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Introduction 

On 12 May 2010, the Geneva Peacebuilding Platform hosted a panel discussion on the role 

of Islamic Movements in Somalia‟s internal conflict. Over the past 20 years the conflict in 

Somalia has caused approximately 1 million deaths, created 1.5 million internally displaced 

persons and 500,000 refugees, and left 3 million dependent on humanitarian aid. As a 

consequence Somalia has been branded a „failed state‟ due to the previously mentioned 

suffering of the local population, the conflicts wider regional effect, and potential threats to 

the international community. Although Somalia retains a high level of concern to the 

international community, reactionary efforts are focused primarily on the symptoms of the 

conflict – such as sea piracy – as opposed to its root causes. 

Recently the conflict has shifted beyond clan war fare and factionalism, with religious 

extremism and new ideologies defining many of the actors involved. As a result divisions 

within sub-clans and families have emerged, and the use of terrorist tactics such as suicide 

bombings are becoming ever more prevalent. Many now fear that this change in the 

conflict‟s dynamics may see one of the world‟s worst humanitarian crises spill over in to the 

wider Horn of Africa with the possibility of destabilising the entire region. 

Others see much potential for peace by working with the traditional structures of Somali 

society that pre-date the conflict. By engaging with spiritual leaders and tribal elders through 

culturally appropriate methods it may be possible to overcome the current trends of the 

conflict. However, any solution to the conflict will have to face up to its root causes; this is 

becoming an ever increasing concern as the impacts of climate change are intensifying 

traditional antagonisms.  

 

The Rise of Political Islam in Somalia 

Somalia has a deep and historical link to Islam, with claims that the first Somali Muslim 

communities were centred on revered figures known as the Ashraf - those seen as direct 

decedents of Muhammad (PBUH) – who began spreading the Prophet‟s teachings from 

Somalia‟s coastal regions before expanding into the hinterland. However, it was not until the 

1950‟s that Islam became a political movement, with much of Somalia‟s Muslim population 

observing a communal form of Sufism. The emergence of political Islam during this period 
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came into direct confrontation with Somalia‟s traditional culture; in fact the term “Wahabi” 

was seen as a highly derogatory term. 

During the 1970‟s Somalia‟s military regime implemented a system of scientific socialism, 

which came into confrontation with many of the traditional customs and structure of Somali 

society. By maligning this political ideology as anti-Somali Islamist movements were able to 

gain a foot hold and steadily increase their influence. In 1975 the government enacted the 

„family law‟, which ensured the equal sharing of inheritance between men and women. For 

some Somali‟s this was seen as being in direct confrontation with the traditional Sharia law 

system. Demonstrations against the new law were put down oppressively and many of the 

key organisers were executed. Although the law in of itself did not significantly affect public 

opinion, the government‟s response to the demonstrations galvanised support for Islamist 

extremism. Underground movement began to emerge, who sent followers to Pakistan, Saudi 

Arabia and Sudan for ideological training. On their return these Islamists began propagating 

interpretations of the Koran and religious practices alien to Somalia.  

Throughout the 1980s Somalia was caught in a delicate balance of power, the government 

was unable to stop the activities of the Islamists but nor did the Islamists hold any significant 

political power. With the collapse of the Somali state in the early 1990s Islamists movements 

filled the security vacuum. Initially these groups disregarded all forms of authority, both in 

terms of the traditional tribal structures and politically motivated militia. As these Islamist 

groups expanded their influence they built bases and brought in foreign experts for military 

advice. In 1992 the Islamist groups attempted to take over the country through a military 

coup, but this was put down by a popular uprising.  

Realising the need for full public support Somalia‟s Islamist movements developed a three 

pronged strategy through the mid-to-late 1990s. In order to ensure financial support members 

of the Islamist movements used their control of coastal ports to extract revenue from the 

export / import trade. To gain support of the local population Islamist groups became heavily 

involved in the delivery of public services and the provision of humanitarian assistance, often 

by co-opting the efforts of Arab NGOs, UN bodies and humanitarian actors. Additionally, by 

inserting themselves into the tribal authorities Islamist groups were able to gain legitimacy 

within traditional power structures.  

By the year 2000 Somalia‟s Islamist movements had consolidated their control over much of 

the southern Somalia. Capitalising on the lawlessness in Mogadishu Islamist groups formed 

the Union of Islamic Courts with the promise of ensuring security. Emboldened by their 

relatively modest gains the Islamist movements became overly confident, and a second 

attempt to take control of the entire country resulted in defeat in January 2007. Somalia‟s 

Islamists now hold sporadic control across the south of the country, divided between those 

who remain in the country and those hosted by Eritrea. Although these groups cannot 

provide the solution to Somalia‟s conflict, currently there is no visible alternative to Islamist 

movements. What is desperately needed is an inclusive, pluralistic and functioning authority. 

 

Evolution and Continuity in Somalia’s Conflict 

Over the past 20 years Somalia‟s conflict has seen an evolution from an „alphabet soup‟ of 

acronyms denoting politically aligned groups to one of Islamist factions. However, in spite of 

this transition the conflict remains deeply tied to sub-state regional contests between clan 

based elites. The so called war on terror has unhelpfully created the impression of a conflict 

inspired solely by global Islamist objectives, when in reality many of the challenges remain a 

matter of governance and state building.  

In 2007 a coalition government of – relative - national unity was formed, enjoying broad 

support across Somalia it is the first transitional authority in twenty years not to find its self 

immediately juxtaposed by a significant opposition. Although fragile, the Transitional Federal 

Government (TFG) wide appeal and inclusivity has great potential to find a sustainable 

solution to Somalia‟s conflict.  
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The government faces the challenge of a series of inter-locking but ostensibly localised 

conflicts, between Islamist reformists and Sufi traditionalists. Taking a broad view from the 

national level, the government backed Sufi traditionalist group Al Sunnah Wal Jimah is in 

confrontation with Hiz-bul-Islam, a coalition of two Islamist factions, and Al Shabab, an 

extremist Islamist formation. Al Shabab has achieved international notoriety through claims to 

being linked to the global Al-Qaeda phenomenon; whilst its leaders may have an ideology 

that looks beyond Somalia Al Shabab‟s activities remain opportunistic and focused on local 

actors.  

However, a closer look reveals that for the most part Southern Somalia is a political and 

security vacuum; with pockets of hard-core fighters surrounded by groups with transient 

loyalty dependent on local circumstances or opportunity. Although the opposition has 

capitalised on this vacuum and enjoys freedom of movement through these areas whilst TFG 

forces remain within Mogadishu, this is dependent on local actors and suggestions that the 

Islamist hold control over Southern Somalia is misleading.  

Meanwhile, the centre of Somalia is hostile to the reformist Islamist movements and 

principally under the control of three clans who are aligned to Al Sunnah Wal Jimah. 

Although there are tensions between the clans in the centre and north of Somalia, for the 

most part the centre region acts a buffer against the movement of Islamist groups. What 

remains constant throughout Somalia is that militias in less economically developed areas 

are more susceptible to shifting alliances and willingness to engage with Islamists. 

Although there has been an increase in foreign fighters within Somalia‟s Islamist groups the 

number is over stated, thought to be no more than 500 – 800. Of these 50 – 60 % are 

operationally useless, often being little more than a drain on the resources of the 

communities that host them. Although there is a small minority of veterans nothing suggests 

that they have played a decisive role on the battlefield or have changed the balance of 

power. These fighters bring skills and propaganda, acting as force multipliers who train local 

groups. Whilst representing a threat to broader international community, particularly if they 

return to their home countries, these fighters pose a specific security issue that is peripheral to 

the broader challenge of stabilising Somalia.  

Those attempting to build peace in Somalia face many of the same challenges that existed 

20 years ago, revolving around the question: how do we reconcile the divergent interests of 

Somalia communities? The TFG must mediate with Somalia divergent communities until it 

gains a critical mass of support that will enable it to start building functioning state 

apparatus. Within Somalia the Islamist agenda has increased, with extremist groups posing 

threats to the wider region. Most notably, Al Shabab has begun moving into Somali Diasporas 

and poses the potential threat of an international attack. However, the international 

community must be mindful not to enable the cycle of radicalisation, where by Al Shabab 

activities incite an international reaction that increases support and legitimacy for their 

cause. Currently the relative level of cohesion amongst Somalia‟s clans‟ offers great 

opportunity for stabilisation, what is needed is continued patience and perseverance. 

The discussions that followed the presentations raised questions regarding three main 

aspects. Firstly, discussions focused on the nature and limits of the involvement of the 

international community in the Somali conflict, and more specifically on the responsibility of 

African Union to provide troops, resources and logistical support to TFG, and the political will 

for a UN intervention within the UN Security Council. Secondly, the role of Somali refugees 

and of the Somali diaspora was considered in further details. Finally, participants exchanged 

views on several aspects related to security issues such as piracy, funding sources of Islamic 

movements, terrorism, the potential spill over effect of the Somali conflict into neighbouring 

states, and the challenge of security sector reform in Somalia, given the fluidity of 

allegiances.  

 


