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the affected countries.1 There is, however, little in the literature to 

indicate any serious understanding of the implications of the spring, 

especially the collapse of several regimes that attended it, on the 

fundamental political shakedowns and transformations that swept 
several authoritarian regimes in North Africa, including in Egypt, 
Libya, Tunisia, and Yemen. It also plunged other countries such as 
Syria into a vicious civil war. Relying on documentary data, we 
argue that the ever expanding insecurity atmosphere in the West 
African region including the emergence of new Islamist threats 
such as those of Boko Haram and ISWAP were part of the fallout 
from collapse of those regimes such as Gadhafi’s in Libya. This not 
only created a corridor through which SALWs flow, mainly stolen 
from armories in Libya and elsewhere, were smuggled into West 
Africa thereby leading to proliferation, but it also allowed for the 
free and unimpeded movement of mercenaries and other fighters. 
Thus, stolen weapons sold in various black-markets where not the 
only dangerous consignments that found their way into West 
Africa. Mercenaries hired by Gadhafi in the dying days of his regime 
as well as other criminal elements, especially rebels and terrorists 
who fought and profited from those conflicts also slipped into the 
West African region and joined other Islamist groups to constitute 
severe security threat to West Africa. The implications of this, as we 
demonstrate, are the proliferation of cheap but sophisticated 
weapons; emergence of terrorists groups and other criminal 
elements with expertise in weapons’ handling, bomb-making, and 
tactics pursuing nebulous socio-political and religious agenda as is 
the case with Azwadi rebels in Mali and Boko Haram terrorists in 
Nigeria; and increasingly weakened states in the region with 
reduced institutional capacity and military resources to neutralize 
these threats. 
 
Key-terms: Arab spring, Azwad, Boko Haram, Islamist threats, 
ISWAP, political Islam, and regional security. 
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wider regional security of West Africa. There seems to be a 

pronounced under-appreciation of how the collapse of authoritarian 

regimes in North Africa has made the flow of criminal elements across 

hitherto closed and guarded national borders easier; how mercenaries 

and other security ‘contractors’ hired by these toppled leaders, most 

notably Gadhafi, in the dying days of their regimes have found safe 

refuge in West Africa; and how arms stolen from unsecured armories 

in Libya and elsewhere and prisoners who escaped after the fall of 

these regimes have sneaked into West Africa, and are likely to flood 

the region which cheap and portable weapons and trained 

professionals for hire.2 For instance, the UN Panel of Experts in 2014 

investigating transfers of illicit weapons from Libya revealed that, 

arms flowing to no fewer than 14 countries in Northern, Eastern, 

Western, and Middle Africa, and the far Middle East are from Libya3. In 

Nigeria, weapons recovered by the Multinational Joint Task Force 

against theBoko Haram Terrorist Group (MNJTF) for the period of its 

operations against BH in the Lake Chad Basin region mostly include AK-

 
1Ty Solomon, “Ontological Security, Circulations of Effects, and the Arab Spring”, Journal of 

International Relations Development 21, (2018): 934-958; Elfatih A. Abdel Salam, “The Arab Spring: Its 

Origins, Evolution and consequences… Four Years on”, Intellectual Discourse 23, no. 1, 
(2015);LaGraffe, Dan, “The Youth Bulge in Egypt: An Intersection of Demographics, Security, and 
the Arab Spring”, Journal of Strategic Security 5, no. 2 (2012): 65-80; Muriel Asseburg, ed., Protest, 

Revolt and Regime Change in the Arab World: Actors, Challenges, Implications and Policy Options (Berlin: 
German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 2012); Lucan A. Way, “Comparing the Arab 
Revolts: The Lessons of 1989”, Journal of Democracy22, no. 4 (2011): 17-27; Mohammad Farazmand, 

“The Nature of 2011 Arab Uprisings: A Comparative Analysis”, Iranian Review of Foreign Affairs2, no. 
2 (2011): 7–30. 
2 Nathaniel D. Danjibo, “The Aftermath of the Arab Spring and its Implication for Peace and 
Development in the Sahel and Sub-Saharan Africa”, Strategic Review for Southern Africa 35, no. 2 (2013): 

16-34; KanayoOgujiuba, Ufiem Maurice Ogbonnaya&Terfa Williams Abraham, “Comparative 
Analysis of Arab Spring Determinants”, African Security Review 22, no. 4 (2013): 264-276.Cyril I. Obi, 
“Nigeria’s Foreign Policy and Transnational Challenges in West Africa”, Journal of Contemporary West 
African Studies26, no. 2 (2008): 183196.  
3 UNSC, Final Report of the Panel of Experts Established Pursuant to Resolution 1973 concerning 

Libya. (2014): 26-49. 
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, G3-, and FAL-pattern rifles and M80 grenade launchers, were 

principally smuggled from Libya.4 

The second broad objective is to situate these threats, which emerged 

as a result of the spring, within the larger narrative of deepening 

insecurity and expanding Islamist threats in the sub-Saharan Africa. 

Already, there are various manifestations and indicators pointing to 

resurging waves of Islamist fundamentalism in many parts of Africa, 

most notably in Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Mali, Chad, Sudan, 

Somalia, Niger, and Nigeria.5 From the beginning of 2007, activities of 

various groups with the self-declared agenda of promoting Islamic law 

and principles in all facets of social life, or outright Islamization of the 

region have been on the rise.6 Groups such as Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb 

(AQIM), the Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa, Islamic State 

in West African Province (ISWAP), and Jama’atul Ahlissunna 

Lidda’awati wal Jihad, otherwise known as Boko Haram, are believed 

to have transnational, if not transcontinental affiliations with other 

groups. All these groups appear to share similar ideologies and use 

similar violent methods to promote their grand agenda and world 

vision of an Islamic caliphate.5 Since in their views, most of the fallen 

regimes in MENA wereungodly, several of these groups have 

participated actively in toppling them during the spring as a form of 

holy war.7 Even in those cases where these groups did not participate 

physically, evidence shows that they have benefited immensely from 

 
4 African Union, Weapon Compass, Mapping Illicit Arms Flow in Africa, Small Arms Survey (2019): 

34. 
5 Herman J. Cohen, “In sub-Saharan Africa, Security is Overtaking Development as Washington’s 
Top Policy Priority,” American Foreign Policy Interests, 30 (2008): 88-95; Lise Storm, “The Persistence 
of Authoritarianism as a Source of Radicalization in North Africa”, International Affairs85, no. 5, (2009): 
9971013.  
6Tarek Chamkhi, “Neo-Islamism in the Post-Arab Spring”, Contemporary Politics 20, no. 4, (2014): 453-

468.5Imad Salamey, “Post-Arab Spring: Changes and Challenges”, Third World Quarterly 36, no. 1, 
(2015): 111129. 
7John R. Bradley, After the Arab Spring: How Islamists Hijacked the Middle East Revolts (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). 
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outcomes. Evidence suggests that escaped prisoners, Mujahedeen, 

and other mercenaries and weapons from North Africa boosted the 

Islamists’ agenda in West  

Africa in the years following the uprisings.8 

Some caveats are appropriate here. The investigation undertaken by 

this paper is by no means an exhaustive one. The intention is only to 

highlight the important issues and trends resulting from how the 

spring and its aftermath were managed and the implications thereto 

on the long-term political stability and regional security of West Africa. 

This, we believe, will further enrich the current political and security 

discourse in Africa and the impacts which issues such as popular 

uprisings and political Islam have on them. Having said this, the paper 

proceeds as follows: the first section offers a conceptual clarification 

of the term Islamist threat. This is followed by an analysis of how the 

West African security is traditionally linked to the wider security of the 

MENA region. After this, we proceed with an examination of those 

specific incidences that occurred in North Africa during the spring and 

how they bred Islamist threats in West Africa. The purpose is to 

understand how these escalated the state of insecurity in West Africa. 

The succeeding section offers a precise picture of some of the events 

in West Africa such as the Touregs’ rebellion in Mali and the 

subsequent declaration of the Azwad Republic in northern Mali, which 

we consider as part of the evident fallouts of the spring on West 

African regional security. We conclude our paper with a demonstration 

of how these issues squarely fit into the larger narrative of political 

Islam in West Africa and its impact on the wider sub-Saharan security. 

 
8Jason Warner,RyanO’Farrell,HéniNsaibia&Ryan Cummings, “Outlasting the Caliphate: The 
Evolution of the Islamic State Threat in Africa”, CTC Sentinel 13, no. 11 (2020): 18-33;Hayat Alvi, 
“Terrorism in Africa: The Rise of Islamist Extremism and Jihadism”, Insight Turkey21, no. 1 (2019): 

111-32;Alex J. Bellamy, “Libya and the Responsibility to Protect: The Exception and the Norm”, Ethics 
and International Affairs, (2011): 1-7; Jason warner & Charlotte Hulme, “The Islamic State in Africa: 
Estimating Fighter Numbers in Cells Across the Continent”, CTC Sentinel 11, no. 7 (2018): 21-28. 

https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/jason-warner/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/jason-warner/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/ryan-ofarrell/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/ryan-ofarrell/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/heni-nsaibia/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/ryan-cummings/
https://ctc.usma.edu/authors/ryan-cummings/
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Islamist threat: Overcoming a conceptual dilemma 

What is an Islamist threat; what constitutes an Islamist threat; and how 

does one determine that a threat is an Islamist one? These are value-

laden questions. And typical of all value-laden themes, answers are 

laden with the personal prejudices and values of the one providing the 

answers. Thus, a form of activity which may, conceptually speaking, be 

perceived or considered as constituting an Islamist threat in one 

context may actually be considered as a religious obligation of great 

significance enjoined upon the Muslim believers. This constitutes a 

serious conceptual dilemma that has not been successfully overcome 

by scholars. As a result, much of what has been said and written on the 

subject is characterized by glaring incoherence, inconsistencies, and 

value-judgment.9 Actually, in the post9/11 world, few issues are 

expressed with as much sentiment and passion as questions related to 

Islam, terrorism, fundamentalism, Islamism, and Islamist threats. Still, 

number of scholars have come up with ingenious ways of, at least, 

circumventing the morass that undermines serious conceptualization 

of an Islamist threat.9 Central to these intellectual permutations on 

deconstructing Islamist threat is the need to, first, understand the 

concept of political Islam, which quite frankly is not only ambiguous 

but also over flogged and severely distorted such that it, in its current 

usage, evokes negative and evil imageries.   

Mohammed Ayoob, perhaps the leading authority in the field of 

political Islam, has made concerted efforts aimed at conceptualizing 

these constructs.10 What emerged from these efforts makes it easier 

 
9Tariq Ramadan, The Arab Awakening: Islam and the New Middle East (London: Allen Lane, 

2012).9George Crowder, Martin Griffiths &Mubashar Hasan, “Islam, Islamism, and Post-Islamism:  

Rediscovering Politics after the War on Terror”,Australian Journal of Politics & History 60, (2014): 

110-124. 
10Mohammed Ayoob, The Many Faces of Political Islam: Religion and Politics in the Muslim World (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2008). 
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for us to refine our understanding of Islamist threats and to infer 

meanings on the usage of the concept. According to Ayoob, Islamism 

refers to the “use of religious idiom and religion-based historical 

references for the mobilization of Muslim populations for political 

action both domestically and internationally”.11 In effect, resort to all 

manner of historical and religious instrumentations for the purpose of 

mobilizing the Muslims, creating a community of the believers and the 

inherent struggles this move entails amount to political Islam or 

Islamism in contemporary period.12The logic of Islamism lies in its 

inherent capacity to subject religious and scriptural teachings to 

political objectives and to use those in justifying political actions or 

inactions. Those subscribing to a more political interpretation of Islam, 

therefore, draws from the historic past to justify the present world 

vision of an Islamic caliphate.13 

Ayoob and other scholars are, evidently, conscious of this agenda and 

the struggle to revive it. It is important to note that although 

objectives are similar, approaches and strategies vary. It is the 

differences which are brought to bear in pursuing this grand agenda 

that actually explain the emerging fault line between fundamental 

Islam and its moderate variant.14 What is important here is to note that 

as a potent tool of mobilization, political Islam is bound to rankle many 

of the established socio-political orders, since in any case, it aims 

primarily at their destruction and replacement with a new politico-

religious order.  
 

11 Mohammed Ayoob, “Challenging Hegemony: Political Islam and the North-South Divide”, 

International Studies Review, 9, (2007): 629-643.  
12Mehdi Mozaffari, “What is Islamism? History and Definition of a Concept, Totalitarian Movements 

and Political Religions 8, no. 1 (2007): 17-33. 
13David Cook, “Islamism and Jihadism: The Transformation of Classical Notions of Jihad into an 

Ideology  

of Terrorism”, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions 10, no. 2 (2009): 

177-18714Gilles Kepel, Jihad: The Trial of Political Islam (London: I.B. Tauris, 

2004). 
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Since 9/11, political Islam has come to be seen and associated, albeit 

incorrectly, with violent struggles to replace the dominant secular 

democratic order prevailing in most societies, Muslims’ included, with 

a purely theocratic Islamic order.14 Although, Islamism as Ayoob has 

argued is not a recent phenomenon, its violent variant at least in 

contemporary period is in fact an “unwanted diversion” from the 

largely peaceful agenda of the larger Islamist movement in many 

Muslim countries.15 Examples of these diversions with the most 

counterproductive effect include Al-Qaeda and its other affiliates.17 

Islamist threat is thus the entirety of the struggles that aim at the 

overthrow of the existing political order and its replacement with a 

purely Islamic one as typified by many Islamist groups. It is a threat to 

the extent that it makes no bones of its desire to uproot and destroy, 

by force if necessary, the existing dominant secular order in different 

societies.  

How then does this form of threat plays out in the African context; and 

how did the uprising in North Africa aid its spread to other parts of 

Africa, especially into the West African region; and what are the long-

term implications of this on regional security. To answer these 

questions, let us first turn our attention to how traditionally, the 

security of West Africa is linked to the politics of North Africa. This 

relationship is intertwined at so many levels that conflicts and other 

forms of political events in one region have great strategic and security 

consequences in the other. Several instances exist to support this 

view, with the most notable being Chadian and Liberian civil wars and 

their impacts beyond West Africa. Libya under Gadhafi also had a 

 
14Cook, “Islamism and Jihadism”, 177-187. 
15Ayoob, “Challenging Hegemony”, 629-645; Sheri Berman, “Islamism, Revolution, and Civil  

Society”, Perspectives on Politics1, no. 2 (2003): 
257-72. 17Ayoob, “ChaIlenging Hegemony”, 
629-645.  
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notorious record of interference in the domestic politics and security 

of several West African states.16 

 

West African regional security: Changing patterns and new trends 

Crippling levels of poverty and corruption, serial cases of bad 

governance and number of weak and warring states are not the only 

remarkable narratives of West Africa over the last fifty years. Another 

notorious feature, probably the most pervasive and catastrophic, is 

the precarious nature of its security situation these last fifty years.17 

Ranging from internal political instabilities, violent overthrow of 

governments, to rebellions, and civil wars, West Africa comes on top 

of those parts of the world whose stability index is significantly low.18 

Many reasons account for this situation with many, among these 

reasons, being directly related to the nature of the political elite at the 

helm of political leadership whose style greatly enables corruption, 

poverty, unemployment, higher mortality rate, bad governance, 

dictatorships, and weak state institutions in many of the West African 

states.21 

If past indicators are to be used to gauge how these forces sustain 

division, instability, conflicts, and to establish culpability in West Africa, 

the role of external forces, most specifically, interfering foreign 

powers cannot also be ignored. In fact, it is the most frightening. Libya 

under Muammar Gadhafi was one of the most prominent in this 

respect. It topped all other external powers with the probable 

exception of the US and other colonial powers such as France and 

 
16Aliyu Mukhtar Katsina, “Boko Haram, Nigeria, and Sub-Regional Security”, Nigerian Journal of 

International Affairs 37, no. 3 (2011): 19-38.  
17 David Curran & Tom Woodhouse, “Cosmopolitan Peacekeeping and Peace Building in Sierra Leone: 

What can Africa Contribute?” International Affairs83, no. 6, (2007): 1055-70.  
18 Paul D. Williams, “Thinking About Security in Africa”, International Affairs83, no. 6, (2007): 1021-
38. 21Olawale Ismail, “Power Elites, War and Postwar Reconstruction in Africa: Continuities, 
Discontinuities and Paradoxes”, Journal of Contemporary African Studies26, no. 3, (2008): 259-278.  



 

TIMBOU-AFRICA ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS 
NOV., 2021 EDITIONS, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF: 

 

TIJSSRA 
38 

SOCIAL SCIENCE RES. & ANTHROPOLOGY VOL.7 

ISSN: 2977-5745 

United Kingdom.19 The extent of Libya’s interference in the West 

African politics over the last forty years will take years and 

groundbreaking studies to chronicle. It is however sufficient for us to 

note that in the span of the last four decades, there was hardly a single 

conflict, political instability, or civil war in which the hands of Libya did 

not feature prominently. From supporting Toureg rebels in Niger and 

Mali, to direct training of rebel fighters for Charles Taylor, logistic 

support to different factions in the Chadian and Sierra Leonean civil 

war, Gadhafi’s role was ubiquitous.20 

Effectively, this Libyan predilection created viable corridors through 

which money, arms, and mercenaries flow perpetually from North 

Africa into West Africa and other parts of Sub-Sahara via Chad, Liberia, 

Mali, Niger, and Sierra Leone.21 It is estimated that at the time of 

Ghaddafi’s overthrow, the Libyan armed forces had about 250,000– 

700,000 firearms most of which assault rifles and another source 

revealed that, Libya’s armaments was more than that of the whole 

British army at the time of Ghaddafi’s removal from power22. The 

collapse of his regime does not mean the collapse of these corridors, 

however. What it really portends is that they are now less centralized, 

and more fluid. These hefty concentrations of armaments pose threats 

to sub-Saharan African States.  It would take time and huge resources 

before these could be brought back under effective control of 

legitimate authorities. Meanwhile, their effects will continue to be felt 

across West Africa and even beyond. Already, countries like Nigeria 

struggling with Islamist Boko Haram and rampaging Herdsmen, and 

 
19Hussein Solomon &Gerrie Swart, “Libya’s Foreign Policy in Flux”, African Affairs 104, no. 416 
(2005): 469–492 
20 Christopher R. Cook, “A Question of Intervention: American Policymaking in Sierra Leone and 

the Power of Institutional Agenda Setting”, African Studies Quarterly10, no. 1, (2008).  
21Vallée Olivier, “Gaddafi: The Last King of Africa”, PolitiqueAfricaine 1, no. 125 (2012): 147-167. 
22Chivvis, Christopher & Martini Jeffrey, Libya After Qaddafi: Lessons and Implications for the 

Future (2014). http:rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR577.html. (27 August 2021). 
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Mali contending with the Azwadian rebels under the umbrella of the 

National Movement for the Liberation of Azwad, are feeling the 

intense pain.23 

But this is just one aspect of this relationship. Another less 

pronounced, but equally devastating is how mercenaries from many 

parts of West Africa who fought in the Libyan war banished with their 

weapons without trace.24Many of the sprawling Islamist groups in 

West Africa are believed to have directly participated in those wars, 

and have as a result benefited directly from the arms and professional 

training acquired in those days.25 Recall how foreign powers, especially 

Britain, France, and US dropped innumerable consignments of 

weapons to the rebels’ strongholds as logistic supports and justified 

their actions under the right to protect principle.28Many of these 

weapons were used against Gadhafi, but many also found their way 

west of Libya, into the sub-Sahara. As Chivvis and Martini (2014) rightly 

observed, at the peak of the spring in Libya, France, Qatar and other 

NATO allies abounding the rebels with huge amounts of arms.  Qatar 

alone supplied about 20,000 tonnes of arms including assault rifle, 

RPG, and small arms26 . Presently there about 100 million SALWs in 

Africa and about 30 million are in Sub-Saharan Africa and 8 million are 

in West Africa27. These, we could say have now either become part of 
 

23 United Press International, Nigeria: Islamists get Looted Libyan Arms, April 12, 2012. 
http://www.upi.com/Special/2012/04/12/Nigeria- (accessed November 6, 2020). 
24 Wolfram Lacher, “Regional Repercussions of Revolution and Civil War in Libya”, in Protest, Revolt 
and Regime Change in the Arab World: Actors, Challenges, Implications and Policy Options, ed. Muriel 
Asseburg (Berlin: German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 2012).  
25 Lee Ferran&RymMomtaz, “Al-Qaeda Terror Group: We “Benefit from” Libyan Weapons, ABC 
News, November 10, 2012.  http://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-benefit-
libyaweapons/story?id=14923795 (accessed June 02, 2021). 28 Bellamy, “Libya and the Responsibility 
to Protect”,  
26Chivvis, Christopher & Martini Jeffrey, Libya After Qaddafi: Lessons and Implications for the 

Future (2014). http:rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR577.html. (27 August 2021). 

 
27OsimenGoddyUwa, &AkintundeBamidele Anthony, A. B. “Small Arms and Light Weapons 

(SALW) Proliferation and Problem of National Security in Nigeria”. International Affairs and Global 

Strategy, 29 no. 3 (2015): 12–20. 

http://www.upi.com/Special/2012/04/12/Nigeria-
http://www.upi.com/Special/2012/04/12/Nigeria-
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
ttp://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/al-qaeda-terror-group-b
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the arsenals being deployed by groups such as the Azwadi rebels in 

Mali, Boko Haram in Nigeria, or have entered into sleep mode waiting 

for strategic opening to unleash them on the West African populace. 

In any event, what is clear is that in the past, Libya under Gadhafi had 

played a role which was not wholly glorious in West Africa, and today 

the fallout of the collapse of that regime is being reflected not only in 

the expanding Islamist threat in the region but also in the proliferation 

of affordable SALWs readily available to them and other criminal 

organizations; It was estimated that the fall of  the regime led to the 

proliferation of 1,700 armed groups, organized along ethnic, regional 

and ideological lines28 such as the Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 

(AQIM), Boko Haram (Nigeria), the Movement for Unity and Jihad in 

West Africa (MUJAO) (Mali), Ansar al Dine (Mali) and Nigerien 

Movement for Justice (Niger), exacerbating the rise of religious terror 

campaign and other security threats in Africa, resulting to the loss of 

lives and property. This shows that, the spring birthed the emergence 

and rising terrorist and rebel groups in the region. In 2017 for instance, 

the region recorded almost 150,000 deaths of which more than 40,000 

deaths SALWs coming from Libya were used29. In the case of Nigeria, 

Boko Haram forces were responsible for 35,000 combat-related 

deaths and 18,000 deaths from terrorism since 2011, as at the time the 

spring was at its peak. In 2018, BH, killed about 15,952 people and 

occupy a vast stretch of land around the Lake Chad area bordering 

Chad, Cameroon, and Niger Republic and are responsible for at least 

615 combat-related deaths in the first eight months of 2019 alone30. 

 
28OCHA (2015) Cited in Adesoji Adeniyi, The Human Cost of Uncontrolled Arms in Africa; Cross 

National Research of Seven African Countries (2017). http://r-human-cost-uncontrolled-arms-africa-

080317-en(1). 
29Fiona Manga & Mathias Nowak, The West Africa-Sahel Connection: Mapping Cross-Border Arms 

Trafficking (2019). http://SAS-BP-West-Africa-Sahel-C0nnection.pdf (accessed 27 Aug. 21). 
30Global Terrorism Index, Measuring the Impact of Terrorism, (2019). 

http://visionofhumanity.org/reports (accessed 27  August 2021). 

http://sas-bp-west-africa-sahel-c0nnection.pdf/
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About 1,689 to 3,713 civilians were killed by rebel and other armed 

groups in Mali between 2012 and 201431. 

 

Arab spring and West African regional security 

Security students have linked the extended insurgency and violence 

perpetrated by the Islamist groups in Nigeria, Boko Haram and ISWAP, 

with the larger Islamist networks based in MENA.32 Many, among 

these specifically believed that these groups have strong and solid 

contacts with similar groups in Somalia and the AQIM.33 These are 

permutations which are very difficult to substantiate in a study such as 

this. But what is certainly non-coincidental is the striking parallel in the 

escalation of violence, higher level of sophistication, and precision 

with which the activities of the groups have been executed at least 

since 2012, and the uprising in  

North Africa and mushrooming of other Islamist groups in both North 

and West  

Africa, most notably the Ansar Eddine and the Movement for Unity and 

Jihad in West Africa.34 Is there any discernible pattern that could 

explain a relationship between these groups, and the events in Libya 

and elsewhere in North Africa?   

In order to understand this properly, we need to also bear in mind the 

2012 onslaught launched by the Touregs rebels which culminated in 

their declaration of the sovereign state of Azwad in North Mali. How 

do these events fit into the larger argument which says that the Arab 

 
31Project Ploughshares, Mali 2012 first Combat Deaths, (2012) 

https://ploughshares.ca/pl_armedconflict/mali-2012-first-combat-deaths/. (accessed 27 Aug. 21). 
32 United Press International, Nigeria: Islamists. 
33 France 24, Boko Haram Has Al-Qaeda Ties, Claims Nigerian Military Chief, February 25, 2012. 
http://www.france24.com/en/20120223-nigeria-boko-haram-al-qaeda-islamist-militant(accessed 
Jan. 1, 2020).  
34 The Economist, Mali’s Coup: Clinging to Power, April 17, 2012. 
http://economist.com/blogs/baobab/2012/maliscoup?frsc=snc/fb/wl/bl/clingtopower(accessed 
Jan, 1, 2020). 
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spring may have contributed to this situation? In early April of 2012, 

following a resurging wave of hostilities between Malian armed forces 

and the Toureg rebels in the northern parts of the country which 

directly led to the overthrow of the democratic government by 

elements of the armed forces, the rebels finally declared their 

secession from the sovereign state of Mali.35 They announced the 

formation of an independent state of Azwad. When we recall two 

important facts, it is easy to see how the rebellion in Mali conform with 

a wider regional security pattern immensely aided by the flow of arms 

from North Africa during and immediately after the Arab spring.   

First, the conflict in Mali was not a recent one. In fact, it has been a 

protracted one spanning over two decades, which at a point 

experienced a lull because the rebels were starved of their sources of 

logistics support. Following the breakout of the spring in North Africa, 

there was a renewal of fighting to the point where the weapons of the 

Malian armed forces could not compete with those of the rebels. The 

second point is that many of the forces that fought on the side of  

Gadhafi in his last days were hired mercenaries, mostly Barbers and 

Touregs, from West and other parts of North Africa.34 Thus, it would 

not be difficult to establish a nexus in which many of the weapons 

these mercenaries used found their way into  

Mali, and of course, many other parts of sub-Saharan Africa.35 

 

Expanding Islamist threats: Whither West Africa? 

The appropriate question here is what does this situation portends to 

the security and stability of West Africa and by implication other parts 

 
35 Olivier Walther & Christian Leuprecht, “Mapping and Deterring Violent Extremist Networks in 

North- 

West Africa”, Department of Border Region Studies Working Paper 4/15 (2015). 
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2593020orhttp://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2593020(accessed Mar. 2, 
2021). 34Lacher, “Regional Repercussions of Revolution”. 35 The Economist, Mali’s Coup. 
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of the sub-Saharan Africa? When we recalled that West Africa is not 

even at the best of times, a haven of peace and stability owing to 

problems associated with bad governance, poverty, inequality, and 

corruption, it would not be farfetched to argue that groups, Islamists 

or otherwise, could easily mesh with the currents of discontents which 

these issues always generate, and provide an impetus for strong 

mobilization on their basis.36 In short, discontent and alienation have 

always provided the cannon fodder that triggers socio-political 

instability in human societies.37 But going beyond this portrayal, there 

are other issues and implications that need elaboration.  

In the first instance, heterogeneous societies like Nigeria have a very 

alarming history of religious intolerance owing principally to the 

machinations and other manipulative activities of the political elites for 

cheap political scores. In its period of statehood, most notably, the last 

one decade, the country has witnessed some of the most violent inter-

religious crises and conflicts in which thousands of lives were lost and 

properties worth billions were destroyed.38 The implication of a wider 

regional threat on such an already tense situation, where adherents of 

different faiths live in suspicion, could be catastrophic especially when 

sophisticated and cheap weapons are thrown into the mix. At least 

since 2009, the increasing audacity and violence of the Islamist group 

Boko Haram has been linked to regional connections.39 And even at 

present, it is not possible to dismiss speculations that the group may 

be part of wider regional agenda of foisting an Islamic caliphate.  

Related to this is the emerging evidence about the spread of Islamist 

cells and splinter groups in other parts of West and Central Africa, most 

 
36 Ismail, “Power Elites”; Williams, “Thinking about Security”.  
37 Storm, “The Persistence of Authoritarianism”.  
38 Heather Deegan, “Religious Conflict in Kano: What are the Fundamental Issues?” Commonwealth 

and Comparative Politics49, no. 1, (2011): 80-97.  
39 France 24, Boko Haram Has Al-Qaeda.  
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notably Burkina Faso, Chad, Guinea, Kenya, and Niger Republic.40 

While some of these groups push separatists’ agenda in the name of 

religion, the bulk of them however prefer to remain from within their 

countries and push, always by violence, for the adoption of their 

puritanical version of Islamic principles of life and governance. Often, 

their methods include kidnapping of expatriates for ransom, 

assassination of targeted individuals, and planting of bombs in which 

in most cases, innocent peoples are the most affected. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we traced the impact of the Arab spring in North Africa 

on West African regional security. The argument made by the paper is 

that the collapse of authoritarian regimes in North Africa following the 

Arab spring facilitated huge flow of men and arms into various parts 

of West Africa. This situation, we showed, is largely responsible for 

escalating the wave of violence in countries such as Niger, Nigeria, and 

Mali by groups bearing the banner of Islamic religion. It is our 

contention that the action of these Islamist groups is a serious source 

of security threat, especially in heterogeneous countries such as 

Nigeria where history of inter-religious harmony has never been 

exceptionally cordial. But as we have pointed at the beginning of this 

essay, the linkage between the uprisings in North Africa and the 

resurgence of Islamist threats in West Africa has not been fully and 

critically explored. It is therefore important that students of African 

politics devote more attention to this important question. 

  

 
40 The Economist, Mali’s coup; Cohen, “In sub-Saharan Africa”. 


