgents in Mocimboa da Praia, do not even mention
the term."" The population on the ground used Al-Shabaab to refer to the sect. It
means ‘youth’ in Arabic (most sect members are young, locals explain) and the men
behaved like the Al-Shabaab organization in Somalia, i.e. forcefully. Today this is the
most popular name for the insurgency, in Cabo Delgado and nationally, among the popu-
lation and in newspapers, on TV and in other media. It is also the name the insurgents
have been using themselves in written notes in early 2020. As to the term Al-Sunnah
Wal-Jamda, researchers Habibe, Forquilha and Pereira posit that it is a name the sect
tried to appropriate because it means ‘adepts of the prophetic tradition and the consensus’,
which is the term the mainstream Muslim majority gives itself in Cabo Delgado (and else-
where).'? In other words, the insurgents tried to use the term Al-Sunnah Wal-Jamda to
present themselves as the legitimate holders of religious orthodoxy. This failed,
however, because Muslim leaders and the population rejected their use of the term and
instead called the sect Al-Shabaab - a term the insurgents eventually re-appropriated."

What did the insurgents and their sect intend with their attack on 5 October 20172
Contrary to what the national police spokesperson claimed in subsequent days, they did
not attack people indiscriminately with the aim of ‘sowing fear and terror to the popu-
lation and installing public disorder’.'* Rather, they were very selective and purposeful
in their attacks. A citizen reported to a journalist that he came across the leader of the
Al-Shabaab sect and four armed men as he and some friends were walking to the
mosque at 5:00AM on the morning of the attack. The leader told the prayer-goers that
they did not constitute his target as he and his armed men were only going after the
state’s armed forces; they would not attack civilians unless the latter denounced them
to the police."> Another Mocimboa resident explained: ‘They had a machete, a knife
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and a machine gun and one told me not to be afraid because they were only after the
police’.'® An old woman encountered the insurgents early in the morning too, upon
which they instructed her to go back into her house.'” A district administrator

confirmed this approach in an interview in 2018:

On 5 October, they focused on the police force. They were not preoccupied with civilians, else
it would have been serious. They tried to weaken the position [of the armed forces] in the
town, but thanks to the help we received, we rapidly managed to chase them away."®

Many Mocimboa inhabitants explained that the insurgents and their sect rejected the
secular state and wanted to introduce sharia rule. The administrator of the district of
Palma (also affected by the nascent insurgency) said that it was a ‘group which fights
against the government or lawfulness, they do not want children to study and they
enter mosques with their shoes’.'” A resident of Nanduadua explained further:

If T were to have problems with my wife, then I should not go to the police station, it has to be
to these monhés [sic]*® of marriage issues, not the [police] station. [If there is] a problem with
crime, one should not go to the police, one should use Islamic law. That is what they wanted.
They demanded that the statues of Samora Machel and Eduardo Mondlane be removed in
town as well as the Christian crosses at the entrance of town, because this is an area domi-
nated by Muslims and there should be no Christian symbols.”!

Journalist Lazaro Mabunda, who did research on this group before October 2017, wrote in
a similar vein a few days after the first attack:

They do not accept that children go to school because to them the only acceptable school is
the Muslim one. There is no other [school] they accept. They do not recognize state schools.
Their food habits have to be in line with what they believe too. Besides, the group says there is
only one Supreme Being on earth: Allah, and no one else.”

The interviews conducted during the course of the present research in 2018 and 2019
confirmed these elements and revealed more characteristics about the sect. Members
had a distinctive dress code: women had to wear the burqa*> while men wore shortened
trousers, a scarf around their (shaved) head, a beard, and a knife. This dress code was
worn by many of the men caught or killed, photographed or filmed, on 5 October
2017. Concerning prayer, the sect saw men praying with arms folded across their
chests, not wearing the cofié (kufi cap), keeping on their shoes inside the mosque,
and praying only three times a day instead of the usual five times a day for Sunni
Muslims. The prayer element seems to indicate the sect is scripturalist and, more specifi-
cally yet, Quranist.”* The group forbid women to do any work outside the home, includ-
ing agricultural work (traditionally done by women). They denounced the existing
political and religious order as corrupt, and pronounced all those involved in these
structures as kaffir (infidels). They refused to greet, or respond to greetings from,
people they considered infidels and did not hesitate denouncing such people in
public, particularly those who worked for the state administration. An Islamic teacher
declared in an interview:

They had attitudes and gestures that were foreign to our religion, for example the prohibition
of children to study in schools, the prohibition to vote, marriages which did not follow the
law, teachings in which they recommended to insult misbelievers and not respect parents,
the government, and [other] religious leaders.*’
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We can draw two elements from this description. First, these men identified as Islamists,
that is to say individuals who reject the secular state and want to apply sharia rule in full.”®
Thus, they did not simply follow Islamic religious principles but wanted to establish a
sharia-based political order. As Tibi puts it: ‘Islamism is not Islam’, even if the two are con-
nected. Islam is a religion while Islamism is a political ideology, a form of ‘religionized
politics’, aiming at establishing a sharia-based political order.”” Secondly, these individuals
constituted a religious sect. Instead of trying to change the political order, they withdrew
from it, and cut themselves off from society, so as to apply sharia rule for themselves. They
demanded that their members not engage with the secular systems of justice, health and
education; instead, they offered these services within their mosques, thus developing a
‘counter-society’. By definition, sects are newly formed religious groups that protest
elements of their parent religion and society. They operate in high tension with these,
denouncing them as ‘corrupt’, while claiming to represent a return to the ‘true religion’.*®
The group we know as Al-Shabaab in Mozambique meets this definition of a sect. It was an
Islamist sect until 2017, when it decided to stop withdrawing from society and went on the
attack in order to change society.

Tellingly, the state and most Muslim leaders in Cabo Delgado understood Al-Shabaab
as a ‘sect’ before 2017. They referred to it in those terms and described it with the very
characteristics just listed. Most exhaustively and tellingly, mainstream Islamic leaders dis-
cussed Al-Shabaab at their national Islamic Conference held in Nampula on 10-13
November 2016. The leaders, mostly from the Islamic Council of Mozambique
(CISLAMO),” discussed three themes, one of which was ‘emergent sects’ in the
country. Their focus lay on Shia Muslims and the ‘Al Shabab’ (sic) whose presence they
discussed in relation to the north-eastern provinces of Zambezia, Nampula and Cabo
Delgado. Shia Muslims were considered a problem in all three provinces, Al-Shabaab
only in Cabo Delgado. In a presentation on Cabo Delgado, the following points were
made about Al-Shabaab:

They discourage formal education in public institutions (school, university, etc.);
They do not respect Islamic principles;

They allow weddings without consent from the girl’s parents;

They carry knives, which symbolize jihad;

They do not accept dialogue;

They incite violence and dissatisfaction against the teachers of ISLAM;

[They promise] attacks against the Ahle Sunnat Wal Jammat [sic].>°

This is congruent with the descriptions given by Mocimboa residents and with details
uncovered by my own research. In sum, it is clear that the men who attacked Mocimboa
da Praia in October 2017 were from an Islamist sect present in Cabo Delgado only and
known as Al-Shabaab. The sect existed before 2017 and Muslim leaders and others had
already discussed its existence, and what should be done about it, before it began to
engage in armed violence. I now turn to consider the next question: where the sect
came from.

Origins of the Al-Shabaab sect

Our investigations in the south of the province of Cabo Delgado suggests that the sect
emerged in the district of Balama (See Map below) in 2007, though it could have begun
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earlier and in a different district. A Muslim leader reported that a similar movement had
appeared in 1989-90 in Nangade district. The adepts of that sect claimed to be followers of
Moises, a prophet in the Muslim tradition. They had a dress code similar to that of the
members of the present-day Al-Shabaab. The sheik explained: “They were young, they
cut their trousers, they cut their hair, [they wore] a beard, and [they walked with a]
wooden stick. In the mosque, they prayed woman, man, woman, man ... ".>" This descrip-
tion reveals that the Nangade group had unusual views and practices, several of which cor-
respond to those of Al-Shabaab - haircut, beard, short trousers, and a different way of
praying in the mosque. At the time, mainstream Islamic organizations in Cabo Delgado
considered the group as a risk and in 1990 the sheik interviewed was tasked with going
to Nangade to help the administrator ‘contain’ the religious group. They talked to some
members of the sect and arrested others. Eventually, ‘by force, the group faded’, the
sheik explained. Because the Nangade group acted similarly to the contemporary Al-
Shabaab, the sheik speculated that the members of the 1989-90 group could be the
same as those of the sect today, though he could not point to any specific element that
would prove a direct relationship between them.*® More research will be needed on this
point. In the meantime, we can conclude that either (a) the sect is quite old and/or has
connection with an older sect, or (b) we need to think of the Al-Shabaab sect as part of
a broader dynamic and history of Islamic sects in Cabo Delgado.>

Concerning the Al-Shabaab sect, our research from 2018-19 uncovered its earliest
manifestation in 2007 in the district of Balama. In that year, a young man, Sualehe
Rafayel, of Makua ethnicity, returned to his birth village of Nhacole (a.k.a. Muapé - see
Map below) after having spent several years in Tanzania. He joined the local Wahhabi
mosque, recently built by the Africa Muslim Agency (AMA, a Kuwaiti NGO). He had a
different approach to the Islamic faith than other believers, rejecting several existing prac-
tices and ideas as haram (forbidden). He tried to convert members of this mosque as well
as other mosques to his ways while building his own praying site — approaching the auth-
orities for an authorization on 3 May 2007.>* Tensions rapidly rose between Sheik Sualehe
and other Muslims in Nhacole, including the newly arrived CISLAMO. Sheik Sualehe
therefore withdrew from the Wahhabi mosque and moved to his own religious building
in his personal compound. There he put in practice his own ideas and principles with a
group of male and female followers. The person who was the official head of Nhacole
village at the time described their ideas and principles as follows:

When Muslims finish their prayers, they always clean their face and wash their legs or feet.
Yet there [in Sualehe’s mosque], you could not clean either your face or your feet before and
after prayers. If you did, these practices were considered haram. The believers would not use
the Muslim cofié [cap] of CISLAMO, but the men had to wear a cloth around the head;
although some actually did not do that either. What they did is not wear the cofié of
CISLAMO. Women’s dress, we know and we could see that they covered the whole body
with a black dress, and we asked ourselves: do women not suffer from the heat with this
sort of dr3ess? Men dressed with short pants, which were not full pants in the real sense of
the term.”

Although he had withdrawn to his own mosque, tensions between Sheik Sualehe and other
Muslims continued, particularly between Sualehe and CISLAMO. There were many points
of contention between Sheik Sualehe and the mainstream (and overwhelming majority of)
Sufi Muslims of the area; for the Wahhabi Sheik though, the main point of disagreement
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was the believers’ relations with the state. While Sheik Sualehe rejected the state categori-
cally, CISLAMO worked very closely with it. This led to a clash between Sualehe and
CISLAMO as Sualehe denounced those who worked with the state as kaffir. After an
exchange of letters and at least one meeting (on 16 May 2010) to try to resolve their differ-
ences,’® CISLAMO decided to go to the state and formally denounce Sheik Sualehe. The
district administrator looked into the issue and eventually decided to imprison Sualehe
and some of his followers. On 21 March 2011, the administrator held a meeting with
the imprisoned Sheik Sualehe and his followers to explain that the state would not
allow anyone preaching the rejection of the (secular) state and preventing their children
from going to school. In effect, the administrator expelled Sheik Sualehe and his followers
from Balama unless they changed their ideas and practices. The Sheik decided to leave the
district, and he and some of his followers went to Tanzania.’”” The Sheik returned to
Nhacole for a short visit (maybe two visits) before establishing himself elsewhere in the
province. No interviewees could say where he went exactly after leaving Nhacole. This
is an important question that needs further research, first, to ascertain whether Sheik
Sualehe was the founder of the Al-Shabaab sect and, second, to trace whether and how
he disseminated the sect in the province.

What we know is that Sualehe did not flee to the district of Chiure. Here the sect began
in 2014 (possibly in 2013) and the founder of the group was a man called Abdul Carimo.
Born in Chiure, of Makua ethnicity, Abdul Carimo is said to have been influenced by a
sheik from Mocimboa da Praia. After joining the sect, he began to clash with believers
at his regular mosque in Chiure. To further his views and practices, Sheik Abdul
decided to set up his own mosque at his home in the neighbourhood of Namuita. Some
people followed him, and thus Sheik Abdul developed the sect in his house, turning it
into a compound when he added a Madrasa (school) and several other houses.*® Later
an affiliated mosque opened in the neighbourhood of Nhamissir. As with Sheik Sualehe
in Balama, other Muslims were not happy with the presence of this sect and the Islamic
Council on several occasions tried to get Sheik Abdul and his followers to abandon
their efforts.”® On 4 October 2015 the sect came to the attention of the authorities
when members verbally vilified an official ceremony taking place in town for Peace day.
The following year sect members protested again, shouting that the ceremony was
‘haram’** A month later, in early November 2016, things turned sour when sect
members in Intutupué, in neighbouring Ancuabe district, clashed with other Muslims
and killed one. Six of the men who were involved in the killing fled to Chiure town
where the police immediately arrested them. The following day, on 3 November 2016,
the residents of Chiure were instructed to destroy the Al-Shabaab mosque in Nhamissir
neighbourhood just as 36 sect members armed with knives and machetes besieged the
local police station, demanding the liberation of their arrested colleagues. Violence
erupted in Nhamissir on the next day as sect members demanded the return of the
materials from their destroyed mosque, which the authorities had confiscated. When a
believer threw a machete at the police, they fired back, injuring Sheik Abdul. The police
arrested 21 men who were rapidly put on trial and condemned to a 15-month prison sen-
tence. The police sent the Intutupué men back to Ancuabe district where they were placed
on trial and also sentenced to jail terms. The injured Sheik Abdul, for his part, was sent to
hospital from where he and a colleague escaped as soon as his health improved. He was
recaptured during the course of 2017 and is reported to have died in jail in 2018.*'
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In spite of these difficulties (and sometimes because of them), the Al-Shabaab sect
expanded across the province of Cabo Delgado through the 2010s. The national Islamic
conference that took place in Nampula in 2016 concluded that, by the end of that year,
the sect was prevalent in four districts of Cabo Delgado province, namely Palma,
Nangade, Mocimboa da Praia, and Montepuez.** There were also signs of its presence
in Macomia and Quissanga, where problems arose in 2015 and 2017 (see next section).
In other words, by 2016 Al-Shabaab had a presence in at least five districts of Cabo
Delgado, and had been expelled from another three, namely Balama, Ancuabe, and
Chiure (Map 1). It is not clear whether the sect had any headquarters by 2016, but if
they did, it was probably in Mocimboa da Praia where, by 2016-17, it was not only build-
ing a second mosque in Nanduadua neighbourhood but one made of cement (a fact which
would suggest they had plans to stay for the long term). The history of the sect in Mocim-
boa da Praia is not fully clear yet. Researchers Habibe, Forquilha and Pereira suggest that it
started there as early as 2013 or 2014.** An account by a Sufi sheik I interviewed suggests
an even earlier date: the sheik declared he travelled to Mocimboa in 2010, and again in
2011, to resolve conflicts between his community and the Al-Shabaab sect, suggesting
that the sect had begun there in 2010 at the latest.**

UNITED REPUBLIC OF TANZANIA
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Map 1. Sect presence and armed activities in Cabo Delgado. Source: Designed by Dorian Ryser, June
2020.
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Shift to violence and international links

What induced the Al-Shabaab sect to engage in violent action in October 20172 While verb-
ally aggressive, the sect seemed happy enough in its initial years to withdraw from society and
function separate from society. What brought about the shift from building a counter-society
under sharia rule to waging a jihadi war to transform state and society? The report by Habibe,
Forquilha and Pereira refers to the militarization of Al-Shabaab in 2015, but it is silent on why
this happened.** Several individuals we interviewed in Cabo Delgado told us that, from the
very beginning, the sect had had a military dimension — members would have always taken
military training.*® This seems improbable. For one, why would they have trained for ten
years without engaging in any armed action? For another, several police authorities told us
clearly that up to 2017 they never found any proof for the distribution of arms amongst
sect members; all that the sect members had were locally bought machetes and knives.*” It
might thus be that the military dimension is read into the sect’s past in light of the recent
violent action. Following on Habibe, Forquilha and Pereira and other interviews, it rather
seems the case that the sect shifted to a violent approach in or around 2015. Building on
data gathered from different sources, I suggest that the sect shifted its overall strategy after
being at the receiving end of increased opposition and repression by mainstream Muslim
organizations and the state — with a tipping point reached around 2016.

While mainstream Muslim leaders on various occasions dealt with the sect on their
own, by trying to engage them in dialogue and debate (as seen above), they also lobbied
the state to repress the sect from the very start of its existence. In Balama district this
led to the expulsion of the sect in 2011. In many, if not most other districts, however,
state administrators refused to intervene. Like the governor of Cabo Delgado, they saw
the conflict as an intra-Muslim affair and reckoned that it was not the role of a represen-
tative of the secular state to intervene in a disagreement over religious interpretation and
practice.*® This understanding changed in 2015-16, however, when the sect engaged in a
series of violent clashes with state authorities. It began at the latest in November 2015
when Al-Shabaab members forcefully tried to prevent the sale of alcohol in the village
of Pangane, district of Macomia. Bar and shop owners called the police, inflaming the situ-
ation: a member of the sect stabbed a police officer to death and the police injured two sect
members.*” Though it is not clear whether the government acted in response to this attack,
still during the same year it deported two Kenyan and Tanzanian sect members (leaders?)
from Mocimboa da Praia.”® Then, in November 2016, violence took place in Intutupué
(Ancuabe district) during which one man was killed and several sect members fled to
Chiure, as we saw above. This led to violence in Chiure town during which the town’s
sect leader was shot, 27 sect members were jailed and the town’s Al-Shabaab mosques
were destroyed. This list of events is probably not exhaustive, but we know that repression
continued, if not increased, in 2017 with the state detaining many Al-Shabaab men in
Quissanga and Macomia districts for calling on the population not to respect the
secular state.”’ The police in Macomia district explained their actions against the sect in
June 2017 in the following manner:

These three citizens are creating disinformation, calling on the population not to respect the
existence of the Government, calling for disrespect to the authorities, non-attendance of
schools, and the use of cutting objects such as knives and other instruments for self-
protection.”
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In other words, not only was there an increasing number of incidents in 2015-16, but by
late 2016 the government was actively countering the sect, arresting men solely for belong-
ing to the sect. It is probable that the sect leaders concluded thereafter that building and
living in a counter-society was not possible anymore. They probably shifted then their
strategy to achieve their goal of living in a sharia-based political order from withdrawing
from society to attacking the state, in order to change the way society operated. They thus
shifted from Islamist sectarianism to armed jihadism.>

The emergence of the Al-Shabaab sect and its shift to armed jihadism around 2016
did not happen in a vacuum. When the sect emerged in the 2000s, the province of Cabo
Delgado was (as it still is) one of the poorest in Mozambique. It was (and remains) an
area deeply divided between Muslims and Christians, not so much because of religion
per se as because religious divisions are superimposed onto ethnic, social, political, and
power divisions. These are not essential divisions, but social and historical constructs
which have crystallized over time.”* The result is that the coastal Makua (Makua-
Meto) and Mwani communities form a Muslim majority whilst the minority
Makonde, Christian by religion, hold the social, economic and political power in the
province. Both the Makua but even more the Mwani resent this domination in light
of their own ‘glorious’ pre-colonial Islamic and Swahili past (albeit as slave traders).
The Makonde have always been a backbone for the ruling Frelimo party (with a
Makonde elected as its president in late 2014) while the Mwani have historically
aligned themselves with the opposition Renamo party (particularly since the multiparty
elections of 1994).%° Tensions are particularly strong in certain towns. In Mocimboa da
Praia, which is divided along sectarian lines, ethnic riots erupted in 2005 when Renamo
rejected the results of the national election and sectarian looting and killing took
place.”® The 2000s were also uncertain in economic terms. An illegal economy flour-
ished with smuggling, the illicit mining of minerals, poaching and drug trafficking,
while a liberal (and relatively weak) local government allowed the immigration of
many individuals from Tanzania and other African countries.”” Even in the religious
sphere things were changing fast and becoming more uncertain. Intra-Muslim tensions
developed with the introduction of Wahhabi institutions in Cabo Delgado in the 1990s
and 2000s, led by CISLAMO and AMA.>® There was also competition from new Chris-
tian organizations that moved into the province in the 1990s and 2000s to convert the
last ‘un-churched’ communities in the world, namely the Mwani and Makua-Meto of
Cabo Delgado.”

In spite of this evidence, many intellectuals, religious actors, and politicians refuse to
accept that the armed violence has anything to do with the dynamics of the Muslim
society of Cabo Delgado. They believe instead that the insurgency is a conspiracy.
Various theories exist, ranging from a conspiracy by a foreign power (e.g. the CIA)® or
private interests (oil companies aiming to control Mozambique’s natural resources),’!
to a Muslim conspiracy (Islamists ‘moving down’ the eastern coastline of Africa) or a pol-
itical conspiracy from within Mozambique (a Frelimo faction aiming to undermine the
country’s Makonde president).®” Underpinning many of these arguments is a view that
the insurgents have ‘no face’ and their religion is a cloak or ‘smokescreen’ for objective
material or political interests.”> The problem with such an argument is that the Al-
Shabaab sect emerged in the mid or late 2000s on the basis of a particular (political)
reading of the Islamic faith. That does not mean that there cannot be a conspiracy, but
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rather that if there is one, it either had to have been initiated before 2007 (quite unlikely) or
had to take place at later stages through infiltration or manipulation, something which is
quite different from a true conspiracy. A related argument is that the Al-Shabaab insur-
gency originated from outside the country. As our research shows, however, the insur-
gency builds on a Mozambican religious sect whose leadership was primarily
Mozambican. It therefore seems difficult to sustain an argument for an ‘external invasion’
or even an ‘import’ that led to the insurgency. There are of course external influences, con-
nections, and collaborations but this is, again, quite different from a total exteriority - a
subject which still needs to be investigated properly.

Linked to this is the question of the connection of the insurgents to ISIS. In mid-2019
Al-Shabaab made a pledge to the international organization and formally integrated the
newly-constituted Islamic State Central Africa Province (ISCAP). An author has
advanced that this led to a major influx of foreign fighters and commanders (no less
than 40 commanders, he argues) and the take-over of Al-Shabaab by ISIS, that is to
say: the end of Al-Shabab.®* The conclusion seems precipitated, all the more so consider-
ing it is based on information not cross-checked. What we know for sure is that the
insurgents fly the ISIS flag and communicate with ISIS. The Islamic state media has pub-
lished an increasing number of claims in relation to Mozambique since June 2019, with
photos and later videos, indicating a strengthening of the virtual links between Al-
Shabaab and ISIS. We have not seen a technological shift, however, in media-production
(videos were still made on mobile phones in early 2020) or any other technological or
other shift which would indicate a take-over of Al-Shabaab by ISIS. One may expect
that there will be a strengthening of ties between the two actors over time and that
ISIS will eventually influence the insurgents’ strategy, tactics and targeting. But one
cannot assume that this has happened or will happen. Hard data about the present situ-
ation is scarce and the future is uncertain. Moreover, there are elements that indicate that
there are already divergences between Al-Shabaab and ISIS. We know, for example, that
the insurgents continue to call themselves Al-Shabaab when addressing the local popu-
lation and that they insist they are locals. There has also been a significant decrease in
information about Mozambique in ISIS media in the second half of May and in June
2020, just as the Al-Shabaab began to circulate independently videos in the Swahili
language and Al-Qaeda made a first claim to attack in Mozambique.®” If the Nigerian
experience is anything to go by, we need to consider all possible options for the
future: the Al-Shabaab sect might increase its links to ISIS, but it could just as well
not do so, or diverge if not break away from ISIS, and even change allegiance. In
Nigeria, Boko Haram connected to Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb in 2010 and this
led to a momentary dissidence within the Nigerian movement. In 2015, the movement
made a pledge of allegiance to ISIS and this led to the movement splitting in two a
year later, one faction retaining its connections to ISIS while the other returned to its
original identity and autonomy - a situation that continues to this day.®® In other
words, allegiance can shift and this is all the more possible in Mozambique considering
there are several points of (potential) tension between the Mozambican Al-Shabaab and
ISIS, whether in relation to religious ideas and practices (Al-Shabaab are Quranists while
ISIS is not), race and nationalism (ISIS is primarily Arab), as well as strategy and power/
control.
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Conclusion

This article focused on the origins, nature and beginning of the insurgency in Mozambi-
que. It uncovered that the insurgents, commonly referred to as Al-Shabaab, build on a reli-
gious sect which emerged around 2007. By definition, sects withdraw from society and this
was the case in Cabo Delgado as Al-Shabaab leaders and members built their own
mosques and distanced themselves from state institutions and the wider society. The
sect was Islamist, thus aiming to establish a counter-society ruled exclusively according
to Islamic law (sharia). The sect had nothing to do with the Sufi Muslim majority of
Cabo Delgado or the Wahhabi Islamic Council of Mozambique (CISLAMO), who
opposed the sect from the start. While both CISLAMO and the sect shared scripturalist
ideas, they differed on several points, the most important being the relation Muslims
should have with the state. Over a ten-year period, the sect established itself in at least
eight districts of Cabo Delgado before turning to violence in 2017. In 2016, the sect was
active in Palma, Nangade, Mocimboa da Praia, Macomia, Quissanga, and Montepuez dis-
tricts; it had earlier had a presence in Balama, Ancuabe and Chiure districts. The article
argues that the sect probably shifted to armed jihadism as a consequence of the repression
it experienced from the mainstream Muslim organizations and, later on, the state — the
latter’s involvement possibly tipping the sect into abandoning its approach of withdrawing
from society. Finally, the article considered alternative explanations for the insurgency’s
origins and development, including the insurgents’ link to the Islamic State. It argued
that, while conspiracy and international factors were important, they need to be kept in
proportion. There certainly have been external influences and manipulations, and Al-
Shabaab has indeed linked up with ISIS, but it is doubtful that these factors radically
and definitively altered the nature of the insurgents. The article argued that it is more pro-
ductive to think of the Al-Shabaab insurgents in terms of their historical trajectory, devel-
oping from an Islamist sect into a violent jihadi armed group, undergoing a process of
internationalization which can develop or evolve in various ways in the future.
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