Militant Islam in Somalia
By Najum Mushtaq

LAST month, a union of 14 Islamic courts defeated the warlords of Mogadishu, the battered capital of war-torn Somalia. The clan-based courts, whose militias have since taken control of three other strategic regions in south Somalia, have joined forces to establish an Islamic society and enforce Shariah laws in a country divided along clan lines and consisting of fiefdoms under scores of warlords.

The rise of the Islamic courts has exposed the fragility of the UN-sponsored and internationally-recognised transitional federal government (TFG) based in Baidoa, in Bay region, and elicited a military response from Ethiopia. Anticipating an onslaught on TFG from the Islamic courts the Ethiopian forces now occupy Baidoa and Waajid to protect the lame-duck interim government as Somalia moves from civil war towards a regional conflict. The anti-US militant Islamic movement that is riding a wave of popularity has also been a severe setback to America’s war on terrorism.

The political and military ascendancy of a motley alliance of Somalia’s Shariah courts challenges many established notions about the nature and strength of the Islamic movement in the Horn of Africa. In his testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on July 12, more than a month after the Islamic militia’s victory over the warlords of Mogadishu, former US ambassador to Ethiopia David Shinn argued that Washington should continue to back an unpopular, fragile and disorderly transitional federal government. He discounted the possibility that Somalia was “headed towards a Taliban form of government.” The vast majority of Somalis, he said, followed a moderate form of Islam and were highly suspicious of foreign influence.

In the same vein, on July 18 a joint communique from Brussels by the International Somalia Contact Group, which includes the United States, Norway, Sweden, Italy, Tanzania and the United Kingdom, reaffirmed its “continued support to the unity and effective functioning of the TFIs”, the transitional federal institutions which are internationally recognised but that enjoy little authority or legitimacy inside Somalia. The contact group also urged all parties in the country “to firmly reject any violent extremist agenda and deny safe haven to terrorists and their supporters”.

“Somalia’s Islamists”, a report by the Brussels-based International Crisis Group, said in December 2005 that “The growth of courts, charities and businesses with an apparently Islamist character has sparked fears in some circles of a conspiracy to transform Somalia into an Islamic state. In reality, the Islamist activists are a diverse community, characterised more by competition and contradiction than cooperation, making a broad-based conspiracy implausible.” The report goes on to say: “Islamist extremism has failed to take a broader hold in Somalia because of Somali resistance... The vast majority of Somalis desire a government — democratic, broadly-based and responsive — that reflects the Islamic faith as they have practised it for centuries: with tolerance, moderation and respect for variation in religious observance.”

However, the brewing military standoff in Somalia — with Ethiopian forces and US-backed warlords on one side and Islamic forces on the other — should make policymakers shed the conventional wisdom and take into account the changed realities. On July 22, thousands of angry Somalis turned up in Mogadishu to support the courts and vowed to take on the Ethiopian troops. Since taking over the capital Mogadishu in June this year the Union of Islamic Courts, that has much public support, has faced little resistance in establishing its control over most of south Somalia. A war-weary public sees hope in the victory of the Islamic militias.

In many instances, militiamen from rival warlords have defected to join the Islamic courts. Troubled and tormented by 15 years of civil war, people in Mogadishu and other regions have experienced the long-forgotten normalcy and stability under the Islamic forces. Now that a common enemy, Ethiopia, has made a physical intervention the Islamic credentials of the militia are unifying the various strands of the religious movements that, for the time being, are transcending clan, sub-clan and ideological divisions.

Aside from the hope of peace and order after years of bloodshed and anarchy, much of the legitimacy the Islamic movement enjoys in Somalia is due to its anti-American posture. Since the disastrous American intervention in the early 1990s, epitomised by the fateful Black Hawk Down episode and the killing of dozens of US troops in 1993, Washington has consistently opposed the Islamic movements in Somalia.

Now, the Bush administration accuses the Islamic courts, especially its leader Hasan Dahir Aweys, of supporting Al Qaeda and giving refuge to militants responsible for the 2002 bombing of American embassies in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salam. The CIA has also openly funded and backed rivals of the Islamic courts. An Osama bin Laden audiotape lauding the victory of the Somali Islamic forces has strengthened American fears.

On the other hand, the Somali people remain suspicious of American intentions. The terror Somalia has known over the last decade and a half has been unleashed by the factional warlords and their forces from whom they are gaining respite due to the Islamic courts. In his first interview after taking over Mogadishu Shaykh Sharif Ahmed, one of the “moderate” leaders of the Supreme Council of Islamic Courts, said: “I think it is the American government that is against the Somali people. It is they who attacked the Somali people. It is the US government that gave a lot of money to fund the faction leaders... We believe that the American government was responsible for the fighting. It is the Americans who are against the Somali people. We are not against them.” Court leaders dismiss the idea of Al Qaeda as “a figment of American imagination.”

Another source of strength for the surging Islamic courts is the Islamic civil society in Somalia. There is a wide network of businesses and NGOs with Islamic emblems and Islamised educational institutions (including universities, professional institutes and more than 300 madressahs). The growing influence of the Tablighi Jamaat in Somali society also complements the cause of the Shariah movements. In the wake of protracted internecine violence and in the post-September 11 international environment, the notion of a moderate tolerant Islamic society in Somalia is wishful and unrealistic.

Most of Somalia’s neighbours, especially Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda, are hostile to the idea of an Islamic state in their midst. All these factors are threatening to radicalise Somali society and the triumph of the Islamic courts is a pointer in that direction. However, moderate and tolerant Somali Islam might have been in the past, the future bodes ill and violent for Somalia. A new theatre of war on terrorism and violent confrontation has opened up in the Horn of Africa the impact of which will be felt far beyond the region.

