Islamic extremist groups are on therise in Africa

by Fredrick Nzwili in the June 25, 2014 issue

In the days after the September 11 terrorist attacks, al-Qaeda became a household name. But today, other
extremist Islamist groups, many in Africa, are vying for headlines.

Recently, the group Boko Haram gained international infamy after it abducted more than 250 schoolgirls. Since
2009, Christians in northern Nigeria have borne the brunt of Boko Haram violence, which hasincluded attacks
on churches, schools, and government installations.

Christian leadersin Libyafear Boko Haram could spread its influence into their country as aresult of arenegade
former general’ s campaign to purge the chaotic country of Islamist militants.

In the Central African Republic, on May 28, amilitia group known as the Séléka attacked a Catholic churchin
the capital, Bangui, where Christians were seeking refuge, killing at least 30 people.

The group emerged in September 2012, and the following year it rampaged through the country, attacking
churches and missions, before overthrowing the government in March 2013. The group has since lost ground and
isnow involved in acycle of revenge attacks against the pro-Christian anti-balaka rebel group.

Somalia' s al-Shabaab has claimed responsibility for attacks on churches, public places, and public transportation
in East Africa. The group, which got its start in 2006, began escal ating the number of attacks in Kenyain 2011
when that country sent its troops to Somaliato fight the Islamists. Last week al-Shabaab said it was shifting its
war to Kenya.

Extremist groups are not unique to Africa, said Jesse Mugambi, a professor in the University of Nairobi’s
department of philosophy and religious studies. Al-Qaeda-related groups are on therise in Syriaand Y emen,
among other spots.

“They arise whenever and wherever there are serious discontents which complainants consider unaddressed or
ignored,” said Mugambi. “Religion is sometimes exploited as atool to attract attention even when the main
complaint is not religious.”

He added: “In the long run, other opportunistic groups take advantage of such chaos—making it difficult to tell
who is aggrieved and who is not. Religion is then blamed for the disturbance, in general, athough the majority
of citizensremain law-abiding.” — RNS
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