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Introduction 

Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram are two of the most notorious terrorist organizations operating in 

Africa, with one based in one of the continent's strongest military power and prosperous nations, 

Nigeria, and the other in one of the unstable and poorest, Somalia. Both countries have called for 

international military assistance to combat these groups. In Somalia, AMISOM (African Union 

Mission in Somalia), which includes troops from Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Burundi, 

supports the fight against Al-Shabaab. Similarly, in Nigeria, the Multinational Joint Task Force 

(MNJTF), comprising troops from Nigeria, Chad, Niger, Cameroon, and Benin, coordinates 

regional military efforts against Boko Haram. 

Both groups have garnered 

international attention for their brutal 

tactics and their impact on local 

populations and regional stability. 

According to The Armed Conflict 

Location & Event Data Project 

(ACLED), Al-Shabaab was the 

deadliest terrorist group in 2018, 

responsible for 4,281 deaths, while 

Boko Haram was responsible for 3,499 

deaths. This marked a significant shift 

from previous years when Nigeria’s 

Boko Haram had been leading as the 

deadliest insurgent group between 2012 and 2015, making it one of the most lethal terrorist 

organizations during that period. Despite their similarities, Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram have 

distinct origins, ideologies, and operational methods.  
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This article aims to compare and contrast these two groups in terms of their origins, ideological 

foundations, organizational structures, tactics, impacts on their respective regions, and the 

challenges faced by the Nigerian and Somali armies in combating these threats. Additionally, it 

will compare the economic conditions in Nigeria and Somalia, which significantly influence the 

operational dynamics of both terrorist groups, and explore the reach of Boko Haram and ISWAP 

into northern Mozambique. 

Origins and Historical Context 

Al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab, meaning "The Youth" in Arabic, emerged in the early 2000s as the radical youth wing 

of the now-defunct Islamic Courts Union (ICU) in Somalia. The ICU was a coalition of Sharia 

courts that gained control over much of southern Somalia, including the capital, Mogadishu, in 

2006. The Ethiopian invasion of Somalia in late 2006, backed by the United States, led to the 

disintegration of the ICU.  

Al-Shabaab capitalized on the ensuing power vacuum, positioning itself as a nationalist movement 

fighting against foreign occupation and the weak Somali Transitional Federal Government (TFG). 

Boko Haram 

Boko Haram, officially known as Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda'awati wal-Jihad (People Committed 

to the Propagation of the Prophet's Teachings and Jihad), was founded in 2002 by Mohammed 

Yusuf in Maiduguri, northeastern Nigeria. The group's name, which translates to "Western 

education is forbidden," reflects its initial focus on opposing Western-style education and secular 

governance. Boko Haram's ideology is rooted in a radical interpretation of Islam that rejects 

Western influences.  

The group remained relatively obscure until 2009, when a violent uprising led to Yusuf's death 

and a subsequent crackdown by Nigerian security forces. Under the leadership of Abubakar 

Shekau, Boko Haram re-emerged with increased brutality and a more pronounced jihadist agenda. 

Ideological Foundations 

Al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab's ideology is primarily driven by a combination of Salafism and Somali nationalism. 

The group seeks to establish an Islamic state governed by Sharia law in Somalia. Al-Shabaab's 

leaders have pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda, aligning themselves with the global jihadist 

movement. This affiliation has influenced the group's tactics and targets, leading to attacks not 

only within Somalia but also in neighboring countries like Kenya and Uganda. Al-Shabaab's 

nationalist rhetoric is aimed at gaining local support by portraying itself as a defender of Somali 

sovereignty and Islam against foreign intervention. 
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Boko Haram 

Boko Haram's ideology is characterized by a radical interpretation of Islam that vehemently 

opposes Westernization and secular governance. The group seeks to establish a caliphate in 

Nigeria and beyond, governed strictly by Sharia law. Boko Haram's disdain for Western education 

is a central tenet, reflected in its attacks on schools and the abduction of students, most notably the 

2014 kidnapping of the Chibok schoolgirls. The group's alignment with the Islamic State (ISIS) in 

2015 further solidified its position within the global jihadist network, although internal divisions 

have led to the emergence of splinter factions, notably the Islamic State West Africa Province 

(ISWAP). 

Organizational Structure 

Al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab's organizational structure is hierarchical, with a central leadership core that makes 

strategic decisions. The group is led by an emir, currently Ahmed Diriye (also known as Abu 

Ubaidah), who succeeded Ahmed Abdi Godane after his death in a U.S. airstrike in 2014. Al-

Shabaab's leadership is composed of various councils, including the Shura Council (advisory 

council) and the Executive Council. The group operates through a network of regional 

commanders who oversee local cells. This decentralized structure allows for flexibility and 

resilience, enabling Al-Shabaab to adapt to changing circumstances and sustain its operations 

despite counterterrorism efforts. 

Boko Haram 

Boko Haram's structure is less centralized and has evolved over time. Under Mohammed Yusuf, 

the group had a more cohesive leadership, but following his death, Abubakar Shekau's leadership 

style introduced greater fragmentation. Shekau's brutal and erratic leadership led to internal dissent 

and the eventual splintering of the group. In 2016, the Islamic State recognized Abu Musab al-

Barnawi, the son of Boko Haram's founder, as the leader of a splinter faction called ISWAP. 

ISWAP operates with a more structured and pragmatic approach compared to Shekau's faction, 

which remains committed to extreme violence and a rigid interpretation of jihad. 

Tactics and Operational Methods 

Al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab employs a range of tactics, including guerrilla warfare, suicide bombings, 

assassinations, and conventional military engagements. The group targets Somali security forces, 

government officials, and civilians, as well as foreign troops from the African Union Mission in 

Somalia (AMISOM). Al-Shabaab has carried out high-profile attacks outside Somalia, such as the 

2013 Westgate Mall attack in Nairobi, Kenya, and the 2015 Garissa University College attack, 

also in Kenya.  
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These attacks aim to undermine regional security and deter foreign intervention. Al-Shabaab also 

engages in criminal activities, such as extortion and smuggling, to finance its operations. 

Boko Haram 

Boko Haram is notorious for its extreme violence, including mass killings, bombings, and 

abductions. The group's tactics involve ambushes, suicide bombings, and assaults on military and 

civilian targets. Boko Haram has conducted numerous high-casualty attacks in Nigeria and 

neighboring countries, including Chad, Niger, and Cameroon.  

The group's abduction of the Chibok schoolgirls drew global condemnation and highlighted its use 

of kidnapping as a terror tactic. Boko Haram's operations are funded through looting, ransom 

payments, and alliances with criminal networks. ISWAP, the splinter faction, adopts a slightly 

different approach, focusing on winning local support by providing services and targeting military 

installations more selectively. 

Impact on Local Populations and Regional Stability 

Al-Shabaab 

Al-Shabaab's insurgency has had a profound impact on Somalia and the broader Horn of Africa 

region. The group's control over territory, particularly in southern Somalia, has disrupted 

governance and humanitarian efforts. Al-Shabaab's imposition of strict Sharia law has led to 

human rights abuses, including executions, amputations, and restrictions on women's rights.  

The group's attacks on AMISOM forces and cross-border operations have strained regional 

security and necessitated significant international military and humanitarian intervention. Al-

Shabaab's activities have also disrupted economic activities, exacerbating poverty and food 

insecurity in affected areas. 

Boko Haram 

Boko Haram's insurgency has devastated northeastern Nigeria and the Lake Chad Basin region. 

The group's brutal attacks and abductions have led to massive displacement, with millions of 

people forced to flee their homes. The humanitarian crisis has been compounded by food 

insecurity, inadequate healthcare, and disrupted education. Boko Haram's violence has hindered 

economic development, particularly in agriculture and trade.  

The group's actions have prompted a military response from the Nigerian government and regional 

forces, leading to ongoing conflict and instability. Despite military gains against Boko Haram, the 

group continues to pose a significant threat to regional security. 
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Boko Haram and ISWAP in Northern Mozambique 

In recent years, Boko Haram and ISWAP have expanded their reach beyond Nigeria, extending 

their influence into the Lake Chad Basin and parts of the Sahel region. Notably, there have been 

reports of Boko Haram and ISWAP militants operating in northern Mozambique, specifically in 

the Cabo Delgado province. This region has experienced a growing insurgency by a group known 

locally as Al-Shabaab (no direct relation to the Somali Al-Shabaab), which has pledged allegiance 

to ISIS. 

The presence of Boko Haram and ISWAP in northern Mozambique highlights the transnational 

nature of jihadist networks and the ability of these groups to exploit local grievances and conflicts. 

The insurgency in Cabo Delgado has caused significant displacement and humanitarian crises, 

with thousands of people fleeing their homes due to the violence. 

Nigerian Army vs. Somali Army 

Nigerian Army 

The Nigerian Army, one of the largest in Africa, has been at the forefront of the battle against 

Boko Haram and ISWAP. It has a long history, having been established in 1960, and has 

participated in numerous peacekeeping missions across Africa. Despite its size and experience, the 

Nigerian Army faces significant challenges in its fight against Boko Haram. These include issues 

of corruption, inadequate equipment, and poor morale among troops.  

Additionally, the difficult terrain of northeastern Nigeria and Boko Haram's guerrilla tactics 

complicate military operations. The Nigerian Army has received international support, including 

training and equipment from the United States and other countries, to bolster its counterterrorism 

efforts. 

Somali Army 

The Somali National Army (SNA) has struggled to establish itself as a capable and cohesive force 

since the collapse of the central government in 1991. The SNA is supported by AMISOM, which 

includes troops from Uganda, Burundi, Kenya, and other African nations. Despite this support, the 

SNA faces numerous challenges, including inadequate training, insufficient equipment, corruption 

and issues of loyalty and clan affiliations among soldiers.  

The ongoing instability and lack of central governance in Somalia further hinder the effectiveness 

of the SNA. International efforts, including training programs and funding from the United States 

and European Union, aim to strengthen the SNA's capabilities. 
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Economic Conditions: Nigeria vs. Somalia 

Nigeria 

Nigeria is one of Africa's largest economies, heavily reliant on oil exports. However, the country's 

wealth is unevenly distributed, with significant economic disparities between the north and south. 

The northeastern region, where Boko Haram operates, is one of the poorest and least developed 

areas in Nigeria.  

High levels of poverty, unemployment, and lack of infrastructure contribute to the region's 

vulnerability to extremist ideologies. Despite Nigeria's overall economic potential; corruption, 

mismanagement of resources, and political instability have hindered sustainable development. 

Efforts to address these economic disparities and improve living conditions in the north are crucial 

for countering Boko Haram's influence. 

Somalia 

Somalia's economy has been severely impacted by decades of conflict and instability. The country 

lacks a functioning central government, and its economic activities are largely informal. 

Agriculture, livestock, and remittances from the Somali diaspora are major sources of income. 

However, ongoing violence, lack of infrastructure, and political fragmentation has stunted 

economic growth. Al-Shabaab exploits these conditions, imposing taxes and controlling trade 

routes to fund its operations. International aid and development projects aim to rebuild Somalia's 

economy, but sustained peace and stability are essential for long-term economic recovery. 

International Responses and Counterterrorism Efforts 

Al-Shabaab 

The international community has responded to Al-Shabaab's threat through a combination of 

military, political, and humanitarian efforts. AMISOM, comprising troops from several African 

nations, plays a crucial role in countering Al-Shabaab and supporting the Somali government. The 

United States has conducted airstrikes and provided training and support to Somali and AMISOM 

forces. Efforts to weaken Al-Shabaab also include targeting its financial networks and disrupting 

its recruitment. Despite these efforts, Al-Shabaab remains resilient, exploiting Somalia's political 

fragility and leveraging local grievances to sustain its insurgency. 

Boko Haram 

Countering Boko Haram has involved a mix of military operations, intelligence sharing, and 

humanitarian aid. The Nigerian government, with support from neighboring countries and 

international partners, has launched multiple military offensives against Boko Haram and ISWAP. 

The Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF), comprising troops from Nigeria, Chad, Niger, 

Cameroon, and Benin, coordinates regional military efforts. 
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 International organizations and NGOs provide humanitarian assistance to displaced populations 

and support initiatives to counter violent extremism.  

Persistent challenges such as corruption, inadequate resources, and complex local dynamics hinder 

the effectiveness of these efforts. Boko Haram's ability to exploit local grievances and operate 

across porous borders complicates regional security efforts, highlighting the need for a 

comprehensive approach that addresses the root causes of extremism. 

Conclusion 

Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, while sharing similarities as Islamist extremist groups operating in 

Africa, have distinct origins, ideologies, organizational structures, and tactics. Al-Shabaab's 

emergence from the Somali context and its blend of nationalism and Jihadism; contrast with Boko 

Haram's focus on opposing Westernization and establishing a caliphate in Nigeria. Both groups 

have inflicted significant harm on local populations and regional stability, prompting extensive 

international counterterrorism efforts. Understanding the nuances of each group is essential for 

devising effective strategies to mitigate their threats and address the underlying issues that fuel 

their insurgencies. 

The comparison of the Nigerian and Somali armies highlights the challenges faced by both nations 

in combating these terrorist groups. The Nigerian Army, despite its size and experience, struggles 

with issues of corruption and inadequate resources, while the Somali Army contends with internal 

divisions, clannism, corruption and a lack of central governance. The economic conditions in 

Nigeria and Somalia also play a significant role in shaping the operational dynamics of Boko 

Haram and Al-Shabaab. Addressing these governance and economic disparities are crucial steps 

towards achieving long-term stability and countering the influence of extremist ideologies. 

I wonder how Somalia, being one of the poorest and most fragile countries in the world, 

fragmented by clans, with the weakest and smallest army, and ranked number one in global 

corruption indices, can survive the onslaught of Al-Shabaab after the completion of the ATMIS 

drawdown in December 2024. The planned deployment of the AUSSOM contingent, which is 

meant to take over from ATMIS, faces challenges in organizing and securing funds from Western 

nations already suffering from donor fatigue. 

This concern is amplified when we consider that Nigeria with the continent’s largest army, has 

struggled to defeat its homegrown terrorists. Instead, Boko Haram and its allies have expanded 

across the Sahel, reaching as far as northern Mozambique. The South African and Rwandan armies 

are now fighting alongside Mozambique's forces against the Al-Shabaab group in Mozambique, 

but without any significant results so far. 

While it may not be a popular idea with the current regime in Somalia, my advice is to seriously 

consider relocating the capital from Mogadishu to more safer and stable region such as that of  

Garowe, Puntland. This move could provide a crucial lifeline to the weak government in the event 

that Al-Shabaab manages to capture or destabilize Mogadishu. 
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In conclusion, the fight against Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram requires a multifaceted approach that 

combines military, political, and humanitarian efforts. It is crucial to address the socio-economic 

conditions and governance issues that contribute to the rise of such groups while also enhancing 

regional cooperation and international support. Only through a comprehensive and sustained effort 

can the threat posed by these terrorist organizations be effectively countered, paving the way for 

peace and stability in the affected regions. 
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