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Introduction

The Crisis of the African State and the Impact
of Globalization, Tribalism, and Jihadism

Anthony N. Celso and Robert Nalbandov

This book focuses on security problems facing the twenty-first-century
African state. Through multiple essays, the authors explore both current
and past security issues associated with tribal warfare and jihadist terror-
ism within a rapidly changing global context where state sovereignty and
institutional capability is in decline. Historic and modern situations have co-
alesced to create unique security challenges for many African states.

A comprehensive analysis of how Islamic radicalism, tribal conflicts, and
globalization merge to complicate African security is frequently missing
from the literature. These three forces conjoin in some African countries
to create vexing security challenges. Amy Chua'’s excellent book, World on
Fire, explores some of these issues albeit in a very general way." However,
given the lack of a systematic exploration of these issues, the authors of this
volume hope to make such a contribution. We also aspire to illuminate how
tribal animosity, civil war, and reconciliation are being handled in select Af-
rican countries. We shall accomplish these goals using a state-centric focus.

Despite the novelty of the book’s exploration of recent challenges, we
will take a more traditional route and concentrate on the central role of the
state and its vital connection to security. The critical role of the state in the
provision of security is amply recognized in social science literature.? Main-
taining order—social, political, and economic—is frequently predicated upon
the state achieving a monopoly over the instrument of coercion. Without
security, fully developed economic and social structures are problematic
at best and their full potential is drastically constrained. States unable to
maintain security often suffer lawlessness, civil war, alienation, poverty, fam-
ine, pandemics, and societal collapse. Distressingly, this is the case in many
' Amy Chua, World on Fire: How Exporting Free Market Democracy Breeds Ethnic Hatred and Global
Instability (New York: Random House, 2004).

2 Max Weber, Weber: Political Writings, ed. Peter Lassman, trans. Ronald Speirs (Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1994).
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African countries. Table 1 shows where various African states fall on The
Fund for Peace’s Fragile States Index, which is a comprehensive measure of
a society’s level of instability. The index is based on a range of comprehen-
sive economic, social, legal, and political conditions that provide a general
snapshot of a dysfunctional continent full of failing states.

Africa is a continent awash in failed states that are unable to maintain
political stability and security. The 2014 Fragile States Index, for example,
contains a preponderance of African and especially sub-Saharan states. Gov-
ernment failure is so widespread that it conjures an image of a dysfunctional
continent. Indeed, African states include 14 of the top 20 failing regimes.
Some of the most extreme examples can be found in sub-Saharan Africa.

Somalia illustrates the worst aspects of state failure in the region and of
the combined impact of globalization, Islamic radicalism, and tribal-religious
animosities. The overthrow of General Siad Barre's dictatorial regime more
than three decades ago resulted in state collapse and internecine fighting
between rival warlords. The breakdown in security disrupted agricultur-
al production, resulting in widespread famine and hundreds of thousand
deaths. The United Nations (UN) intervened in 1992 to assist international
agencies in their famine relief operations. International forces accompany-
ing the UN relief effort eventually expanded into security operations against
warlords who were interfering with the delivery of food supplies, further ex-
acerbating the security situation as those warlords then turned their guns
on UN forces.

Table 1. 2014 Fragile States Index for select African states

State Score Rank State Score
1 South Sudan 112.9 12 Guinea 102.7
2 Somalia 112.6 14 Céte d'lvoire 101.7
3 Central African Republic 110.6 16  Guinea Bissau 100.6
4 Democratic Republic 110.2 17 Nigeria 99.7
of the Congo
5 Sudan 110.1 18  Kenya 99.0
6 Chad 108.7 19 Ethiopia 97.9
11 Zimbabwe 102.8 19 Niger 97.9

Source: http://ffp.statesindex.org
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The high profile street clashes between U.S. Special Forces and militias
loyal to warlord General Mohammed Farah Aidid resulted in the death of
19 American soldiers and hundreds of Somalis in a failed snatch-and-grab
operation.? The U.S. casualties convinced the William J. “Bill” Clinton admin-
istration to end U.S. participation in the UN effort. This withdrawal intensified
warlord fighting and contributed to the emergence of Islamist groups hop-
ing to reverse chronic insecurity.

The Islamic Court Union (ICU), for example, hoped to defeat the war-
lords and create the basis for Sharia law across Somalia. Given the Islamic
ICU’s radical jihadist character and fear that the country could serve as
an al-Qaeda terror sanctuary, Western powers backed moderate warlords
who were resisting the Islamists. These warlords eventually formed the
Transitional Federal Government (TFG) that is combating radical Islamist
forces, including the al-Qaeda affiliate al-Shabaab.*

Formed from the ICU and declaring jihad against invading pro-TFG
Ethiopian forces, al-Shabaab has mounted a fierce guerrilla campaign.
Since its formation more than a decade ago, al-Shabaab has continued
its war against the TFG and allied African Union (AU) forces. Declaring its
fidelity to Osama bin Laden’s organization in 2012, al-Qaeda’s Somali af-
filiate controlled two-thirds of Somalia at the height of its power. Recently
al-Shabaab has experienced battlefield defeats, including the loss of the
strategic port of Kismayo and the displacement of its forces from Moga-
dishu.’ It has also suffered from internal disputes between rival leaders.
Somalia continues to be beset by civil war, famine, Islamic radicalism, and
chronic lawlessness.

The combined impact of globalization, Islamic radicalism, and tribal-
religious animosities also plagues Sudan. Predating the Taliban’s rise in Af-
ghanistan, Hussein al-Turabi's Islamist regime in the 1990s was a magnet
for jihadist groups. Bin Laden’s Sudanese sanctuary (1992-96) played a key
role in his terror network’s development and the creation of the group'’s
African branch.® The ascendance of radical Islamist forces came at the ex-

3 Mark Bowden, Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War (London: Corgi Books, 2002).

4 The Harakat al-Shabaab al-Mujahidin (or al-Shabaab) was the militant wing of the Somali Council of
Islamic Courts that took over most of southern Somalia in the last half of 2006. Defeated by Somali and
Ethiopian forces in 2007, al-Shabaab—a clan-based insurgent and terrorist group—continues its violent
insurgency in southern and central Somalia.

° Christopher Anzalone, "Al-Shabaab's Setbacks in Somalia,” CTC Sentinel 4, no. 10 (October 2011): 22-25.
¢ Lorenzo Vidino, “The Arrival of Islamic Fundamentalism in the Sudan,” Al Nakhlah, Fletcher School
Online Journal on Southwest Asia and Islamic Civilization (Fall 2006), http://fletcher.tufts.edu/~/media
/Fletcher/Microsites/al%20Nakhlah/archives/2006/vidino_fall.pdf.
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pense of black Christian and Muslim minorities who have been brutalized
by the regime in Khartoum and its proxy forces.’

Sudan has experienced a generation of civil war and religious conflict
between a northern Muslim majority and a southern Christian minority.
After the death of millions, Christian insurgents were able to secure inter-
national mediation that achieved a tenuous peace agreement resulting in
the 2011 creation of an independent Christian-dominated state of South
Sudan. Recent fighting over disputed territory containing substantial oil re-
serves threatens to unhinge the treaty.®

Explaining State Failure

State failure in Africa has invited many explanations. These tend to be
grouped into overarching theories that rely heavily on colonialism, neoimpe-
rialist exploitation, dysfunctional postcolonial political elites, and misguided
economic strategies.” The uniqueness of the continent’s history and its eth-
noreligious and linguistic diversity severely complicates the maintenance of
security and the achievement of social cohesion. This is especially true in Afri-
ca where colonial-era borders have created heterogeneous national cultures
that impair national consciousness. For some, the progression of the African
one-party state is a consequence of weakly developed democratic structures
that have served as the basis for tribal politics and national unraveling.®

African locally based traditions, moreover, mitigate against the imposition
of central authority. It is clear that the colonial-era Westphalian state in Africa
has produced systematic upheaval facilitating civil war, tribal animosity, au-
tocratic one-party states, and ethnic cleansing. Many of the following essays
offer ample testimony to the dysfunctional impact of arbitrarily drawn bor-
ders that are incongruent with national cohesion.

The colonial development of African economic systems also made them
heavily dependent upon the extraction of primary materials and the export

” Walid Phares, The Coming Revolution: Struggle for Freedom in the Middle East (New York: Threshold
Editions, Simon & Schuster, 2010).

8 The country's oil fields are dominated by Chinese companies who increasingly play an important role
in regional energy markets. The economic weight of China, with its massive investment in Sudan’s en-
ergy and transport infrastructure, has sparked enormous controversy. The Asian giant's financial un-
derwriting of Khartoum has given the regime the capability to brutalize Darfur’s black Muslim minority.
Multitudes have been killed by invading Arab militias backed by Sudan’s Islamist government and most
have suffered from famine. Furthermore, the appalling economic exploitation of African labor in Chi-
nese factories has resulted in the opprobrium of the international community.

? Alex Thomson, An Introduction to African Politics, 3d ed. (New York: Routledge, 2008).

10 1bid.
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of cash crops, exacerbating the continent’s financial weakness and aggravat-
ing its terms of trade."" Falling commodity prices and mounting foreign debt
coalesced to weaken African economies in the post-independence phase.
International Monetary Fund (IMF) policies designed to enhance economic
competiveness, precondition capital infusions upon the implementation of
market reforms that shrink the state sector, weakening central authority. The
rise of African civic and private charitable organizations has, moreover, been
insufficient to cushion the adverse health and literacy effects of cuts in state
welfare and education programs.'? In many areas, states have withdrawn se-
curity forces, encouraging the rise of lawless militias and regional warlords.
The absence of a genuine democratic ethos and the rise of extreme leftist
ideology of Africa’s postcolonial political and economic elite have contribut-
ed to the continent’s security and economic problems. Jean-Frangois Bayart's
concept of the patrimonial state is a standard referent in any discussion of
corruption, autocracy, and societal dysfunction in Africa.' The exclusive char-
acteristics of the independence movement and the absence of a deep civic
culture among the populace resulted in a weak commitment to democratic
values. Nationalist leaders sought to use state patronage to forge a network
of political supporters under an umbrella of a dominant hegemonic party.
The prevalence of socialist economic ideas and the simultaneous expan-
sion of the state sector fit nicely with the need to create a stable coterie
of followers receptive to the use of state funds for private purposes. The
systemic corruption and parasitic exploitation of state finances tragically
represented by regimes like Mobutu Sese Seko’s 30-plus year dictatorship
became a standard practice of legitimate governance. The unwise import
substation policies of an inefficient and bloated public sector drained
productive areas of the economy. The prevalence of marketing boards
for agricultural products that controlled prices squeezed the productive
agricultural sector, exacerbating global competitiveness.' These forces
culminated in the 1990s with many African states receiving conditional IMF
financial assistance that demanded a retrenchment of the state sector. De-
spite the beneficial consequences of liberating market forces, the reduction

" Samir Amin, “Underdevelopment and Dependence in Black Africa—Origins and Contemporary
Forms,” Journal of Modern African Studies 10, no. 4 (1972): 503-24.

12 David Simon, Wim Van Spengen, Chris Dixon, and Anders Narman, eds., Structurally Adjusted Africa:
Poverty, Debt, and Basic Needs (London: Pluto Press, 1995).

3 Jean-Francois Bayart, The State in Africa: The Politics of the Belly (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009).
4 Thomson, An Introduction to African Politics.
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of the state sector further complicated the maintenance of public order.

During this period of retrenchment, many African states underwent
challenges by regional warlords, irredentist movements, tribal guerril-
la insurgencies, and terrorist movements. State authority collapsed in the
Democratic Republic of Congo after the fall of Mobutu Sese Seko's regime.
Warlords established territorial enclaves to exploit the country’s immense
mineral wealth. Rwanda experienced civil war and genocide in 1994, with
a million butchered in fewer than 10 weeks." Irredentist movements con-
vulsed in Ethiopia and much of the continent became mired in economic
crises, eroding state authority, causing political disorder, and instigating a
general failure to respond to the challenge of globalization.™

Globalization, Tribal Politics, and Radical Islam

The decline of the autocratic one-party system and the reduction of the
state’'s economic role have coincided with democratization and multiparty
politics that may lay the basis for future tribal conflict. Faced with declin-
ing state resources and patronage opportunities, autocratic elites could no
longer keep the single-party state and its entrenched interests intact. Inter-
national aid donors, moreover, demanded democratization. In the last 25
years, democracy had grown dramatically on the continent.” This could, if
not managed properly, unleash further tribal and ethnic conflict. Many of the
essays in this volume address this issue.

Globalization, moreover, could reward tribes and ethnic minorities more able
to adapt to marketplace opportunities. Globally entrepreneurial minorities like
the Jews, the Chinese, and the Ibos (an ethnic group in Nigeria) have frequently
been attacked by enraged mobs envious of their economic success. The finan-
cial prominence of minority groups in Africa has in the past exacerbated group
and tribal conflict. The Tutsi in Rwanda, the Ibos in Nigeria, the Indians in Kenya
and Uganda, the whites in Zimbabwe, and the Lebanese in Sierra Leone have
all been brutally targeted by majoritarian states and groups.’ The mixture of
globalization, democracy, and tribal conflicts could exacerbate the instances of
civil war and ethnic cleansing, not increase intercommunal harmony.

' Fergal Keane, Season of Blood: A Rwandan Journey (New York: Viking, 1995).

e For more information on irredentism, see Martin Griffiths and Terry O'Callaghan, International Rela-
tions: The Key Concepts (London: Routledge, 2002), 168-70.

7 Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle, Democratic Experiments in Africa: Regime Transitions in
Comparative Perspective (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

8 Chua, World on Fire.
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The security of the African state is also being challenged by the rise of
Islamism and jihadism. Islam spread rapidly throughout North Africa and
sub-Saharan Africa by the tenth century. In black Africa, Islam’s southward
progression meshed with Animist' traditions to create unique and toler-
ant belief systems. Sufism dominates much of black African Islamic culture
and has generally mixed well with Christian and Animist groups.?° This does
not mean, however, that the continent has been free of sectarian conflict.
Nigeria has seen internecine violence between Christians and Muslims for
generations, and nineteenth-century Sudanese religious revivalism led the
self-proclaimed Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad, to be defeated. The Sudanese
Mahdist legacy, however, has inspired other revivalist movements that are
rapidly sweeping across the continent replacing Sufism with Wahhabi-
inspired fundamentalism.

International events have driven this revivalism. The 1979 Iranian Revo-
lution, the USSR’s defeat of in Afghanistan by the mujahideen, and Saudi
Arabia’s petro-financed spread of Wahhabi fundamentalism?' have played
an invaluable role in the religious reconfiguration of African Islam. These
broad forces, combined with the weakness and decay of the one-party
African state, has inspired both peaceful and violent Islamist movements.
Hussein Turabi hoped to use state patronage in the Sudan to promote the
cause of radical Islam in the region. His support for groups like Egyptian
Islamic jihad spurred terrorism against Mubarak’s regime in Cairo in the
1990s, and his assistance to bin Laden’s network was widely condemned by
the international community.?? It would further set the stage for al-Qaeda'’s
development of regional cells in East Africa.

Events in Algeria were even more troublesome. The Islamic Salvation Front
(FIS) in the 1980s was able to exploit the incipient democratization of the
Algerian state. The party swept the parliamentary elections in 1991, but its
electoral victory was annulled by the military that feared the implantation of a
radical Islamist state. Algeria soon descended into a civil war that killed hun-
dreds of thousands.??

' For more information about Animism, see http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/intro/animism.htm.
20 Jeff Haynes, Religion and Politics in Africa (London: Zed Books, 1996).

21 An austere form of Islam, Wahhabi is Saudi Arabia’s dominant faith and its followers believe in a
strict interpretation of the Qur'an. For more information, visit http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline
/shows/saudi/analyses/wahhabism.html.

22\idino, “The Arrival of Islamic Fundamentalism in the Sudan.”

2 Luis Martinez, The Algerian Civil War, 1990-1998 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000).
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Returning home after their successful jihad against Soviet forces, Algerian
mujahideen formed the ultraviolent Armed Islamic Group (GIA). The jihad-
ists unleashed a brutal insurgency and terror campaign against Algiers. As
believers in Takfiri doctrines that branded all nonfollowers as “apostates,”
the GIA brutally massacred entire villages, often beheading their victims.
The group’s extreme violence, however, undermined its popular appeal and
weakened the Islamist insurgency. Relying on savage counterinsurgency
practices and deftly splitting Islamist insurgents through amnesty programs,
Algiers was able to defeat the Islamists by the late 1990s, but at a terrible
price. The scars of the civil war continue to haunt Algeria.

The rise of jihadist forces in Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria, Mali, and East Africa
threaten to unleash a contagion of violence in the region. Bin Laden was
able to create an ample East African network during his Sudanese sanctuary
period that allowed him to plan and execute the 1998 bombings of the U.S.
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania that killed hundreds.?* Today al-Qaeda
has affiliates in Somalia, the Maghreb, and the Sahel. The fall of regimes in
Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya offer al-Qaeda Central additional opportunities to
spread the network’s regional tentacles.?®

Local jihadist groups in Mali, Niger, and Nigeria have also spread their
message of violent extremism. Boko Haram in Nigeria and the reverber-
ations of Muammar Qaddafi's fall in Libya continue to shake the region.?
Thousands have died in Nigeria due to Boko Haram's Islamist insurgency,
and jihadist forces in Mali were able to briefly secure a sanctuary assisted by
Tuareg rebels and Libyan arms before the recent French intervention drove
them from power. They are likely to mount a protracted insurgent-terror
campaign. The diffusion of radical Islamist groups across the fragile Sahe-
lian Belt is likely to complicate security for Mali's neighbors. Recent attacks
in neighboring Algeria and Niger punctuate the dangers of the regional ji-
hadist movement.

The Book’s Organization

The African state is under severe pressure, and the combined challenges of
globalization, tribal politics, jihadism, and the retrenchment of the state have

2 Lawrence Wright, The Looming Tower: Al Qaeda and the Road to 9/11 (New York: Knopf, 2006).

% Yoram Schweitzer and Gilad Stern, "A Golden Opportunity? Al-Qaeda and the Uprisings in the Middle
East,” Strategic Assessment 14, no. 2 (2011): 29-39.

26 Micha'el Tanchum, "Al-Qa‘ida’s West African Advance: Nigeria's Boko Haram, Mali's Touareg, and the
Spread of Salafi Jihadism,” Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs 6, no. 2 (2012): 75-90.
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created alternative loci of identification. Tribalism, Islamism, communitarian-
ism, and the predations of regional warlords also have exacted a considerable
toll. We hope to illuminate some of these challenges here. The organization
of the essays proceeds on three levels. First, we will look at the impact of the
Arab Spring and its potential for the revitalization of radical political Islam in
Africa. Second, we will examine the intersection of globalization, ethnoreli-
gious conflict, civil war, and the capacity for stable governance in a variety
of African states. Finally, we will integrate this complex array of factors into a
Nigerian case study that encapsulates many of Africa’'s enduring problems.

The Arab Spring and the Future
of the Maghreb Salafi-Jihadist Movement

The Arab world’s massive street protests and demands for democratization,
known collectively as the Arab Spring, surprised many analysts.?” The re-
gion was thought to be impervious to the waves of democratization that
had swept across Eastern Europe, Latin America, the Far East, and Africa.
Long-repressed Arab civil society began to assert itself against corrupt des-
potic regimes, laying the basis for democratization in Egypt and Tunisia, the
overthrow of Qaddafi’s dictatorship, and the ongoing rebellion in Syria.

This emergence of Arab civil society and mass protests were hailed by
many experts as a harbinger of a new democratic age and the perfect
antidote to violent radical Islam.? The election of Muslim Brotherhood-
dominated governments in Tunisia and Egypt was thought to be a first
and decisive step in reconciling Islam and democracy, denying al-Qaeda’s
narrative that democratic systems are un-Islamic.?? This initial wave of opti-
mism, however, soon dissipated and gave way to growing fear, anxiety, and
uncertainty. Much of this concern hinges on the turmoil and instability that
the Arab Spring has wrought. Radical Islamic extremists hope to capitalize
on the unstable security environment in the region. Within this context, the
first three essays explore the aftermath of the Arab Spring, which may give
jihadists an opening to advance their strategic interests.

The first chapter by Daveed Gartenstein-Ross explores how jihadist and

27 The New Arab Revolt: What Happened, What It Means, and What Comes Next (New York: Council of
Foreign Relations, 2011).

2 Bruce Feiler, Generation Freedom: The Middle East Uprisings and the Remaking of the Modern World
(New York: Harper Collins, 2011).

22 Vali Nasr, Forces of Fortune: The Rise of the New Muslim Middle Class and What It Will Mean for Our
World (Washington, DC: Free Press, 2009).
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Salafist forces attempted to exploit the changes brought by the Arab Spring
revolutions. Based on field research in Tunisia and extensive primary source
research, Gartenstein-Ross examines how radical Islamists saw a strategic
opportunity in the country’s democratization. Critical to the initial pursuit
of their aims was the opportunity to perform dawa, or missionary preach-
ing, that helped them expand their movement in the country. Over time,
jihadist activism in the country came to encompass hisba violence, which is
designed to enforce conservative Islamic norms through vigilante violence,
and ultimately war against the state. Though Tunisian jihadist groups have
now been banned by the state and are pursued by counterterrorism forces,
they have continued waging war against the country, including targeting its
vital tourism sector.

In the second chapter, Anthony Celso provides an historical overview
of the Maghreb Islamist movement from the Afghan jihad to its recent
expansion into Libya and Mali. Concentrating mainly on Algerian jihadist
movements, Dr. Celso traces the organizational permutations that culminat-
ed in the development of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) created
in 2006 by Ayman al-Zawahiri. He argues that recent advances by AQIM
in Libya and Mali are due principally to the adverse consequences of
Qaddafi's overthrow. The Islamist threat in the region, however, is limited
by the internal dysfunctions of the jihadist movement, whose ideological
fanaticism and extreme violence has led to popular rejection and internal
fracturing. AQIM's brief northern Mali sanctuary was punctuated by sectar-
ian extremism and the harsh imposition of Islamic law that alienated much
of the local population. France’s recent military intervention in Mali has re-
versed AQIM’s limited gains, and al-Qaeda’s regeneration is impeded by
internal and external enemies.

The volume’s third chapter by Henri Boré examines whether Islamist forc-
es can be checked by the French and African forces in Mali. Relying on
the principles of counterinsurgency warfare popularized by T. E. Lawrence,
Boré argues that only Chadian forces have the necessary mobility and tac-
tics to offset the inevitable Islamist insurgency campaign. The formation of
a Pan-African stabilization force by European and West African states lacks
such a capability at present. The success of future counterinsurgency policy
in Mali, moreover, is dependent upon resolving the autonomy demands
of Tuareg minorities who joined Islamist forces in 2012 to achieve an inde-
pendent state in the northern part of the country. Despite the initial gains



Introduction 11

associated with France’s military incursion, the country’s security status is
tenuous and reversible.

Civil War, Ethnic Cleansing, and the Rise
of Governing Rebel Movements

The second section of the book concentrates on the impact of tribalism, eth-
nic cleansing, third-party external intervention, and the emergence of rebel
movements that made the transition to government rule. It examines the
nexus between ethnotribal conflicts and the pursuit of political power by
violent means. Some of these cases involve the use of reconciliation mea-
sures to ensure proper governance. Within the section, the Rwandan 1994
genocide and its surprising and hopeful political aftermath will predominate
the discussion.

In the fourth chapter, lan Spears focuses on tribal guerrilla resistance in
Rwanda, Eritrea, and Ethiopia where, after a period of protracted insurgen-
cy, minority groups were able to seize power. These new regimes were led
by guerrilla leaders, whose ruling capability has been enhanced by their
years of insurgent resistance requiring leadership and political and organi-
zational skills. Dr. Spears argues that these regimes have wisely scaled back
democratic reforms for fear that they will exacerbate tribal antagonisms and
damage the country’s fragile national consensus.

Rwanda resurfaces in Robert Gribbin's analysis in chapter 5 of the 1994
genocide and its aftermath. Driven by a Hutu governing elite that refused
to share power with a Tutsi minority, the genocide was driven by political
rivalries and not simply by tribal antagonism. The 1994 genocide was de-
liberately planned and orchestrated by the regime that used its militias to
cleanse Tutsi and moderate Hutus. In a 10-weak spree of organized killing,
Hutu government forces slaughtered almost a million people. Ironically, the
genocide produced such chaos that it allowed the rebel Tutsi Rwandan Pa-
triotic Front (RPF) the capacity to seize power. The event also dramatically
illustrated the ineffectiveness of the UN and the international community,
whose failure to intervene contributed immeasurably to the genocide.

Ambassador Gribbin's essay concentrates on Rwanda'’s postgenocide re-
construction that was spearheaded by the victorious RPF and its charismatic
leader Paul Kagame's autocratic but unifying policies that put the country on
a solid path toward political and economic recovery. Complicated by civil
war, state implosion, and Hutu rebel sanctuaries in neighboring Zaire, Rwan-
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da has successfully made strides toward punishing those who organized and
implemented the 1994 genocide. Gribbin's analysis reinforces Dr. Spear’s
conclusions about how minority rebel movements have made the successful
transition to governance through the use of coercive and conciliatory gestures.

Robert Nalbandov deals with the triangular relationship between Chad,
Libya, and France in chapter 6. Dr. Nalbandov's essay focuses on the nebu-
lously defined borders between states and the underlying ethnotribal and
religious antagonism associated with territorial disputes. The continued role
of the French, who aspire to retain their status in the region, is an additional
complicating factor. Like Sudan, Chad is split between a Muslim north and a
Christian south, where groups have historically clashed.

Driven by neocolonial interests rather than a desire to see a peaceful, uni-
fied Chad, French forces have intervened successfully to ensure the survival
of Chadian elites representing Gallic interests.*® The same cannot be said
of Libya's efforts in the 1980s to Islamize Chad when its forces were badly
routed by pro-French southern Christian forces. Like many African states in
the postcolonial era, Chad has been shaken by internal conflict, religious
cleavages, and external intervention. It remains one of the poorest states in
the region and remains choked by internecine religious and tribal clashes.
The benefits of globalization have barely reached Chad.

Nigeria as a Microcosm
of the Twenty-First-Century African State

In chapter 7, the focus is on Nigeria, which confronts a myriad of economic,
political, and security challenges. The Nigerian case exemplifies much of the con-
tinent’s enduring conflicts. Among these problems are an imperfect transition
to a democratic society, an unstable economy, corruption, Islamic insurgency,
tribal conflicts, and political legitimacy issues. Nigeria with its immense popula-
tion, ethnoreligious tapestry, and huge oil industry demands attention.
Clarence Bouchat fittingly provides a comprehensive snapshot of the
country’'s manifold challenges in chapter 7. His review of Nigeria’s histo-
ry, ethnoreligious diversity, and political conflicts features repeated military
coups and a tenuous democratic evolution. Bouchat's analysis principally
focuses on the Nigerian oil economy and Abuja’s failed efforts to diversify
its export sector and improve its competitive position. He argues that the

30 For more information, see “Chad (1966-1987): Muscling in for Control,” in Robert Nalbandov, Foreign
Interventions in Ethnic Conflicts (Surrey, UK: Ashgate Publishers, 2009).



Introduction 13

success of the oil industry has been hampered by chronic corruption, poor
management, inadequate infrastructure, and insufficient efforts to use its
profits to promote the country’s financial prosperity.

Much of the oil wealth generated has been siphoned off by corrupt po-
litical and economic elites. Ironically, the Niger Delta—where much of the oil
is produced—is one of the poorest regions in Africa, and its regional pov-
erty has inspired a local insurgency fueled by Abuja’s inability to distribute
profits equitably. Nigeria is also beset by a northern Islamist insurgency led
by the fundamentalist group Boko Haram that is positioned to become an
al-Qaeda or Islamic State (IS) affiliate. The rise of the Boko Haram in Nigeria
is but one of the emerging signs of a resurgent jihadist movement in Africa.
Since its formation in 2009, thousands have died. Oddly, Nigeria's democ-
ratization may have contributed to the ascension of radical Islamist forces.

Celso and Nalbandov return for the final chapterto look at the resurgence
of African jihadism and tribalism as being a consequence of Western-led
globalization and democratization efforts. Borrowing from the work of
Samuel Huntington, Robert Kaplan, Benjamin Barber, and Amy Chua, the
chapter explains the reemergence of communal identity as a counterac-
tion to the West's promotion of capitalism, individualism, secularism, and
democracy. Threatened by Western values, jihadism and tribalism seek to
reverse the spread of liberal democratic influence. Ironically, the interna-
tional community’s promotion of democracy and capitalism has resulted
in the weakening of central authority and the acceleration of religious and
tribal conflict.

The UN's effort to broker a power-sharing arrangement leading to mul-
tiparty democracy in 1994 contributed to the Hutu elite’s determination to
ethnically cleanse the Tutsi minority. The resulting civil war led to the death
of a million people. IMF brokering structural adjustment policies (SAP) in
the 1990s tied to democratization initiatives similarly eroded state pow-
er and led to the emergence of tribal and Islamist militias committed to
regime change. Finally, the Arab revolts and the emergence of unstable
democracies continue to convulse. North and West Africa have catalyzed
the jihadi movement, resulting in numerous security challenges.



Chapter One

The Evolution of Post-Ben Ali Tunisian Jihadism

by Daveed Gartenstein-Ross*

Introduction

Today, Tunisian politicians widely regard salafi jihadist militancy as the
greatest immediate challenge their country faces. This chapter explores the
growth and evolution of the salafi jihadist movement in Tunisia after the
revolution that inspired the world by overthrowing longstanding dictator
Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali through nonviolent means.’

The first Tunisian salafi jihadist organization with a national reach to be-
come publicly identifiable following the revolution was Ansar al-Sharia in
Tunisia (AST). In its early life, a phase lasting until December 2012, AST did
an effective job fostering a social movement around salafi jihadist beliefs.
The group was able to operate legally and in the open, and its activities were
primarily focused on dawa (evangelism). However, even during this period
in which AST prioritized legal and nonviolent dawa, the group also em-
braced violence in two different ways. Its primary use of violence was hisba,
or "forbidding wrong,” which for AST entailed the enforcement of religious

* Gartenstein-Ross is a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies and an adjunct
assistant professor at Georgetown University. Dr. Gartenstein-Ross is the author or volume editor of 20
books and monographs, and holds a PhD in world politics from The Catholic University of America and
ajuris doctor degree from the New York University School of Law. Much of the work for this chapter was
undertaken for a pair of projects the author completed for the International Centre for Counter-Terror-
ism (ICCT), The Hague, resulting in the monographs Ansar al-Sharia Tunisia’s Long Game: Dawa, Hisba
and Jihad (2013) and Raising the Stakes: Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia’s Shift to Jihad (2014). Parts of this
chapter are adapted from these two previous studies. The author would like to thank ICCT for allowing
the republication of previously published passages. He would also like to thank Nathaniel Barr for his
research assistance on Ansar al-Sharia’s activities during the course of 2014, and Bridget Moreng and
Kathleen Soucy for their collaborative work with him on Raising the Stakes. Finally, the author would
like to thank Edwin Bakker, Sergei Boeke, Eva Entenmann, Gilles de Kerchove, Peter Knoope, Andrew
Lebovich, Lauren Morgan, Christophe Paulussen, and Aaron Y. Zelin for their feedback on this chapter.
! For more on salafi jihadism, see Monica Marks, “Youth Politics and Tunisian Salafism: Understanding
the Jihadi Current,” Mediterranean Politics 18, no. 1 (2013): 109; Stefano M. Torelli, Fabio Merone, and
Francesco Cavatorta, “Salafism in Tunisia: Challenges and Opportunities for Democratization,” Middle
East Policy 19, no. 4 (2012): 145; and Quintan Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” Studies
in Conflict & Terrorism 29, no 3 (2006): 208.
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norms within—and sometimes beyond-the Tunisian Muslim community.

There was another way AST embraced violence during this period. While
hisba violence is primarily focused on imposing the group’s norms on other
Muslims, AST also endorsed jihad violence, interpreting the theological con-
cept of jihad in the same manner as al-Qaeda. Indeed, AST's propaganda
often featured statements from al-Qaeda icons like Osama bin Laden and
Ayman al-Zawahiri, making clear that AST supported al-Qaeda’s fight and
methods. However, despite AST's rhetorical support for al-Qaeda’s jihad, the
group largely refrained from major terrorist attacks or military actions inside
Tunisia during this initial stage of its life.? It was a different story abroad, as
AST members participated in jihad violence when they took part in the con-
flictsin Mali and Syria. The idea that AST was gathering strength by operating
legally, even while preparing for an eventual military confrontation with its
foes, was articulated in a 2012 interview given by Hassan Ben Brik, who led
AST's dawa committee. Ben Brik described jihad as “certainly part of our po-
litical project,” but said that AST had “no interest currently in embarking on
violent initiatives, or acts of terrorism.”® Similarly, another young AST leader
told an Italian researcher during this period that AST had not “eliminated
the idea of jihad from our philosophy,” but that the group was not currently
engaged in revolutionary violence because it was focused on dawa.*

The second major phase of salafi jihadism in Tunisia saw a period of
escalation in the fight against the state. Though it is difficult to pinpoint a
definitive beginning to this phase, the most persuasive inflection point is
December 2012, when militants shot and killed Anis Jelassi, an adjutant in
the Tunisian National Guard, in the Kasserine governorate in western Tuni-
sia.> This incident prompted Tunisian authorities to identify, for the first time,

2 AST's involvement in the 14 September 2012 attack on the U.S. embassy in Tunis may be an exception
in which it engaged in jihad violence inside Tunisia. For discussion of AST's role, see Habib M. Sayah,
"Qui a Attaqué I'Ambassade des Etats-Unis: Retour sur Ansar al-Chari'a, Abou lyadh et ses Relations
avec Ennahdha,” Institut Kheireddine, 14 September 2012. However, it is possible that this attack too
can be characterized as hisba rather than jihad, since it was seen as a reaction to the controversial “Inno-
cence of Muslims” video and, in that way, the attack mainly related to the enforcement of Islamic norms.
3 Quoted in Sergio Galasso, “Intervista ad Hassan Ben Brik: ‘'Non Crediamo nella Democrazia, ma senza
Appoggio del Popolo Niente Jihad'” Limes, 11 October 2012.

* Fabio Merone, “Salafism in Tunisia: An Interview with a Member of Ansar al-Sharia,” Jadaliyya, 11 April
2013, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/11166/salafism-in-tunisia_an-interview-with-a-member-of-.
° "Déces de I'Adjudant Anis Jelassi dans des Affrontements a Feriana,” GlobalNet, 11 December 2012,
http://www.gnet.tn/revue-de-presse-nationale/tunisie-deces-de-ladjudant-anis-jelassi-dans-des-affron-
tements-a-feriana/id-menu-958.html.
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a militant group known as Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi, which would later publicly
identify itself as a battalion of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). As
this chapter discusses, however, it seems that Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi and
AST are not actually distinct, but rather different facets of the same orga-
nization. During this period, Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi fought Tunisian security
forces in the western part of the state, while AST was able to make dawa
openly, including in urban areas.

The February 2013 assassination of secularist politician Chokri Belaid
was another significant point in the escalation. Though he was killed by an
AST member, it is unclear who ordered or authorized his assassination and
what strategic thinking guided it.

Belaid's assassination prompted a great deal of national attention and
political pressure on the government, but no crackdown against AST.
Thereafter, there were several more progressions in the escalating conflict
between salafi jihadists and the Tunisian government. The state stepped up
security operations in western Tunisia, and soldiers patrolling there suffered
from frequent landmine attacks. The state also retaliated against AST in oth-
er ways, including interrupting public lectures and other AST dawa activi-
ties and cancelling the group’s annual conference in the city of Kairouan.
But the period of escalation hit its apex during one week in late July 2013,
when AST members gunned down another prominent secularist politician,
Mohamed Brahmi, and took part in a Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi-led ambush in
western Tunisia’s Jebel ech Chaambi mountains that killed eight soldiers,
five of whom had their throats slit.

This was an extraordinarily bloody week, especially by Tunisian standards.
The eight soldiers killed in Jebel ech Chaambi represented the deadliest
day in Tunisian military history to that point, and the slitting of their throats
was an especially grotesque reminder of the brutalities inflicted by jihad-
ists in neighboring Algeria during the country’s civil war. The two incidents
occurring so close together marked a point of no return and ushered in
the third phase of post-Ben Ali Tunisian jihadim'’s life—state crackdown. This
phase really began in August 2013, when Tunisia designated AST a terrorist
organization and thus banned it. Thereafter, AST's members were pursued,
and both its militant activities and its public activities were interrupted.

The crackdown was going well from the state’s perspective in early 2014.
Over the course of the year, however, the crackdown phase gradually gave
¢ Paul Schemm, “Jihadis Threaten Tunisia's Arab Spring Transition,” Associated Press, 31 July 2013.
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way to a fourth phase—Tunisian jihadism’s recovery. AST and the connect-
ed organization Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi were able to carry out an increasing
number of, and increasingly deadly, attacks as the year progressed. Most of
these were concentrated in the western governorates of Kef and Kasserine,
which border Algeria.

As Tunisia is now concerned with constraining jihadism’s growth, it has
become clear how nearby safe havens can strengthen jihadist organizations.
As Libya has become an incredibly hospitable environment for jihadists in
the wake of Qaddafi’s fall, Tunisia has come to see Libya's deterioration as
its primary security challenge. Tunisian Prime Minister Mehdi Jomaa, for
example, accurately described the situation in Libya as the greatest threat
that Tunisia faces.” Not only could Libya's chaos spill over into Tunisia, but
jihadist groups have been able to use Libyan territory to escape from Tuni-
sia’s policing operations. AST emir Abu lyad al-Tunisi, for example, has es-
tablished connections with a variety of Libyan political Islamist and jihadist
actors, and is believed to have found safe haven in the country once Tunisia
moved to capture him. Growing numbers of Tunisian militants have also
entered Libya to attend training camps.® The terrorists who struck Tunis’s
Bardo Museum in March 2015, killing 21 people, had received weapons
training in Libya before carrying out that attack.’

Thus, Tunisia is in the unfortunate position where it cannot fully be the
master of its own fate. This chapter examines the evolution of post-Ben Ali
Salafi jihadism. But even as Tunisia continues to refine its approach to deal-
ing with jihadist groups in the country, the future of the country’s security is
also wedded to the broader picture of jihadism in North Africa.

AST’s Leadership and Organizational Structure
Leadership and Outlook

AST is led by 47-year-old Abu lyad al-Tunisi, who was born Seifallah Ben
Hassine. Abu lyad has long-standing ties to international jihadism, which
he established during his exile from Tunisia. In the 1990s, Abu lyad spent
time in Britain, where he associated with the UK-based jihadist figure Abu
Qatada al-Filistini. Some jihadist forums have described Abu lyad as Abu
7 "Tunisia Prime Minister Sees Main Threat from Libya,” Associated Press, 3 January 2015.

8 Noureddine Baltayeb, “Tunisia Remains in the Crosshairs of the Libyan War,” Al-Akhbar, 11 December
2014, http://english.al-akhbar.com/node/22847.

? “Tunisia Museum Attackers ‘Trained in Libya"" France 24, 20 March 2015, http://www.france24.com
/en/20150320-tunisia-museum-attackers-libya-training-islamic-state.
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Qatada'’s “disciple,” and one AST member said that Abu Qatada is “prob-
ably the most influential” of the theorists who have the group’s ear.’® Abu
lyad also spent time in Afghanistan when al-Qaeda found refuge there prior
to the 9/11 attacks. In 2000, he became one of the founders of the Tunisian
Combatant Group (TCG), which facilitated the assassination of Northern
Alliance leader Ahmad Shah Massoud just before al-Qaeda executed the
9/11 attacks. Abu lyad was arrested in Turkey in 2003, after which Turkish
authorities extradited him to Tunisia. There, Ben Ali's regime sentenced him
to 43 years of imprisonment. Abu lyad was released, however, following
the revolution. Abu lyad was then able to operate openly until AST played a
major role in the September 2012 attack on the U.S. embassy in Tunis. The
government issued an arrest warrant for Abu lyad, which forced him into
hiding. He is believed to have fled to Libya.

Even before AST was banned, few of the group’s other core leaders were
named publicly. Those who were known included 37-year-old Hassan Ben
Brik, who headed AST's dawa committee; Ahmed al-Akrami, coordinator
for AST's medical and humanitarian convoys; and 33-year-old Sayf al-Din
Ben Rayes, who produced sermons and statements on AST's behalf. Several
individuals with longstanding militant ties—Tarek Maaroufi, Sami bin Khamis
bin Salih Essid, and Mehdi Kammoun—were also believed to have nonpub-
lic roles in AST that related to its violent activities."

According to Ben Brik, the founding members of AST had been active
in Tunisia since 2003."> Ben Brik mentioned their “experiences abroad” pri-
or to their return to Tunisia, a clear reference to their activities as part of
the transnational jihadist movement. The deep connections between AST's
founders and transnational jihadism would prove significant in many ways,
including in forging an extremely close working relationship between AST
and AQIM. AST'’s founders were imprisoned after their return to Tunisia fol-
lowing their involvement in militancy abroad. Ben Brik claimed that, "We
got to know each other in prison, and we began our work from there.”"

Ben Brik described the group’s political project as bringing sharia to Tu-
nisia and, ultimately, to “the Arab world” beyond it. From the outset, AST fre-

9 Merone, “An Interview with a Member of Ansar al-Sharia.”

" See Aaron Y. Zelin, "Who's Who in Tunisia’s Salafi-Jihadi Community: A Look at Key Leaders of Ansar
al-Sharia Tunisia,” Militant Leadership Monitor 6, no. 4 (April 2013): 10.

2 The information from Ben Brik can be found in Galasso, “Intervista ad Hassan Ben Brik.”

3 bid.
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quently expressed an affinity for al-Qaeda and its affiliates, even when the
group was primarily focused on dawa. For example, after AQIM released a
statement on 17 March 2013 calling for salafi jihadists in Tunisia to pursue
the fight against secularism at home rather than going to Mali or elsewhere,
high-level AST activist Mohamed Anis Chaieb praised its “calls to preserve
the gains of the Tunisian revolution.”"* AST also praised al-Qaeda and trans-
national jihadism through its social media accounts, and distributed its mul-
timedia propaganda onto jihadist Web forums regularly used by al-Qaeda
and other jihadist groups. Italian researcher Fabio Merone’s interview with
a young AST leader further reinforces AST's allegiance with al-Qaeda and
transnational jihadism, as the young man named those strongly associated
with al-Qaeda and its affiliates—Abu Qatada, Abu Muhammad al-Maqdissi,
Abu Basir al-Tartusi, Hani al-Siba'i, and Anwar al-Awlaki—as the group’s key
influencers.’

Though some observers were skeptical that AST could be regarded as a
jihadist organization during the early phase when the group was primarily
focused on nonviolent evangelism—skepticism that was completely unwar-
ranted, given AST's associations and explanation of its goals—at this point,
there is no room for doubt. AST has simply become more open over time
about its place in transnational jihadism.

AST’s Organizational Structure

AST's organizational structure was largely opaque from the time of the
group'’s inception. This was by design, as the group’s leaders were well
aware that they could one day be banned and pursued. As Hassan Ben Brik
explained when refusing to speak to an interviewer about the group'’s struc-
ture, “all the members of Ansar al-Sharia are being targeted by the govern-
ment and by the international community.”' Since Tunisia designated AST a
terrorist organization, its structure has become even more obscure, and the
group was forced to adapt in ways that are not well understood.

Despite AST leaders’ hesitance to reveal organizational details, research-
ers were able to tease out some aspects of the group in its early stages. The
fact that Abu lyad is the emir of AST is well established, and it also became
clear from social media postings and interviews with the group’s members
" "Qiyadi bil-Tayar al-Salafi al-Jihadi: Musta-idoon lil-Jihad did al-llmaniyeen bi-Tunis,” Al-Mogaz, 19
March 2013.

> Merone, “"An Interview with a Member of Ansar al-Sharia.”
6 Galasso, “Intervista ad Hassan Ben Brik.”
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that the AST had several divisions under its most senior leadership prior to
the ban:
o The dawa office, which Ben Brik headed."”
e AST's humanitarian activities, including its medical convoys.
e AST's media activities, including the al-Bayariq Media Productions
Foundation, AST's Web site, and other online outlets for propaganda.
e Adivision that coordinates with local AST groups.'
e Aclandestine military wing that included:

O a "preparatory operations group” with six members;

O a"support and implementation group” with eight members;
and

o a "mobilization and armament group” with two members."?

Some questions were raised early in AST's existence about how hierarchi-
cal the organization was. For example, Merone's AST interlocutor told him,
“You should not think . .. that it is a top-down organization that emerged. On
the contrary, it is a lightweight and decentralized movement, with an extend-
ed autonomy for the local groups, which are the real core of the movement.”?
While itis clear that local AST groups enjoyed a great deal of autonomy, how-
ever, sources loyal to AST had a clear incentive to portray the group as more
decentralized than might actually be the case. By emphasizing the decentral-
ized nature of the organization, AST tried—ultimately unsuccessfully—to ratch-
et up the level of violence it engaged in without triggering a state crackdown.
Thus, the portrayal of AST as a “very decentralized” organization in the early
days should be read with at least some skepticism. Further, “very decentral-
ized” is a rather indeterminate description, particularly when it could simply
mean that local branches take a great deal of initiative, which would not pre-
clude directives being passed down from the group’s senior leadership.

Since AST was banned, its organizational structure has become increas-
ingly opaque to researchers working from open sources. Though AST clearly
undertook adaptations, the group’s specific adaptations are not clear. More-
7 Torelli, Merone, and Cavatorta, “Salafism in Tunisia,” 149.

'® The interview subject told Merone that this coordination is divided geographically by AST into north-
ern, central, and southern regions. See Merone, “An Interview with a Member of Ansar al-Sharia.”

' Mohammad Yassin al-Jalassi, “Tunisia Minister: Ansar al-Sharia Linked to Assassinations,” Al-Moni-
tor, 29 August 2013, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/security/2013/08/ansar-al-sharia-connected-to
-assassinations.html#. For independent confirmation of AST's clandestine military wing, see Aaron Y.

Zelin, "Tunisia: Uncovering Ansar al-Sharia,” Think Africa Press, 25 October 2013.
20 Merone, “An Interview with a Member of Ansar al-Sharia.”
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over, a large percentage of the militant activities attributed to AST during its
recovery phase were in fact carried out by Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi. Katibat Ugba
ibn Nafi's association with both AST and AQIM is well known, but the specific
chain of command and key decision makers behind its attacks are not.

No reliable estimate of AST's size existed even when it was operating open-
ly, though it seems that official estimates tended to understate the group’s
numbers. The most frequently cited figures as of 2013, at the beginning of
AST's escalation of violence, reported approximately 10,000 salafists in Tuni-
sia, with around 3,000 identified as salafi jihadists. However, AST managed to
draw between 3,000 and 10,000 attendees to the annual conference it held
in Kairouan, while approximately 3,000 Tunisians went abroad to fight for ji-
hadist groups in the Syrian civil war.2" Further, Tunisian religious affairs minis-
ter Noureddine el-Khadmi said in March 2012 that salafists controlled around
400 of the country’'s mosques through such mechanisms as demonizing the
previous imams and forcing them out.?

The three aforementioned data points demonstrate conclusively that the
most prevalent estimates of salafists and salafi jihadists in Tunisia were too
low during AST's dawa phase. Further, the Kairouan conference drew almost
3,000 people by the lowest estimates, and the photographs that AST posted
to its social media accounts make the numbers appear higher than 3,000. If
there were only 3,000 salafi jihadists in Tunisia, all of them would have had to
show up at the Kairouan conference.

AST's International Connections

AST has had extensive connections to transnational jihadism since its in-
ception. Indeed, its connections to other jihadist groups would become
more apparent over time and, as this section explains, revelations made by
the Tunisian government in 2013 paint AST as a covert branch of al-Qaeda.

Given Abu lyad’s personal history, which included time in Britain’s jihad-
ist scene, it is natural to begin with his contacts in the United Kingdom.
Not only was Abu lyad connected to Abu Qatada al-Filistini, but the British
Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC) monitoring service has also noted his
connection to prominent Egyptian-born salafi jihadist scholar Hani al-Siba'i,

21 For an estimate of Tunisian foreign fighters in Syria, see Richard Barrett, Foreign Fighters in Syria (New
York: The Soufan Group, 2014), 13.

22 Agence France-Presse, “Extremists Control Hundreds of Tunisia's Mosques: Religious Affairs Minister,”
Al Arabiya News, 31 March 2012, http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/03/31/204431.html.
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who heads the al-Magrizi Center for Historical Studies from London.?® Al-
Siba'i's involvement in international jihadism runs even longer and deeper
than Abu lyad’s. For example, in February 1999, London’s Al-Hayah report-
ed that al-Siba'i was then serving as the head of the media committee for
Ayman al-Zawahiri's Egyptian Islamic Jihad (ElJ).?* Al-Siba’i maintained his
loyalty to Abu lyad over the years, delivering a March 2012 video address
sponsored by AST to a Tunisian salafi audience. When AST held its second
annual Kairouan conference in May 2012, al-Siba'i was one of several for-
eign scholars to address the audience by video.

Some of the other prominent jihadist scholars who attended were, like
al-Siba'i, born in Egypt. Ahmad Ashush issued a written statement express-
ing his “endorsement and support” of AST, hoping that the group would
bring rule based on sharia to Tunisia. The Egyptian salafi jihadist cleric Mar-
jan Salim issued a video address warning against discord amongst Muslims
and pointing to the disaster that befell the “Islamic state” the Taliban had
erected in Afghanistan. At the time al-Siba’'i headed ElJ's media committee,
Salim ran its sharia committee, which Al-Hayah noted “involves preparing
the group’s views on and reactions to matters pertaining to sharia, differ-
ences, and jurisprudence and responding to the criticism leveled against
it.”?> More recently, Salim has been identified as “directing aspiring jihadis”
to training camps in Libya.?

Major salafi jihadist figures from several other countries also expressed
their support for AST at the Kairouan conference. Moroccan clerics Umar
al-Haddushi and Hasan al-Kattani travelled to Tunisia to attend, only to be
turned away when they tried to enter the country because the Tunisian gov-
ernment had placed them on a blacklist due to their involvement in ter-
rorist attacks in Morocco. Jordanian cleric Abu Muhammad al-Tahawi, who
has been heavily involved in spurring jihadists to enter the Syrian war, also
contributed a video address. In it, he quoted bin Laden and urged a future
revolution to incite a salafi takeover in place of the democratic system that
is “the fetish of the modern era.”

AST also won the praise and endorsement of Abu Sa'd al-Amili, a prom-

2 "Tunisian Salafi Ansar al-Sharia Gaining Hard-Line Jihadist Support,” BBC Monitoring [in English], 24
May 2012.

2 Muhammad Salah, “Jihad’s Organizational Structure,” Al-Hayah, 12 February 1999, 6.

% |bid.

2 Siobhan Gorman and Matt Bradley, “Militant Link to Libya Attack,” Wall Street Journal, 1 October 2012,
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10000872396390444549204578020373444418316.
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inent online jihadist who appears to also be an official in al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), al-Qaeda’s branch in Yemen.?” Abu Sa’'d's AQAP
responsibilities included providing strategic advice to affiliates in North Af-
rica and, during AST's dawa-oriented phase, he referred to the group in sev-
eral of his articles and messages. One 2012 article presented a roadmap for
spreading salafi jihadist ideology in Tunisia. It did not specifically mention
AST, but that was the most prominent group engaged in such work. Near
the end of 2012, al-Amili issued a statement through AST's media group,
al-Bayarig Media Productions Foundation, that attacked Tunisia’s ruling Is-
lamist political party (Ennahda) for its embrace of democracy. Al-Amili told
AST members to be prepared to fight with “sword and pen.”?® And in Jan-
uary 2013, al-Amili wrote an editorial in the Global Islamic Media Front's
magazine Sada al-Jihad (Echo of Jihad) praising the challenge AST posed
to Tunisia's “false” government.

AST's most operationally significant connection to another major jihadist
group has been its ties to AQIM, which has been extremely clear about its
affinity for AST and the fact that they share a common goal, releasing mul-
tiple statements about AST. For example, in an April 2013 media release
that answered questions directed to the group over Twitter, the director of
AQIM’s al-Andalus Media Foundation stated that AST were AQIM’s “broth-
ers, we are from them and they are from us."?’ He further stated, “We ap-
preciate the project of our brothers Ansar al-Sharia and bless it, and call the
youth of Tunisia to support and cooperate with them.”*® But AQIM's con-
nections to AST clearly run deeper than just public expressions of support.

When the Tunisian government announced that it was banning AST, it
made several sets of revelations about the organization’s relationship to
al-Qaeda. The most significant connection alleged was a handwritten “Alle-
giance Act” between AST emir Abu lyad al-Tunisi and AQIM emir Abu Mus-
ab Abdel Wadoud.?" If the claim of the Allegiance Act is accurate, then AST
appears to have been functioning, since the signing of the document, as an
27 See Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, "Al-Qaeda’s Influential Online Strategist: Abu Sa'd al-Amili,” Militant
Leadership Monitor 4, no. 10 (October 2013): 8-10.

% Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, Ansar al-Sharia Tunisia’s International Connections (The Hague: Internation-
al Centre for Counter-Terrorism, 21 March 2013).

27 AQIM, "Journalistic Encounter with the Director of al-Andalus Media Foundation,” Jihadology, 18 April
Vo 25

31 "Tunisia Says Ansar al-Sharia Was Planning More Assassinations, Bombings,” Tunis Afrique Presse, 29
August 2013.
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unacknowledged al-Qaeda affiliate: an organization subordinate to AQIM
within al-Qaeda'’s hierarchy, with AST's emir having taken bayat (pledge) to
AQIM’s emir. Lending further credence to this conclusion, allegations of an
Allegiance Act are consistent with claims made by captured members of
Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi. Algerian security forces arrested Riadh Toufi, one of
the Katibat's founding members, on 18 November 2013.32 During his inter-
rogation, Toufi described Abu lyad as nothing more than a “marionette,”
claiming that AQIM held all the power and that Abu lyad followed AQIM’s
dictates.®® The existence of an Allegiance Act is also consistent with the op-
erational connections between AST and AQIM, a large part of which are fo-
cused on Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi, the joint military venture of AST and AQIM.
Additionally, an Allegiance Act is also consistent with the claims of Musta-
pha Ben Amor, Tunisia’s director general of national security, who said that
government investigations found that AST's financing comes from “external
and internal sources,” with the external sources located in such countries as
Yemen, Libya, and Mali, all of which have a significant al-Qaeda presence.?*
AST's response to these revelations was a rather weak denial claiming that
the group was "not tied to any outside group.” However, the statement also
acknowledged that “regarding our loyalty to Qaedat al Jihad and the jihadi
formations, we have declared it from the first day and we are not ashamed
to renew today our declaration with a louder voice.”®

Indeed, the strategy that AST pursued in Tunisia was consistent with the
course that major al-Qaeda-affiliated strategists and ideologues encour-
aged other jihadist groups to pursue in the post-Arab Spring environment.3¢
These strategists unanimously agreed that the changes gripping the region
were good for their cause: in addition to producing the kind of widespread
instability necessary for a utopian movement to attain its grandiose goals,
the regime changes would likely present unprecedented opportunities to
32 “’Armée Algérienne Arréte un Libyen en Relation avec les Terroristes de Chaambi,” Mosaique FM, 18
November 2013.
3 "Abou Yadh, Marionnette de Abou El Hammam!,” Investir en Tunisie, 21 November 2013, http://www
.investir-en-tunisie.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=23201:-tunisie--abou-yadh
-marionnette-de-abou-el-hammam-&catid=95:politique-social&ltemid=317.
34 Yasm, "Al-Qaeda Funds Ansar al-Sharia, Tunisia Reveals,” allAfrica, 29 August 2013, http://allafrica
.com/stories/201308300788.html.
3 Thomas Joscelyn, “Ansar al Sharia Responds to Tunisian Government,” Long War Journal, 3 Septem-
ber 2013, http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2013/09/ansar_al_sharia_tuni_é.php.
3 For a discussion of al-Qaeda ideologues’ perspective on advancing the jihadist movement after the

Arab Spring, see Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Tara Vassefi, “Perceptions of the ‘Arab Spring’ Within the
Salafi-Jihadi Movement,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 35, no. 12 (2012): 831-48.
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undertake dawa.*” AST accordingly adopted a dawa-focused strategy in the
immediate wake of Ben Ali’s fall.

However, the jihadist movement has never been satisfied constraining
itself to nonviolent activism. Jihadist writer Hamzah bin Muhammad al-
Bassam, while urging a focus on dawa, also articulated the ultimate need
for the movement to engage in violence. Without violence, al-Bassam rea-
soned, salafi jihadism would become just one of a number of different
“intellectual trends.”®® In other words, even while the movement gathers
strength through preaching, it should see violence as its eventual trump
over other competing visions. Accordingly, AST not only built up its covert
military capabilities, but also engaged in, and over time ramped up, its his-
ba violence; and the group eventually turned toward a strategy that favored
jihad violence over other forms of activism.

AST's Dawa-Focused Phase

When AST primarily focused on dawa, there were two constraints on its use
of violence. First, the organization tried to keep its overall levels of violence
within what might be termed “acceptable bounds,” that is, a level that would
not trigger a state crackdown. In doing so, AST seemingly attempted to in-
crease the amount of violence that might occur without the state getting in-
volved. This approach ultimately failed: AST's actions eventually did prompt
a state crackdown. Second, the organization tried to undertake violence with-
out alienating the population. In other words, independent of the state secu-
rity apparatus, AST was wary that its hisba or jihad activities might interfere
with its dawa, which was more important to the group at this stage. The three
prongs of AST's strategy during this phase are dawa, hisba, and jihad.

Dawa

As one Malaysian academic has noted, dawa “refers to calling or inviting peo-
ple to embrace Islam. Though not an article of the Islamic faith, Muslims are
urged to be actively engaged in dawa activities.”*” Most frequently, howev-
er, salafi jihadists’ dawa efforts are focused not on leading non-Muslims to

37 See Hamzah bin Muhammad al-Bassam, “Heeding the Advantages and Lessons of the Two Uprisings
in Egypt and Tunisia,” Ansar Dawlat al-Iraq al-Islamiyah, 25 February 2011; and Atiyatallah Abd al-Rah-
man, “The People's Revolt. .. The Fall of Corrupt Arab Regimes ... The Demolition of the Idol of Stability
...and the New Beginning,” Global Islamic Media Front, 16 February 2011.

3 Al-Bassam, "Heeding the Advantages and Lessons of the Two Uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia.”

37 See Munawar Haque's review of Sohirin M. Solihin, Islamic Da'wah: Theory and Practice (Kuala Lum-
pur: International Islamic University Malaysia Press, 2008), in Intellectual Discourse 17, no. 1 (2009): 119.
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Islam, but on persuading other Muslims to accept their version of the faith.

In undertaking dawa efforts while it could operate legally, AST made its
presence felt in some traditional ways: forcing out old imams at mosques
and capturing key leadership positions, holding dawa events at markets
or universities, holding public protests, and dominating physical spaces
(such as cafés) near places of worship. But AST also had some innovative
approaches to dawa, including providing social services (something that
other militant Islamic groups like Hezbollah and Hamas have also done)
and using social media.

AST's social services activity included distributing food, clothing, and
basic supplies, as well as sponsoring convoys that provided both medical
care and medicine. These efforts concentrated on areas of Tunisia typically
neglected by the government, such as rural and impoverished areas. AST’s
social services were usually accompanied by distribution of literature de-
signed to propagate its ideology. While AST constantly engaged in efforts
to provide social services, it did not reach the same areas consistently. This
gap is where AST's savvy use of social media became particularly relevant.
Almost immediately after it undertook humanitarian efforts, AST would post
information about its most recent venture—including photographs—to its
Facebook page and other Web sites. Thus, social media served as a force
multiplier, as its social media activity illustrated a rapid pace of humanitari-
an assistance throughout the country.

Two things are worth noting about AST’s dawa strategy. First is the con-
text in which this work was undertaken. The Tunisian economy was, during
this time, poor; and it has only grown worse subsequently. The country’s
youth were hit particularly hard. As Monica Marks writes, "Across the ideo-
logical spectrum, from leftist communists to jihadi Salafis, young people
speak of being neglected and deceived by their political leaders. Signifi-
cant numbers of Tunisian youth hold college degrees but cannot find em-
ployment.”4° Because of this situation, she concluded that “the desperation
and discontent that drove many young people to protest in the early weeks
of the revolution are still present today.""’

Tunisia has suffered from maldistribution of resources for some time;
under Ben Ali, the coastal cities experienced relatively strong economic

40 Marks, “Youth Politics and Tunisian Salafism,” 110.
4! Ibid.; and Mongi Boughzala, Youth Employment and Economic Transition in Tunisia, Global Working
Papers No. 51 (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, January 2013).
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growth, while cities in the country’s interior and south benefited little from
this prosperity.*? Thus, even before the revolution, “marginalized areas”
within Tunisia were the most “significant sources of recruits to the Islamist
movement.”* This structural problem of wealth distribution continues, and
AST was able to win sympathy and recruits in some of these marginalized
areas. AST positioned itself as a critic of the status quo writ large, and por-
trayed itself as a champion of those neglected by the system.

A second aspect of AST’'s dawa efforts worth noting is the likelihood of
foreign sponsorship of at least some of AST's activities.** Although AST col-
lected donations at mosques during Friday prayers, the economy in Tunisia
was dim enough that these donations likely did not cover all of the group’s
humanitarian expenses, particularly those related to its distribution of med-
icine. The pictures, videos, and information that AST posted on its Facebook
page suggests another source of funding; in at least one case, it received
medical supplies from the Kuwaiti charity, Revival of Islamic Heritage Soci-
ety (RIHS), which is known as the Society for Preservation of Islamic Heritage
in Tunisia.

The fact that the RIHS may have been involved in supporting a jihadist
group in Tunisia will come as no surprise to seasoned observers of mili-
tant financing. The U.S. Department of the Treasury designated the RIHS a
sponsor of terrorism in 2008 “for providing financial and material support
to al-Qaeda and al-Qaeda affiliates, including Lashkar e-Tayyiba, Jemaah
Islamiyah, and Al-Itihaad al-Islamiya.”®® The Treasury also charged RIHS with
providing financial support specifically for terrorist acts. RIHS did not con-
stitute AST's only established connection to sympathetic foreign organiza-
tions. The literature it distributed at dawa events could be traced to at least
three publishing houses in Saudi Arabia: Dar al-Qassem, based in Riyadh;
Dar al-Tarafen, based in Taif, and the Cooperative Office for the Call and
Guidance and Education Communities, based in Dammam.

42 Ahmed Jdey, "A History of Tunisia, January 14,2011: The End of a Dictator and the Beginning of Dem-
ocratic Construction,” boundary 2 39, no. 1 (2012): 69-86.

4 Alison Pargeter, “"Localism and Radicalization in North Africa: Local Factors and the Development of
Political Islam in Morocco, Tunisia and Libya,” International Affairs 85, no. 5 (2009): 1036.

4 This discussion of AST's probable foreign sponsorship is adapted from Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and
AaronY. Zelin, “"Uncharitable Organizations,” Foreign Policy, 26 February 2013, where the phenomenon
of foreign sponsorship of jihadist groups—in Tunisia and beyond—is discussed in detail.

4 U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Center, “Kuwaiti Charity Designated for Bankrolling al Qa-
ida Network,” HP-1023, 13 June 2008, http://www.treasury.gov/press-center/press-releases/Pages
/hp1023.aspx.
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Many questions remain about AST's foreign sources of support, both
then and now. Nonetheless, the available evidence is suggestive, and ana-
lysts should continue to explore and attempt to map foreign sources work-
ing to strengthen AST and other Tunisian jihadist groups.

Hisba

While the concepts of dawa and jihad are likely familiar to most readers,
many are likely unfamiliar with hisba. The obligation of “commanding right
and forbidding wrong” is an important Islamic concept discussed in the
Qur'an.* As Michael Cook explains in his comprehensive study, the well-
known Sunni scholar Ghazzali “adopted the word hisba as a general term
for 'forbidding wrong'"#’

Hisba amplified AST's message, as there were numerous incidents of
Tunisian salafi jihadists employing violence against their opponents. It is
worth noting, of course, that any given act of violence linked to salafi jihad-
ism could have been carried out by individuals unaffiliated with AST. This
ambiguity is consistent with AST's effort to maintain doubt about its use
of violence during this period. The fact that it was unclear whether AST or
other salafi jihadists were responsible for any given act of hisba violence
allowed the group to increase the virulence of its actions without being
targeted in a crackdown during this period.

Thissection detailsthe phenomenon of salafist vigilantism (hisba violence)
in Tunisia during AST's dawa-focused phase.* Given the difficulties deter-
mining which specific hisba violence AST was responsible for, this section ex-
amines salafi vigilantism as a complete phenomenon without distinguishing
between AST-linked actions and those not attributable to the organization.

One group that felt particularly targeted in the early days after the revolu-
tion was Tunisian women, who believed that the societal pressures directed
at them were mounting. These pressures were not entirely attributable to
salafi jihadists—there are other conservative religious segments of Tunisian
society—but salafi jihadists were an important part of this picture.

Since its independence from France in 1956, Tunisia has had one of the
most progressive legal systems in the Arab world with respect to women'’s
4 See Qur'an 3:104, 3:110, and 9:71.

47 Michael Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010).

% This section is adapted from Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, “Springtime for Salafists,” Foreign Policy, 26
March 2013.
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rights.*” Until the 2011 revolution, the Tunisian state viewed “the presence
or absence of hijab” as “a key component” distinguishing modernity from
tradition.®® In addition to imposing some legal restrictions on women'’s abil-
ity to wear hijab (or cover), the state actively framed it as a part of the past
that civil society was moving beyond. A study examining the symbolism
of the hijab under Ben Ali written by Simon Hawkins persuasively demon-
strates that the state took great pains to associate the hijab with a tradition
that, while deserving of respect, society would inevitably leave behind as
it embraced modernity; young women who did not wear hijab were por-
trayed as central to the country’s more enlightened and liberated future.>
Since the revolution, however, many Tunisian women perceived increasing
societal pressures and harassment directed at their manner of dress. Con-
sequently, some women changed the way they dressed unwillingly, includ-
ing donning the hijab as a protective measure.*?

Tunisia's earliest known postrevolution act of vigilante violence targeted
female prostitutes. Though maisons closes (brothels) have been legal in Tu-
nisia since 1942, Der Spiegel reported that, in February 2011, a crowd of
“several hundred outraged citizens” gathered near a maison close in Tunis
on a Friday, the Muslim day of prayer, to protest the presence of prosti-
tutes.>® The protesters came armed with “sticks and torches in hand,” but
were stopped by both the Tunisian military and “a militia of pimps, porters,
and day laborers.” Attacks on prostitutes quickly spread, with maisons clos-
es being set aflame in such cities as Kairouan, Médenine, Sfax, and Sousse.
During some of these attacks, the prostitutes “were hunted down and beat-
en.”*

Other women were physically attacked for lesser affronts to public mor-
als than prostitution. In the working class Tunis neighborhood of Intilaka,
a street vendor scolded journalist Zeineb Rezgui for wearing a sleeveless

4 Nagwa Megahed and Stephen Lack, “Colonial Legacy, Women'’s Rights and Gender-Educational In-
equality in the Arab World with Particular Reference to Egypt and Tunisia,” International Review of Edu-
cation 57, no.3(2011): 397-418.

0 Simon Hawkins, “Who Wears Hijab with the President: Constructing a Modern Islam in Tunisia,” Jour-
nal of Religion in Africa 41, no. 1 (2011): 38.

1 bid., 45-46.

%2 Jamie Dettmer, “Tunisia’s Dark Turn,” Daily Beast, 17 March 2013, http://www.thedailybeast.com
/articles/2013/03/17 /tunisia-s-dark-turn.html.

3 Alexander Smoltczyk, “Islamist Intimidation: The Battle for the Future of Tunisia,” Der Spiegel, 5 Decem-
ber 2012, http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/salafist-intimidation-campaign-threatens-young
-democracy-in-tunisia-a-870680.html.

% Ibid.
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summer dress.>® As Rezgui recounted, "l tried to talk to him, but all of a sud-
den he jumped and slapped me hard on my neck. | fell on the ground, he
started kicking me. About five other men, also with long beards, some wear-
ing long tunics, joined him. They were kicking and punching me all over my
body. The rest of the people were just watching and nobody dared to ap-
proach.”® Similar attacks occurred in the northwestern city of Jendouba.®’

Though violence targeting women was the first sign, salafi vigilante vio-
lence rapidly spread to other sectors of Tunisian society. One critical battle-
field relates to the debate over free expression. The ability to discuss vital
issues robustly is critical to any democratic society, and an array of Tuni-
sian salafist groups moved to short-circuit the conversation. They launched
attacks and intimidation campaigns against artists and public intellectuals
whose work they thought transgressed the moral standards appropriate for
an Islamic society.

Oneoftheearliestattacksonartistsoccurred on 9 April 201 1. Director Nou-
ri Bouzid—a film director with outspoken anti-Islamist views—was stabbed in
the head by a bearded student who shouted “Allahu Akbar!” (God is great)
before delivering the blow. Bouzid fortunately survived the attack, which
he attributed to his “pro-secular stands and rejection of [extremist Islamic]
culture.”*® In June 2011, an art house cinema in Tunis planned to show a
movie about secularism that many salafists viewed as heretical. In response,
"a gang of salafists forcibly entered” the theater and “sprayed tear gas and
roughed up the management.”*” The cinema has been closed ever since.

An even more striking string of incidents occurred in October 2011,
when the TV station Nessma showed Persepolis, an animated film that many
conservative Muslims found blasphemous because it contains a scene de-
picting God, which is anathema to stricter interpretations of the faith. After
the controversy flared up, the owner of the station, Nebil Karoui, issued
an apology for broadcasting the film. Nonetheless, a number of preachers
devoted their Friday sermons to denouncing Nessma, after which a mob
 This incident was reported by Sarah Leah Whitson, “Letter to Tunisian Minister of Interior and Min-
ister of Justice,” Human Rights Watch, 14 October 2012, http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/10/14/letter
-tunisian-minister-interior-and-minister-justice.
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of approximately 300 people attacked the Nessma studios in an attempt to
set fire to them.®° This violence was followed a week later by an assault on
Karoui's home. As Middle East Online reported, an armed mob of “about
a hundred men, some of whom threw Molotov cocktails,” laid siege to his
house.®’ Twenty members of the mob were able to get inside. Karoui's fam-
ily was home at the time, though he was not, and they barely managed to
escape. In a disturbing footnote to these incidents, the government’s re-
sponse was to call for “respect for sacred things” and, in May 2012, Karoui
was fined by a Tunisian court for “disturbing public order and attacking
moral values” for showing the film in the first place.®?

At the same time salafists tried to leave their imprimatur on the art world,
they also sought to dominate discourse in the civil and religious spheres.
There were numerous instances of salafists showing up in mosques and
demonizing the previous imams, accusing them of being collaborators with
the old regime. These actions facilitated the salafi—and also salafi jihadist—
takeover of an estimated 400 Tunisian mosques in the days before AST's
ban. Salafi vigilantes also attempted to control the religious sphere by tar-
geting Islamic practices regarded as deviant. A sufi shrine in the small town
of Akuda, 85 miles south of Tunis, was set ablaze by salafists in January
2013, the 35th such attack in a seven-month period.%®

Salafi vigilante violence also extended to non-Islamic faiths. In Septem-
ber 2011, a group of salafists occupied the Christian basilica in the north-
western city of El Kef with the intention of turning it into a mosque.®* In
March 2013, salafis attacked two ltalians and two Tunisians in the southeast-
ern coastal town of Zarzis, under the erroneous impression that they were
promoting Christianity.®®

Education was another heavily contested area. At Manouba University
(in Manouba, Tunisia), outrage boiled over into violence after university ad-

0 “Protesters Attack TV Station Over Film Persepolis,” BBC News, 9 October 2011, http://www.bbc.com
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ministrators decided to reaffirm the presidential decree issued in 1981 that
prohibited female students from wearing the nigab (face covering) in class.
Salafis denounced the ban and also demanded an end to coeducation.®
During the course of several contentious months, salafis briefly took Habib
Kazdaghli, the dean of the college of letters, as a hostage. “Salafists are not
letting us do our job. Whenever us professors try to apply the university’s
law, we get physically attacked,” said English professor Radhia Jaidi. “The
Faculté des Lettres is no longer a safe environment for us to teach in."¢’
During the ongoing dispute, a salafi ripped down the Tunisian flag and re-
placed it with a black flag bearing the shahadah, Islam’s declaration of faith.

Other Tunisian universities saw similar open confrontations between sec-
ularists and salafists,*® but such incidents were not confined to the university
level. A group of salafists broke into a secondary school in Menzel Bouzelfa
in April 2013 and physically and verbally assaulted the principal, who had
barred entry to a female student wearing a nigab. The principal had to be
hospitalized.*?

Another sphere that salafi vigilantes attempted to control was that of pri-
vate vice by way of numerous attacks on hotel bars and alcohol vendors. In
one September incident, an estimated 50 activists burst into a bar in Sidi
Bouzid's Hotel Horchani, where they smashed bottles and chased custom-
ers, while yelling “al-saharab haram” (drinking is a sin). “A young man who
tried to film the raid was beaten by members of the group and taken to an
unknown location,” Agence France-Presse reported.”®

Afinal category of attack was directed at civil society activists, those most
likely to present Tunisia with an alternative course to salafism. A harrowing
letter that Human Rights Watch (HRW) sent to the Tunisian interior minister
and justice ministerin 2012 documented these assaults.”’ Rajab Magri, who
was part of a group that disrupted the aforementioned salafi occupation
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of the basilica in El Kef, told HRW that he was targeted by salafis after the
fact—first on Facebook and then in person. In May 2012, salafi activists am-
bushed him on an El Kef street. “They started kicking and punching me all
over my body, they grabbed me by the hair and started hitting my head on
the pavement,” he reported. “I was almost unconscious. They were insulting
me, calling me a kafir (infidel) and shouting that they will kill me."”?

Other activists had similar stories. Jaouhar Ben Mbarek, a spokesman
for the secular political list Doustourna, recounted how salafis vilified his
party’s activists on Facebook after they began planning a series of meet-
ings in southern Tunisia. The war of words led to a Doustourna meeting in
a southern village being attacked by 40-50 bearded men.”® “They started
beating people in the room at random, throwing chairs at people, and kick-
ing them,” Ben Mbarek recounted. “When they saw me, they left everybody
else and rushed towards me. They surrounded me and started kicking me.
Two of them forced me to kneel, someone grabbed me by the hair and
shouted, 'Where is the knife?" as if he wanted to slaughter me.”

Unfortunately, the police response to acts of salafi violence was often
tepid up until the crackdown against AST. HRW reported on police inaction
following multiple attacks. In Magri's case, police took no action after two
separate assaults, and one officer told him that they could not arrest one of
the attackers because “his emir threatened to set the city on fire if they do.”
Zeyneb Rezgui, the female journalist who was attacked in Tunis, reported a
similar explanation for police inaction. A police officer said that her attack-
ers “threatened him and vowed to burn his house and kill his family if they
did anything against him.”’*

Again, it is impossible to say with certainty which of these salafi hisba
attacks could be attributed to AST. Some of the violence is almost certain-
ly unconnected to the organization. Conversely, the attacks related to the
Nessma TV station appear particularly likely to have been the work of AST,
a conclusion shared by local observers.”® Further, the intimidation of police
had strategic benefits for AST, pushing the boundaries of acceptable vio-
lence and highlighting the fact that security forces will suffer for going after
salafi groups.
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Jihad

Before the crackdown on AST, Abu lyad affirmed on multiple occasions that
Tunisia was a land of dawa rather than a land of jihad. But AST also made
no secret of the fact that it supported jihad abroad and, even in its dawa-
focused phase, AST was preparing for eventual confrontation with the state.

Tunisia has had the largest number of foreign fighters travel from its ter-
ritory to fight with militant groups in Syria, an estimated 3,000, while other
Tunisians have fought in Mali. However, in February 2013, Abu lyad “advised
Tunisians not to migrate to Syria or other active jihad fronts but to stay in the
country and carry out peaceful jihad there.”’¢ In other words, salafi jihadists
were needed more on the home front, advancing the movement's agenda
in Tunisia, rather than going abroad. Abu lyad’s advice in this regard was
consistent with a statement AQIM released on 17 March 2013 in which the
group said Tunisians should combat secularism at home rather than fighting
in Mali. According to Abu lyad, there was an exception for those who had
“special skills.” Yet despite these words discouraging Tunisians from fighting
abroad, AST's media wing continued to issue eulogies for Tunisians killed
while fighting as a part of Jabhat al-Nusra (JN or al-Nusra Front), the Syri-
an jihadist group.”” Further, when a reporter for Echourouk El-Youmi visited
northern Mali while it was under hard-line Islamist control, he interacted with
a number of foreigners who reportedly “talked about themselves” and their
experiences with several regional jihadist groups, including AST.”8

In addition to jihad abroad, there is the issue of AST and jihad violence
at home. One early act of jihad violence that AST was engaged in at home
occurred on 14 September 2012, when hundreds of protesters turned up
at the U.S. embassy in Tunis following the controversial privately made film
satirizing the Prophet Muhammad called The Innocence of Muslims. The pro-
testers were able to overrun security and ransack not only the embassy, but
also a nearby American school. Four people were killed and 46 injured in
skirmishes.”” AST played a major role in organizing the demonstrations, as
it used its Facebook page to encourage Tunisians to protest in front of the
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U.S. embassy. AST members, including Abu lyad, were seen at the demon-
stration. Though many other Tunisians turned up to demonstrate, including
nonsalafists, local eyewitnesses believe that AST initiated the clashes.®® The
attack ended up being extremely disruptive to U.S. diplomatic efforts in Tuni-
sia. American officials ordered the evacuation of U.S. personnel from Tunisia,
and many who had been working at the embassy had to leave without even
packing their belongings. Some of the other second-order consequences,
such as new security procedures, have made it more difficult for American
diplomats to do their jobs effectively.

During this dawa-focused period, AST was also preparing for future con-
frontation with the state. Arms were frequently smuggled into Tunisia through
the country’s porous borders, sometimes resulting in clashes between secu-
rity forces and smugglers. Several political figures linked this flow of arms to
jihadist groups. For example, Tunisia’s then-prime minister, Hamadi Jebali,
commented in December 2012 that, “Due to the Libyan revolution and dis-
turbances in Mali, some terrorist organizations took the opportunity to smug-
gle arms into Tunisia."®’

AST would continue to ratchet up its level of violence over time, prompting
the Tunisian state’s crackdown and dramatically changing the relationship
between the group and the state.

AST's Escalation

An increasing sequence of attacks by AST contributed to an open conflict
between the group and the Tunisian state. Though it is hard to pinpoint a
definitive beginning to the escalation, the most persuasive inflection point
came in December 2012, when militants shot and killed Anis Jelassi, an ad-
jutant in the Tunisian National Guard, in the Kasserine governorate.®? This
incident prompted Tunisian authorities to identify, for the first time, the
militant group known as Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi. The February 2013 assas-
sination of secularist politician Chokri Belaid marked another escalation.

Thereafter, several more progressions occurred in the escalating conflict
between AST and the government. Tunisia stepped up its security operations
in Jebel ech Chaambi after frequent landmine attacks. In May, the govern-
ment interrupted public lectures and other AST dawa activities, then can-
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celled the group’s annual conference in Kairouan. While cancelling the event
put the conflict between AST and the government in increasingly unchart-
ed territory, tensions between the two reached their climax in late July. In a
one-week period at the end of July, another prominent secularist politician,
Mohamed Brahmi, was gunned down by assassins, and a jihadist ambush in
Jebel ech Chaambi left “eight soldiers dead-five with slit throats.”®® This was
finally a point of no return, though it is not clear that AST intended it to be
so. The decision to ambush and kill the soldiers may have been made by the
Katibat's field commanders rather than AST's leadership, nor is it clear that
AST's leadership ordered Brahmi’s killing.

Violence in Jebel ech Chaambi

Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi was described as a “shadowy group” by one of the
analysts who first took notice of it.2 This was by design: both of the major
organizations associated with Katibat—AQIM and AST—have largely clandes-
tine structures and operate in a surreptitious manner.

Several aspects of Katibat's structure have been reported in open sourc-
es. One regional analyst explains that the “basic unit” of an organization
like Katibat is the serrya, an Arabic military term referring to a company. The
analyst continues that each serrya includes about 15 men, and several such
groups “form a katiba (battalion) which includes 50 to 80 men."® Katibat,
according to Tunisian officials, includes at least two serryas. Authorities are
not certain of the number of members in each serrya, but their estimates are
around 30 men, which is consistent with what is known about the militants’
conception of a serrya.®® The serryas have been able to maintain a consis-
tent level of activity even though authorities have killed or captured many
members, thus suggesting that the Katibat's structure is designed to make
it resilient in the face of losses.?” Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi has Algerian and
Tunisian members, further underscoring the manner in which it operates in
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both countries and connects AST to AQIM.® Its serryas were active in both
Jebel ech Chaambi and El Kef. The question of who controls the Katibat
became less murky in January 2015, when it began to openly describe itself
as a battalion of AQIM.

The first set of incidents that caused Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi to become
central to relations between the Tunisian government and AST occurred in
December 2012. Tunisian authorities decided to step up interdiction efforts
at the border with Algeria after a police raid in Jendouba on 8 December
resulted in the seizure of guns and explosives and the arrest of two men
“suspected of membership in a salafist group.”®” Two days later, Tunisian
National Guardsmen patrolling the border received a call indicating that
a group of about four militants had entered Tunisian territory and were in
the forest near the village of Derneya, which is located near the Algerian
border.”® A small detachment of guardsmen entered the forest, and the mil-
itants shot and killed Anis Jelassi, an adjutant.

Jelassi's death prompted intensified police operations. Tunisian authori-
ties arrested seven salafists suspected in the killing. At a press conference
announcing the arrests, Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi was mentioned publicly by
officials for the first time when Interior Minister Ali Laarayedh said that the
seven arrestees belonged to a group bearing that name.” He also said
that the Katibat was part of AQIM emir Abu Musab Abdel Wadoud's (a.k.a.
Abdelmalek Droukdel) militant network, an allegation that proved correct
when the group later began to describe itself that way. Tunisian authorities
suspected that the Katibat was engaged in smuggling activity between Tu-
nisia and Algeria, and that it used Jebel ech Chaambi to conduct militant
training.” The terrain is appropriate for such training activity, as it is a dense-
ly wooded national park filled with valleys and caves.

Police operations at the Algerian border continued following these ar-
rests. Sweeps by the Tunisian Army and National Guard discovered caches
of weapons and ammunition.?® In early May 2013, 16 members of the secu-
8 Tarek Amara, “Tunisia Hunts al Qaeda-Linked Militants Near Algeria,” Reuters, 7 May 2013, http://
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rity forces were wounded in four separate landmine attacks, and 5 of them
had limbs amputated as a result.”*

On 7 May 2013, following these incidents, Tunisian authorities held a
major press conference to discuss Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi. Interior ministry
spokesman Ali Aroui alleged that the Katibat's two serryas in Jebel ech
Chaambi and El Kef were part of the al-Qaeda network.”® The government
also claimed that AST was connected to the Jebel ech Chaambi violence,
though one of AST's leaders denied this in an interview with a regional Ar-
abic-language publication, describing the government’s claims as lies de-
signed to squash the salafist movement.”

Violence in Jebel ech Chaambi continued throughout the year, and mili-
tant attacks were met with increased policing operations and offensives. The
surge in violence that had occurred in May 2013 led the government to forbid
AST's annual conference in Kairouan, a move that further increased tensions.

Cancelling the Kairouan Conference and Its Aftermath

For the first couple of years of AST's existence, one of the most visible spec-
tacles to draw its members, supporters, and fellow travellers was an annual
event hosted in Kairouan. The second annual Kairouan conference, which
began on 20 May 2012, drew between 3,000 and 10,000 attendees. It also
drew a star-studded line-up of jihadist speakers. AST's 2013 conference
was scheduled to begin on 19 May, and some media outlets estimated the
number of expected attendees at 40,000. On 15 May, only days before
the conference was to begin, the government banned the meeting. While it
seems clear thattensions over the violence at Jebel ech Chaambi prompted
the cancellation, the government claimed that its move was prompted by
AST's failure to submit the paperwork necessary to hold the conference.?

The following day, AST spokesman Saif Eddine Erais held a press con-
ference in Tunis, claiming that the group “doesn’t need the government's
authorization to preach the word of God.””” Asserting that the conference
would be held despite the government'’s cancellation, Erais warned against
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police efforts to stop it. He said, “The government will be responsible for
every drop of blood that will be poured.”" Brushing aside these warnings,
the government affirmed its decision to ban the conference, and Tunisia’s
interior ministry accused the salafist movement of showing contempt for
the institutions of the state and inciting violence against them.'' During the
course of this war of words, Ali Laarayedh—who had by then been elevated
from interior minister to prime minister—described AST as an “illegal orga-
nization that defies and provokes the state’s authority.”'% Though observers
were confused about what Laarayedh’s description of AST as an “illegal or-
ganization” meant—would AST's dawa activities now be banned?—the gov-
ernment did not prevent AST from operating openly until several months
had passed, and more blood was shed.

On 19 May, the day the Kairouan conference was scheduled to begin,
AST advised its international supporters through a Facebook post to cancel
their trips to Tunisia due to the security situation. Another Facebook post
that went up the same day called on AST's supporters to gather in the city
of Ettadhamen, near the capital of Tunis.'® This change in venue was an
attempt to circumvent the ban: AST wanted to flout the state’s authority by
holding the conference, but moving it out of Kairouan—a city that would be
surrounded by a ring of security.

That evening, AST released an audio message from Abu lyad on its Face-
book page, which the group described as the speech he would have given
at the conference. In the recording, Abu lyad assured supporters that AST
could not be defeated despite the “persecution” the government was in-
flicting upon them.' He congratulated his supporters on “proving to the
entire world that their preaching is invincible before these hordes of ene-
mies, that the ambitions of Ansar al-Sharia will not be hampered.”'%

The same evening that Abu lyad’s statement was posted, clashes erupted be-
tween police and salafists in Ettadhamen. Demonstrators threw rocks and Mo-
lotov cocktails at officers, burned an armored vehicle, attacked a national guard
post, and blocked the road between M'nihla and al-Intilaka with burning tires.’®
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There were also reports of looting and of burning a Tunisian flag. According
to official statistics, 1 person was killed and 18 wounded, including 15 po-
lice officers, in the first night of clashes.’®” Confrontations also occurred in
Kairouan. Though the clashes were intense, the police soon gained the up-
per hand in both Kairouan and Ettadhamen by arresting nearly 200, many
of whom were quickly released.’®

Tensions between the government and AST continued to simmer. Violent
incidents were sparse, and many confrontations during this period were
precipitated by the government through house raids, arrests, and sweeps
at Jebel ech Chaambi. For example, on 23 May 2013, authorities arrested
seven men who were suspects in the 2 May killing of a police officer. The
murder weapon had been a sword."

Escalating these raids, on 6 June, Tunisian police raided Abu lyad’s
home, but he was not found.”® In an incident that occurred the same day,
two security officers driving in Jebel ech Chaambi died in a landmine ex-
plosion.”" These events illustrate the interplay between violence in Jebel
ech Chaambi and policing operations in the country’s interior during this
period; as landmines and other incidents took the lives of security forces at
the border, pressure built for the government to show resolve in the face of
the jihadist threat. After the landmine claimed the two officers’ lives, about
50 Chaambi residents held a public protest, calling for the government to
take a stronger stance. They said that authorities should set the mountain
on fire if necessary.?

The military continued to sweep the Chaambi region, raiding the
homes of suspected militants and arresting those who were thought
to have a connection to the serryas operating in the area. Algerian se-
curity forces cooperated with the Tunisians, setting up 20 new military
checkpoints at their shared border to inhibit militants’ passage.' Tuni-
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sian authorities broadened their sweeps in July to flush out militants.’

At the end of July, two major incidents would substantially reshape the
relationship between AST and the government. One particularly grisly in-
cident occurred on 29 July in a jihadist ambush in Jebel ech Chaambi that
killed eight soldiers, five of whom had their throats slit. Though eight sol-
diers dying in a single day might seem routine for some countries in the
region, this was the bloodiest day that Tunisian security forces had ever
experienced. Relations between AST and the government were already
strained following the 25 July assassination of a secularist politician that
was linked to AST. The incident at Jebel ech Chaambi pushed the conflict
irreparably over the edge.

AST's Political Assassinations

AST was blamed for two political assassinations that occurred in 2013, both
of secularist politicians. Chokri Belaid was assassinated in February 2013,
while Mohammed Brahmi was gunned down at the end of July.

On 6 February, Chokri Belaid was gunned down outside his home in Tu-
nis. For more than a year prior to his death, Belaid was the subject of an
intensive campaign of surveillance and intimidation. He had many enemies,
and it was unclear who was watching and stalking him. Indeed, the politi-
cian was constantly followed, and received countless threatening phone
calls and text messages. As the stalking intensified, Belaid began removing
his phone battery before travelling.

Immediately after Belaid’s murder, about a million outraged Tunisians
took to the streets, protesting in “one of the largest outpourings of grief
in Tunisian history.”"> The Ennahda Movement, Tunisia’s ruling Islamist fac-
tion, was a particular object of popular rage, as protestors torched the po-
litical party’s buildings and ransacked its offices in Gafsa; they believed the
party was too lax when it came to combating religious extremism."® Some
protesters called for a “second revolution” against the new Tunisian gov-
ernment, and thereafter members of the Popular Front political coalition,
of which Belaid was a part, organized weekly demonstrations in front of
Ennahda’s offices throughout the country.
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The main suspect in Belaid’s murder was a Tunisian named Kamel Gadh-
gadhi. Though Gadhgadhi's background is not well documented, he has
been portrayed as intelligent and well educated. He apparently knew five
languages, and studied in the United States.'” A 3 February 2014 raid
by Tunisian forces on two AST safehouses in the Tunis suburb of Raoued
caused a 24-hour standoff. The clashes between AST members and the po-
lice ultimately resulted in the death of Gadhgadhi and six other militants, as
well as one police officer."®

While the AST members targeted in the raid were heavily armed, Minister
of the Interior Lotfi Ben Jeddou said in a 4 February 2014 press conference
that authorities “wanted to avoid their death, and asked them to surrender, but
each of them had weapons, grenades, and explosive belts.”""? The militants
also allegedly possessed 600 kilograms of explosives.’?® Though Ben Jed-
dou portrayed the incident as bringing closure to Belaid’s death, describing
the killing of the militants as “the best present that we could give Tunisians,”
Belaid’s family was unconvinced. Belaid’s brother told the media, “We want
to know the whole truth. Gadhgadhi was not alone. There are other parties
implicated and we hope they will be captured so that the truth is revealed.”!

The other major assassination that AST was blamed for in 2013 occurred
six months after Belaid's murder, on July 25, when secularist politician Mo-
hamed Brahmi was gunned down in Tunis as he sat in a car outside his
home. The gunmen, who reportedly fired 11 shots into the vehicle, then
fled on a motorbike. The assassination spun Tunisia into new chaos; pro-
tests erupted across the country, as angry crowds again called for the En-
nahda government's resignation.

The day following Brahmi's assassination, interior minister Jeddou held
a press conference in which he claimed that forensic ballistics determined
that Belaid and Brahmi were killed by the same gun—which was subsequent-
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ly confiscated in a raid in Tunis's Wardieh neighborhood.'?? Prime Minister
Laarayedh described the gun as “proof that the Ansar group is responsible”
for the two assassinations.'?

Ennahda ultimately responded by designating AST a terrorist organisa-
tion and banning it on 27 August, stating that the jihadist group was re-
sponsible for both assassinations as well as the Jebel ech Chaambi attacks.
This designation would trigger the next phase in AST's evolution, that of the
state’s crackdown against the organization.

The Government Crackdown on AST

The crackdown phase of AST's lifecycle began when Ennahda designated
it a terrorist organization and banned it. These restrictions largely went well
for the government in the early stages, significantly reducing AST's activi-
ties. AST continued to undertake dawa, but youth leader Youssef Mazouz
said the group now carried out “less than half the work it used to before
August when it could plan events openly and post details on Facebook.”'?*

AST's Targeting of Tourists

As the state’s efforts escalated, so did those of Tunisian salafists, but their
efforts were initially unsuccessful. One early salafi jihadist target in the
crackdown phase was tourism, an important part of Tunisia’s economy that
contributes to 7 percent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) and
15 percent of its employment.'®

On the morning of 30 October 2013, just before 10:00 a.m., a man carrying
a bulky suitcase tried to enter Sousse's four-star Riadh Palms Hotel, a popular
resort for European tourists visiting the beachside city. Security guards ques-
tioned him as he tried to make his way in, and quickly decided they did not
want to let him enter. The man with the suitcase rushed out toward the beach
with security giving chase. Suddenly a loud explosion disrupted the morn-
ing’s tranquillity. Wrecked umbrellas, lounge chairs, and the suicide bomber’s
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remains littered the beach. Explosives experts later discovered that the bomb
had been detonated from a distance with a cell phone, a technique that ter-
rorist groups sometimes employ when the attacker is a new member.’?

Fifteen miles south, on the edge of the Gulf of Hammamet peninsula,
sits the city of Monastir. Almost simultaneous with the Sousse bombing,
authorities arrested an 18-year-old named Aymen Saadi Berchid outside
the mausoleum of Habib Bourguiba, the country’s secular-minded first
president. Though Bourguiba is respected by most Tunisians for his role in
bringing Tunisia its independence, these secular tendencies make him the
béte noire (literally “black beast”) of religious conservatives. The intentions
of Berchid were clear enough from the fact that his backpack was jammed
full of explosives. He tossed a firecracker to distract security officers, but
the diversion failed and authorities restrained him. Tunisia's Ministry of the
Interior stated that both of the 30 October attackers belonged to AST.'?”

As with past security incidents, Tunisian police sprang into action imme-
diately following the attacks. The interior ministry announced the arrest of
five individuals “with direct links to the assailants” in the cities of Sousse
and Monastir.'? They also found a large quantity of explosives in one of the
houses they searched in Monastir."”?” The individuals arrested in the sweep
allegedly confessed to a plot to bomb the headquarters of the National
Union of Tunisian Security Forces Syndicates, police posts, and four super-
markets that sold alcohol.”®® Those arrested were reportedly in contact with
Abu lyad by Skype two days before the attacks.™!

December 2013 Arrests

On 9 December 2013, Tunisian authorities thwarted another planned attack
that similarly targeted tourists when they arrested six members of a cell.’®?
Though their intended target was unclear, reports state that the most se-
rious threat was against the island of Djerba off the coast of Tunisia in the
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Gulf of Gabes. Interior ministry spokesman Mohamed Ali Aroui suggested
that the attack may have been intended for New Year's Eve celebrations,
possibly striking hotels or clubs.

AST's Rebound, February 2014-Present

AST has experienced a rebound since February 2014. Since then, the vast
majority of militant attacks and clashes with Tunisian security forces have
been concentrated inthe western governorates of Kef and Kasserine, both of
which border Algeria. As of this writing, there have been 36 kinetic incidents
involving Islamist militants since 16 February 2014.'3 Of them, 19 took place
in Kasserine, while another 6 occurred in Kef. Katibat Ugbaibn Nafiis active in
both governorates, and Tunisian security forces have intensified operations
in these areas, resulting in an increased number of clashes with militants.

As Tunisian forces have stepped up security operations in Jebel ech
Chaambi, they have continued to suffer from landmine attacks. Since Feb-
ruary 2014, three Tunisian soldiers have been killed and eight have been
wounded in three landmine attacks in Chaambi.’®* The number of land-
mine attacks in Chaambi since February 2014 has declined in comparison
to landmine attacks and casualties from February 2013 to January 2014,
when 5 Tunisian security forces were killed, and between 17 and 30 security
forces were wounded in six attacks.

Although landmine attacks have declined, militants operating in the
Chaambi region have become increasingly brazen in their confrontations
with Tunisian security forces. Militants have engaged in firefights with Tuni-
sian security forces on four separate occasions since April 2014, while just
one similar incident had taken place the previous year. On 16 July 2014,
the deadliest attack on Tunisian security forces since the fall of the Ben Ali
regime occurred as 40-60 militants, armed with rocket-propelled grenades
and rifles, killed 14 soldiers and wounded 20 others in simultaneous attacks
on two military posts in Jebel ech Chaambi, which came just as the soldiers
were holding their Iftar (evening) meal to break the day’s Ramadan fast.”*> A

133 This number does not include the March 2015 attack at Tunis’'s Bardo Museum, which occurred fol-
lowing the statistical analysis described in this section.

134 Statistics on casualty counts for one landmine attack vary. As such, the total number of deaths from
landmines ranges from two to three, while the total number of casualties ranges from seven to eight.
135 See Monia Ghanmi, “Jebel Chaambi Attacks Kill 14 Soldiers,” allAfrica, 18 July 2014, http://allafrica
.com/stories/201407200024.html. Note that the attack “involved some 40 to 60 terrorists.” Also see
"Gunmen Kill Tunisian Soldiers Near Algeria,” Al Jazeera, 17 July 2014, http://www.aljazeera.com/news
/middleeast/2014/07/gunmen-kill-tunisian-soldiers-near-algeria-20147170226855942.html.
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year earlier, militants had conducted a similar ambush against Tunisian mil-
itary forces in Chaambi during the month of Ramadan, suggesting that mil-
itants timed their attacks for a period when military forces may have been
less alert. Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi claimed responsibility for the July 2014
attack.”™® A month later, on 20 August 2014, militants again engaged in a
firefight with Tunisian soldiers, with one soldier sustaining minor injuries."’

Militants have also been active in other areas in Kasserine, including Jeb-
el Salloum and Jebel Semama. On 11 June, an IED on a footpath in Jebel
Salloum wounded two civilians, although it is likely that the bomb was in-
tended for Tunisian security forces conducting operations in the area.'® On
23 June 2014, Tunisian security forces exchanged fire with militants who
were reportedly trying to replenish their supply of food.”®* On 29 July, mil-
itants based in Jebel Semama fired on a Tunisian military helicopter flying
over the mountain pass, wounding three soldiers.’ Less than a week later,
on 4 August, a Tunisian soldier was wounded in a firefight with militants on
Jebel Semama.' Then, on 1 December, one soldier was killed and anoth-
er wounded in a landmine explosion during security operations in Jebel
Semama.'#?

A similar pattern of kinetic incidents occurred in the mountainous re-
gions of Kef, where Tunisian security forces have intensified counterinsur-
gency operations. On 1 July 2014, a roadside bomb wounded six members
of the Tunisian security forces involved in clearing operations.’® The next
day, an improvised explosive device (IED) killed four Tunisian soldiers in
Kef.'** Both landmine attacks occurred near Jebel Ouergha, a known mil-
itant stronghold that remains a focal point of clearing operations. On 26
13 “Katibat Ugba lbn Nafaa Recruitment Efforts Increase Risk of Terrorist Attacks in Urban Centres in
Post-Election Tunisia,” IHS Jane’s Intelligence Weekly, 20 November 2014, http://www.janes.com
/article/46089/katibat-ugba-ibn-nafaa-recruitment-efforts-increase-risk-of-terrorist-attacks-in
-urban-centres-in-post-election-tunisia.
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Afrique Presse, 20 August 2014.

138 “Roadside Bomb Explodes Near Jbel Salloum,” Agence Tunis Afrique Presse, 11 June 2014.

137 “Security Units, Terrorist Gunmen Trade Fire Near Jebel Salloum,” Agence Tunis Afrique Presse, 23 June 2014,
140 "Tunisia Troops Wounded in Clash with Militants,” Agence France-Presse, 29 July 2014.

41 "“Warrant Officer Wounded in Clashes between Army and Terrorist Group,” Agence Tunis Afrique
Presse, 4 August 2014.

42 "One Tunisian Soldier Killed in Landmine Explosion near Algerian Borders,” Xinhua, 1 December
2014, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/africa/2014-12/02/c_133826147.htm.
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.com/stories/201407021586.html.
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July, less than two weeks after the devastating attack on security forces in
Jebel ech Chaambi, militants killed two Tunisian soldiers and wounded four
others in an attack on a military outpost in a mountainous area close to Saki-
et Sidi Youusef, the closest town to Jebel Ouergha.’ On 23 October, five
more Tunisian soldiers conducting clearing operations were wounded in a
landmine explosion near Sakiet Sidi Youusef.

Militants have also conducted operations against security forces in urban
centers in both Kef and Kasserine. On the night of 2 August 2014, militants
launched a mass attack against a military barracks in the town of Sbeitla in
Kasserine, killing a soldier and wounding a civilian in the operation.' The
same night, security forces repelled an attack on a national guard outpost
in the town of Hidra in Kasserine, which is located on the border with Alge-
ria.’” On 30 August, militants raided the Sbeitla home of a Tunisian national
guardsman, who managed to fend off the assailants. That same day—indi-
cating the escalating pace of attacks—militants launched an assault against
a police patrol stationed at the entrance to Kasserine. The attackers fled
when security forces returned fire.’*

Starting in mid-September 2014, militants launched a series of increas-
ingly brazen attacks against security forces in Kasserine and Kef. On 16
September, a group of militants engaged in clashes with Tunisian security
forces, resulting in the death of two militants.’ On 5 November, two mil-
itants attacked a group of soldiers traveling in a bus along the road from
Kef to Jendouba, killing 5 soldiers and wounding 10 others.”™® The attack
occurred close to the Algerian border, raising questions as to whether the
militants were using Algerian territory as a base from which to launch their
assaults. Subsequently, on 1 December, militants kidnapped a police offi-
cer and his brother as they were driving in the Tourief district near the city
of Kef. According to news reports, the militants initially intended to rob the

145 Tarek Amara, "Militants Kill Two Tunisian Soldiers near Algerian Border: Army,” Reuters, 26 July 2014,
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two individuals, but they instead beheaded the police officer when they
learned he was a member of Tunisian security forces.'® In a similarly chill-
ing attack on 4 January 2015, militants kidnapped and slit the throat of an
off-duty police officer traveling in a rural area in the northeastern governor-
ate of Zaghouan.'?

Jendouba governorate has also witnessed an upsurge in militant activi-
ty. While there were no militant attacks in the area prior to February 2014,
four attacks took place in the period from February to August 2014. Jen-
douba’s proximity to the Algerian border and to militant strongholds in the
mountains of Kef and Kasserine make it a favorable area of operations for
militants. On 16 February 2014, a group of militants disguised as police
opened fire on a car driving near Jendouba, killing a prison official and a ci-
vilian. The group then attacked a Tunisian National Guard unit sent to inves-
tigate the attack, killing two members of the guard unit and wounding two
others.’ |n the aftermath of the attack, more than a thousand Jendouba
residents took to the streets to condemn the attack and show their support
for the security forces.

On 17 March 2014, Tunisian forces raided a militant safehouse in north-
west Jendouba, killing three militants in the clashes that ensued.’™ On 13
June, militants engaged in a firefight with Tunisian security forces in Jen-
douba, resulting in the deaths of two militants. Security forces claimed to
have recovered explosives and bomb-making equipment in the March and
June operations, suggesting that the two disrupted cells may have been
planning terrorist attacks.

Police crackdowns on jihadist activity elsewhere in Tunisia at times
sparked a violent backlash. In early April 2014, Tunisian forces raided a
mosque in the town of Rouhia in Siliana governorate and arrested approx-
imately 16 individuals suspected of militant activities, including numerous
people alleged to have fought with jihadist groups in Syria. The next day,
a throng of protesters, whom Tunisian security officials claimed were asso-

151 “Islamist Militants Behead Tunisian Policeman Near Algerian Border,” Al-Akhbar, 1 December 2014,
http://english.al-akhbar.com/node/22700.

%2 Tarek Amara, “Suspected Militants Stab Tunisian Policeman to Death,” Reuters, 4 January 2015, http://
www.reuters.com/article/2015/01/04/us-tunisia-security-idUSKBNOKDOAC20150104.

153 "Tunisians Protest Against Attack on Police,” Al Jazeera, 18 February 2014, http://www.aljazeera.com
/news/middleeast/2014/02/tunisians-protest-against-attack-police-2014217224610567113.html.

1% Tarek Amara, “Tunisia Police Kill Three Militants in Raid Near Algeria Border,” Reuters, 17 March 2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/03/17/us-tunisia-militants-idUSBREA2G0XZ20140317.



Ansar al-Sharia 49

ciated with AST, attacked a police station in Rouhia, throwing stones and
Molotov cocktails and wounding several police officers.'

In addition to their ongoing campaign against Tunisian security forces,
militants continue to target political figures as a means of disrupting the
democratic process. On 27 May 2014, gunmen attacked the home of Minis-
ter of the Interior Lotfi Ben Jeddouh in Kasserine, killing four police officers
in a 45-minute firefight but missing Ben Jeddouh, who was not home.™ In
June 2014, AQIM claimed responsibility for the attack.

The assassination attempt against Ben Jeddouh was followed by another
attack in Kasserine in September 2014, this time targeting Mohamed Ali
Nasri, a member of Tunisia’s secular Nidaa Tounes party. On 1 September,
at least five masked gunmen stormed Nasri's home, although Nasri man-
aged to evade the attackers by jumping onto the roof of his house and then
hiding in the home of a neighbor.’” On 14 October, Tunisian authorities
arrested a group of militants with suspected links to AST whom officials be-
lieved were planning to assassinate Ahmed Nejib Chebbi, a leader of Tuni-
sia’s liberal republican party.'® This string of assassination attempts against
political figures, though they were unsuccessful, underscores the militants’
continued efforts to target symbols of Tunisia’s democratic transition and
the ease with which they can hit at these figures’ homes.

The elections held in Tunisia in late 2014 offered militants additional op-
portunities to undermine the democratic process. As the 26 October par-
liamentary election neared, militants accelerated their operational tempo in
the hopes of disrupting voting. On 23 October, militants launched a series
of attacks across the country that exacerbated security concerns about the
elections. Early in the morning of 23 October, two militants, whom Tuni-
sian authorities accused of plotting a bomb attack, shot and killed a night
watchman in the city of Kebili before being arrested.”™ The two detained
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militants, who were identified by Tunisian officials as AST members, pro-
vided information about the existence of a terrorist cell operating out of a
home in the town of Oued Ellil in Manouba governorate.’® Security forces
immediately acted on this intelligence and attempted to disrupt the Oued
Ellil militants, whom they feared were planning imminent attacks. However,
as security forces moved against the militants, a firefight broke out as those
inside the besieged house opened fire, resulting in the death of a mem-
ber of the Tunisian National Guard.'" In the ensuing hours, Tunisian Special
Forces established a cordon around the house, while Tunisian security of-
ficials attempted to negotiate with the militants. However, after a 28-hour
standoff, Tunisian Special Forces stormed the house, killing six militants, in-
cluding five women, and wounding two militants and two children who had
also been in the house.

Investigations after the raid revealed the Oeld Elil cell’s capabilities and
international connections. According to Tunisian officials, the women in the
house, who allegedly opened fire on Tunisian Special Forces, were planning
to travel to Syria to join anti-Assad rebels. The male militants had reportedly
attempted to recruit individuals in the northern Tunisian town of Nabeul to
fight in Syria as well. Moreover, Tunisian officials alleged that the cell was
planning to conduct attacks in the towns of Kebili and Tozeur."¢?

Tunisian jihadists again attempted to disrupt the democratic process on
21 December, the date of the presidential runoff, when gunmen opened
fire on a polling station in the town of Haffouz in Kairouan governorate
hours before the station was scheduled to open for voters. In the ensuing
firefight, Tunisian security forces killed a militant and arrested three others,
while one soldier was wounded.'®3

Conclusion

This chapter primarily focused on AST, which was the first publicly identi-
fiable jihadist organization to crop up in Tunisia following Ben Ali's fall. In
its early life, a phase lasting until December 2012, AST focused on dawa.
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While it engaged in hisba violence, AST tried (ultimately unsuccessfully) to
avoid a state crackdown. That crackdown was caused by a second distinct
phase for AST, that of the group's escalation: through the assassination of
two secularist politicians and through Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi’s rise in west-
ern Tunisia.

AST's escalation in turn prompted the third phase of its lifecycle, that of
the state crackdown, which was followed by the rebound of AST and also
Tunisian militancy more broadly. Thereafter, subsequent developments
have pushed AST to the background as other jihadist groups have taken
the fore in the fight against the Tunisian state.

The most shocking attacks are the most recent. Following the gruesome
March 2015 attack on Tunis's Bardo museum, the country received anoth-
er shock on 26 June 2015, when a gunman massacred 38 tourists on the
beach at the popular destination Port el Kantaoui. Among other things, the
Sousse massacre, which was perpetrated by a jihadist affiliated with the Is-
lamic State, may signal escalating competition in Tunisia between the Islam-
ic State and al-Qaeda.

One jihadist group that has become more prominent since the state
crackdown is Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi. The prevalence of AST members in Ka-
tibat Ugba ibn Nafi has long been noted, but it seems that the two are not
actually distinct, but rather different facets of the same organization. It seems
that AST was the political front group; it did not participate in elections or
the political process, but took advantage of its professed nonviolent ap-
proach to openly engage in dawa. Meanwhile, it appears that Katibat Ugba
ibn Nafi was the organization’s military wing. This relationship between AST
and Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi has not been announced, but is suggested by
four factors: both groups’ geographic focus on Tunisia, the subordinate re-
lationship both have with AQIM, the prevalence of AST members in Katibat
Ugba ibn Nafi, and the division of the groups’ responsibility into separate
functions (AST handles dawa and Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi handles military
efforts). If this is indeed their relationship, it helps explain AST's marked de-
cline in visibility since the Tunisian state banned it and cracked down. If
AST's main function was serving as a militant organization’s political front
group, the fact that space no longer exists for the group to function openly
calls its purpose into question. But as the organization’s military arm, Kat-
ibat Ugba ibn Nafi's purpose remains clear, and it has continued to claim
responsibility for attacks.
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Meanwhile, the Islamic State's potential for growth in Tunisia has long
been clear due to the large number of Tunisians who fought under its ban-
ner in the Syria-Iraq theater. However, in 2015, the group's claims of respon-
sibility for the Bardo museum attack, which may have been a false claim on
its part, and Sousse beach massacre have propelled the group further into
the spotlight in the country. The Islamic State claimed a number of attacks
after Bardo, culminating in the extraordinarily bloody shooting spree on the
beach at Sousse. The Islamic State’s rising profile in Tunisia has the potential
to rally the foot soldiers loyal to that organization, and the continuing com-
petition between the Islamic State and al-Qaeda in that country should be
carefully watched.

Overall, Tunisia faces serious challenges, given the collapse of its tourism
sector following the Sousse attack. Jihadists recognize the tourist industry’s
centrality to the country’s economy, as well as its vulnerability. While AST
has declined in the wake of the state’s crackdown, this does not appear to
be a counterterrorism success so much as the political front group’s decline
once it could no longer operate openly. Groups like Katibat Ugba ibn Nafi
and the Islamic State will continue to target Tunisia, including tourist desti-
nations, with the aim of crippling the country’s economy. Seeing no alterna-
tive, the Tunisian government is likely to continue its crackdown. But since
jihadist networks have spread beyond Tunisia’s borders, the government’s
efforts can at best contain but not solve the problem.



Chapter Two

Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
Libya, Mali, and the Next Jihadist War

by Anthony N. Celso*

With its 11 September 2012 attack against the U.S. embassy in Benghazi
and its brief Northern Mali “safe haven,” al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM) and its allies have launched a new regional jihadist war. AQIM'’s rap-
id ascent since January 2012 is surprising. The organization was confined
largely to remote Sahelian areas noted for kidnapping, sporadic attacks on
security services, and smuggling operations. Recent events, however, have
coalesced to reenergize the group.

Qaddafi's overthrow by NATO-assisted rebels in 2011 forced his heavi-
ly armed African mercenaries to return to their Malian homeland. Many of
these fighters were Tuaregs and their presence fueled secessionist pres-
sures that had threatened Mali for years. The flow of Qaddafi-era arms to
rebel groups and their AQIM Islamist allies, moreover, contributed to the
Tuareg rebellion that, by March 2012, had formed an irredentist homeland
in north Mali.

The Tuareg-Islamist alliance did not last. Soon, international Islamists and
Tuareg guerrillas were fighting for control over the area. Jihadist forces dis-
placed the Tuareg movement for the National Movement for the Liberation
of Azawad (MNLA) from the north’s main population centers. AQIM and
aligned groups divided north Mali into respective fiefdoms where they im-
posed a draconian version of sharia law. Alcohol was prohibited, adulterers
were stoned, thieves' limbs were amputated, and Sufi religious shrines and
burial sites were desecrated.

Not since the Taliban had the world seen such a radical fundamentalist
regime. AQIM soon erected terror camps, and jihadist recruits in the areas
they governed increased. By autumn 2012, Islamist forces threatened to

* Anthony N. Celso is an associate professor of security studies at Angelo State University in San Angelo,
Texas, and is considered an expert on Islamic terrorism and Middle East politics.
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move against Mali's capital, Bamako. Supporting Islamist ambition was a
weak Malian military, which caused a political vacuum inside already tense
army-state relations. Frustrated by Bamako’s meager efforts to combat the
Tuareg insurgency, army officers overthrew their civilian overseers in March
2012, only to be forced to relinquish authority by Western leaders. Contin-
ued conflict between the army and the government created a dangerous
power void. By January 2013, AQIM and its allies moved into central Mali
and could have marched on Bamako.

Fearing for the safety of thousands of its citizens, France intervened
militarily. Fighting continued in the impoverished country as the French se-
cured control over the cities of Gao, Kindal, and Timbuktu and awaited the
development of a pan-African force to consolidate Bamako's control over
north Mali.

The Benghazi attack, Islamist combat with French forces in Mali, and
AQIM's kidnapping of Westerners raise a variety of security concerns. Lib-
ya's failed state and the presence of AQIM militias, moreover, threaten to
extend the zone of Islamist anarchy. Will the Maghreb-Sahel region be the
next battleground in the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT)? This question will
be addressed by making a historical analysis of the region’s Islamist move-
ment. Past fears of jihadist resurgence have floundered on the shoals of
the movement's internal divisions, use of nihilistic violence, and ideological
extremism. These tendencies are likely to impede AQIM's future capability.
Buttressed by French military forces and their bases in Mali, Niger, Chad,
and Cote d'lvoire, increased international and regional counterterror mea-
sures should, moreover, be sufficient to contain the Islamist threat.’

This chapter examines the Maghreb jihadist movement from 1980s Af-
ghanistan to the current period in four sections that focus on: the role of
North African fighters in the global jihadist movement; the Algerian Civil
War's impact on Islamist radicalization and fragmentation; regional Islamist
incorporation into al-Qaeda; and finally, AQIM’'s development of Sahelian
terror operations and sanctuary in the post-Qaddafi era.

Jihadist Struggles in the Maghreb

Islamic radicalism has historical roots in the Maghreb. Many Algerian and
Libyan Islamists were involved in Muslim “liberation” wars in Afghanistan, Bos-

" Andrew McGregor, “Operation Barkhane: France's New Military Approach to Counter-Terrorism in Af-
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nia, Kashmir, and Irag.? They also contributed to Islamist rebellions at home.
Jihadism is especially strong in rural communities where isolation and pov-
erty allows jihadists to recruit prospective martyrs. Studies of the 11 March
2004 Madrid train attacks have shown the Moroccan rural town of Tetuan to
be a source of radical jihadism whose violence has become transnational.?

Maghreb jihadists have waged battles against the “near enemy” (Mus-
lim apostate governments) and the “far enemy” (Western powers); the
former, designed to liberate Dar al-Islam (House of Islam) of impious rul-
ers and the latter, seeking to violently confront non-Muslim powers in Dar
al-Harb (House of War).* Frequently, these two struggles have converged.
This merger of national and international jihadism occurred in the 1990s
when Algerian fighters returned home after the Afghan jihad. These return-
ing jhadists created the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) in 1993 in response to
the army’s refusal to respect the 1991 election victory of the Islamic Salva-
tion Front (FIS) and the military’s 1992 seizure of power. The military coup
sparked a civil war and inspired a brutal jihadist insurgency.®

Islamists then mounted a vigorous insurgent and terror campaign against
Algiers. The GIA's indiscriminate killing of civilians, suicide bombings, ritual-
istic beheadings, and destructive rage would serve as the precursor to the
grotesque tactics of al-Qaeda’s recently expelled Iraq affiliate known today
as the Islamic State (IS).

GIA terrorism spread beyond Algeria’s national borders, striking France

inthe1990s. The 1994 Air France highjacking that ended when French com-
mandos stormed the plane in Marseilles and the 1995 Paris Metro bombings
that killed six people were GIA retaliation for French support of the Algeri-
an government'’s repression of the Islamist movement. These attacks were
backed by radical elements in France's Algerian émigré community.® Ex-
tremist Algerian, Libyan, and Moroccan immigrant communities in Europe
have contributed money and recruits for a variety of jihadists during the last
three decades.
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The Algerian jihadist movement exemplifies the symbiotic relationship
between international and national jihadist movements. Its organization
and tactics have been shaped by national and international influences. We
turn now to the impact of those internal and external influences.

Algerian Islamism and the 1990s Civil War

Algerians responded to calls for jihad against the Soviet “infidel” in Afghan-
istan and performed well on the battleground.” Their return home came af-
ter a political liberalization initiat