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A 

s the world’s attention 
focused on Syria and Iraq 
where the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is being steadily 
driven out of territory by 

a US-led international coalition, an-
other jihadist group still holds sway 
over a vast expanse of territory in 
war-ravaged Somalia in the Horn of 
Africa.

Just as ISIS is steadily losing 
ground, al-Shabab was forced to 
relinquish strategic ports along the 
Indian Ocean in 2011-12, cutting its 
key sources of revenue from extor-
tion and taxing commerce in the cit-
ies and towns. It then lost Somalia’s 
seaside capital, Mogadishu, in 2014 
to Western-backed troops of the Af-
rican Union (AU).

These days, al-Shabab, fighting to 
topple the Western-backed govern-
ment and set up an Islamist regime, 
is fighting back from strongholds in 
the arid Somalia hinterland on the 
fringe of the Muslim world.

While al-Shabab may not be re-
gaining much of its lost ground, it is 
waging a fierce insurgency in which 
coordinated suicide bombings — 
ISIS’s murderous trademark — play 
a key role.

Though Somalia has been largely 
out of the global public eye since it 
descended into civil war after the 
overthrow of dictator Mohamed 
Siad Barre in January 1991, events 
there are instructive.

They provide insight into what 
ISIS can be expected to do when 
it has been battered out of its last 
redoubts in its self-proclaimed Is-
lamic caliphate that spans Iraq and 
Syria.

Al-Shabab has been closely tied 
to al-Qaeda for many years but ISIS 
is also making inroads in Somalia. 
There have been defections and the 
group’s recent operations indicate it 
has adopted some of ISIS’s most ef-
fective terror tactics.

The Americans eliminated many 
of al-Shabab’s leaders in air strikes 
or special forces operations a few 

years ago but have recently re-
sumed their campaign against the 
Somalia jihadists.

There are concerns that al-
Shabab, which has close links with 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) in Yemen across the Gulf 
of Aden, could merge with jihadist 
clusters springing up across Africa, 
from the Maghreb to Nigeria.

On August 11th, a helicopter-
borne team of US and Somali spe-
cial forces swooped into southern 
Somalia in an apparent effort to 
target al-Shabab’s leader, Sheikh 
Ahmad Umar Abu Ubaidah, a reli-
gious hardliner in a group that has 
long been plagued by internal divi-
sions that mirror the ideological rift 
between al-Qaeda and ISIS.

The US-based global security con-
sultancy Stratfor reported that Abu 
Ubaidah “may have been killed or 
captured in the operation” in south-
ern Somalia.

Stratfor said the attack and other 
operations indicated “a significant 
offensive against key al-Shabab 
leaders and facilities was in the 
works. The news that  Abu Ubaidah 
and several other top leaders were 
the targets of the raid could indicate 
a critical tactical victory in the effort 
to ruin the militant group.”

In March, US and Somalia raid-
ers killed more than ten insurgents, 
including a leader identified by So-
mali intelligence as “a high-profile 
target” the attackers had hoped to 
capture. It is not known who that 
target was.

That raid followed a March 5th 
air strike that killed more than 150 
fighters at a training camp 195km 
north of Mogadishu following 
weeks of surveillance.

High on the US-Somali target list 
is al-Shabab’s intelligence organi-
sation known as the Amniyat, of 
which Abu Ubaidah was a founding 
member.

According to intelligence sources, 
al-Shabab has recently been affected 
by desertions, particularly among 
foreigners in the group who fled to 
join ISIS.

The United States put a $6 mil-
lion bounty on Abu Ubaidah’s head 
in 2015 and there may be a link be-

tween the desertions and the Au-
gust 11th operation against him. The 
group’s lack of ideological cohesion 
and an inadequate command struc-
ture has long been its Achilles heel.

Like the leaders of many jihadist 
groups, Abu Ubaidah filled a dead 
man’s shoes when he took over in 
2014, replacing Ahmad Abdi Go-
dane, a staunch supporter of global 
jihad who was killed in a US air 
strike.

Before that, Abu Ubaidah was a 
little-known cleric who was a mem-
ber of the widely feared Amniyat, 
which Godane had established to 
expose and kill dissidents within 
the organisation.

Under Abu Ubaidah, al-Shabab 
took a page out of the ISIS playbook 
and stepped up its terror operations 
with a series of suicide attacks in 
which hundreds of people were 
killed.

Al-Shabab’s links to AQAP in 
Yemen, notorious for its innovative 

bomb makers and their persistent 
— though futile — effort to bomb US 
aircraft in flight, were reinforced 
several months ago with two failed 
attacks against airliners using lap-
top bombs.

Until Abu Ubaidah took over, 
the group had never attempted 
anything as ambitious as trying to 
down a passenger plane. More such 
attacks may be coming.

“The answer to many of the 
thorny questions facing al-Shabab, 
such as whether to align more close-
ly with al-Qaeda or the Islamic State 
could… be heavily influenced by 
who is at the group’s helm,” Stratfor 
observed.

What comes next for al-Shabab is 
not clear but Abu Ubaidah may have 
provided a clue with a fiery audio 
message issued July 12th, the first 
since he became the group’s emir in 
2014.

During his 44-minute rant titled 
Sharia or Martyrdom and widely 

circulated on social media and 
on al-Shabab’s Radio Andalus, he 
called on his fighters to slaughter 
the “Christian crusaders” of the 
22,000-member AU peacekeeping 
mission known as AMISOM — some-
thing they are already doing in sig-
nificant numbers in retaliation for 
AMISOM’s recent successes.

But, in a hint of al-Shabab wid-
ening its war as ISIS has done, Abu 
Ubaidah, who in 2015 vowed to 
escalate attacks on African states 
contributing troops to AMISOM, 
urged his men to unleash attacks 
on Turkey, “the enemy nation” that 
recently beefed up aid to the Somali 
government and its nascent recon-
struction programme.
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A Somali policeman walks at the scene of an explosion outside the headquarters of Somalia’s 
Criminal Investigation Department (CID) in the capital Mogadishu, on July 31st.
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Why the Islamic State is doomed and bound to collapse

T
he global fear of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
may be somewhat 
overplayed. To be 
sure, there is a clear 
and present threat 

emanating from the organisa-
tion and it may well be ten times 
more lethal than al-Qaeda, as 
the director of the FBI recently 
warned, but ultimately, it will 
fail because it has no clear vision 
and no sense of direction 
outside of terror and the use of 
fear.

No society can survive under 
such conditions for very long. 
Look at the Soviet Union, nuclear-
armed and one of two world 
super powers. Its reign lasted a 
mere 70 years, a blink of an eye in 
the history of the planet.

History is still the best road 
map of the future and in looking 
at philosophies that have been 

successful throughout the 
ages it has always been those 
that offered adherents room to 
expand their ideas, be it in the 
field of sciences, the arts or even 
in religion. If you look at the 
religions that have fared well 
over the ages — Christianity and 
Islam, for example — those faiths 
have contributed greatly to the 
advancement of the sciences for 
their communities.

ISIS, on the other hand, “offers 
no hope to the populations it 
controls”. The only thing ISIS 
has to offer is the “relentless fury 
of destruction and an obsession 
with perpetual war against 
enemies real and imagined, 
coupled with extreme religious 
interpretations of daily life”, 
Sam Ben-Meir, a professor who 
teaches world religions at Eastern 
International College in Jersey 
City, wrote for the Augusta Free 
Press.

“ISIS is failing and will fail 
not only because it is a brutal 
and short-sighted organisation 
that rules through fear and 
totalitarian control of day-to-day 
life but because it is a denial of 
the creativity of the human mind 
— it is an intellectually starved 
group that is devoid of ideas, of 
anything resembling theological 
or philosophical content.”

Indeed, ISIS and its 
interpretation of what Islam 
is and what it should be is far 
removed from the true faith as 
practiced by the vast majority of 
the 1.25 billion Muslims.

Still, despite its nihilistic 
approach to a religion that most 
scholars interpret as one of 
peace rather than the neo-fascist 
approach chosen by ISIS, the 
group has attracted thousands of 
followers, many whom left the 
comforts of Europe for the wild 
existence that is the Islamic State. 
Ben-Meir labels this “void”, that 
“great intellectual emptiness, 
that simplicity where its members 
do not need to think” but simply 
get to act out their frustration and 
anger in a bizarre world where 
they make up the rules to suit 
their fantasies.

In short, if one was to 
psychoanalyse the lives of a good 
number of ISIS’s adherents, it 
could well be concluded that 
these volunteers who fight for the 
Islamic State are acting out a life-
sized version of their favourite 
video game fantasies and along 
the way they get to reinterpret the 
rules of the game that includes 
their version, interpretation and 
understanding of scriptures.

Look at Islam’s influence on 
its followers and the positive 

contributions it made during 
the reign of the Umayyads, the 
Abbasids, the Ottomans and even 
during the violent reign of the 
Mamelukes, who nevertheless 
contributed to the building of 
great mosques in Egypt, in Iraq, 
and of course during the time 
of the Moors who contributed 
greatly to the advancement in 
astrology, mathematics and 
medicine. Now compare that 
to the medieval brutality and 
backwardness professed by ISIS 
and judge for yourself.

At the end of the day, again 
with history as a guide, societies 
that have fared well and continue 
to do well are the ones that offer 
their citizens advancements in 
all fields. ISIS’s version of Islam 
will follow the path of other 
totalitarian systems. Where is 
communism today? Where are the 
once powerful fascist powers of 
the past century? What remains 
of the Iraqi Ba’ath? Much of the 
top echelon of what was once the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party, it is believed, 
has found its way into the ISIS 
hierarchy.

For the moment ISIS remains 
a threat to the civilised world 
but its hatred of all that does 
not conform to its liking will 
ultimately help bring about its 
demise.
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