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The Islamic State in Africa: The Emergence, Evolution, and Future of the 
Next Jihadist Battlefront by Jason Warner, Ryan O'Farrell, Héni Nsabia, and Ryan Cummings. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2021. Pp. xiii, 456. ISBN 978–0–1976–3932–0. 

Review by Christopher Griffin, Catholic University of the West–Nantes (cgriffin@uco.fr). 

The Islamic State in Africa is an important analysis of the spread of the Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS), hereafter IS, outside of Syria and Iraq (2014–19). IS pursued a similar strategy to that 
of al-Qaeda after its eviction from Afghanistan in that it contacted (or was contacted by) local 
terrorist groups in parts of the world outside its central theater of operations in the Middle East. 
The book considers how local insurgent organizations in Africa were integrated into the larger IS 

network. The authors also conclude that, contrary to what might have been expected, the 
African provinces (wilayas) of IS did not break away in the wake of the IS defeat in Syria; 
instead, the defeat provided a means for the larger terrorist network to perpetuate itself 
via its proxies. 

Writing about the inner workings of IS, al-Qaeda, or any current terrorist or insurgent group 

is challenging, due to lack of access to reliable sources. The four authors of The Islamic State in 

Africa have compiled a remarkable 126 pages of notes (in a 456-page volume) of open-source 

material. The inclusion of IS media sources alongside North American and European journalistic 

and scholarly sources is very useful for a broader understanding of the operations and motives of 
the wilayas in Africa. James Warner (West Point) and his three colleagues have think-tank and 

security consultant backgrounds; they are conversant with the vast array of secondary source 

materials needed to elucidate IS expansion on the African continent. 
The book comprises nine case studies of successful and failed IS branches in Africa: Libya, 

Algeria, Sinai, Tunisia, the West Africa Province (Nigeria, formerly Boko Haram), the West Africa 

Province—Greater Sahara, the Central Africa Province—Democratic Republic of the Congo and 
the Central Africa Province—Mozambique. The problem here is to tie these disparate groups 

together in a single analytical framework.  

To do this, the authors develop a central concept: the "bayah"—the local insurgent group's 
pledge of allegiance to the Islamic State. Three specific periods are treated in each case study. The 

first is the pre-bayah period between Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi's declaration of the ISIS caliphate in 

Mosul (June 2014) and the oath of allegiance by the local group. The second is the bayah period 
from the oath of allegiance to its recognition by IS central authorities, which the authors call 

"affiliate unity validation" (24). Most of the groups had to prove their operational effectiveness to 

IS before being officially recognized. The final phase is the post-bayah period, when the local 
groups became a recognized province of IS up to the death of Baghdadi (27 Oct. 2019). The 

process described above is integral to the authors' description of the "democratization of jihad": 

that is,  

the impact that the Islamic State's June 2014 declaration of the caliphate had on the global jihadist 

movement. This served to create new opportunities for local insurgencies to see and adopt 

transnational affiliations over which al-Qaeda had historically held a general monopoly. The 

Islamic State's rise, in other words, created a bipolar global jihadist order, allowing aspirant African 
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militant groups and leaders a new or alternative pole to which to affiliate themselves. This new pole 

proved attractive not only to those already affiliated or sympathetic to al-Qaeda, but also to those 

leaders and groups who had never been affiliated to any transnational identity. More precisely, by 

"democratization of jihad," we are referring not to increasing democracy or equality in group-based 

decision-making processes but to the expansion of choice in affiliation to a global parent group by 

local actors. (20-21) 

The competition between al-Qaeda and IS for local affiliates is thus at the center of the argument, 
but one misses a more systematic analysis of the prior al-Qaeda implantation on the continent for 

comparative purposes. It remains unclear why the "democratization of jihad" favored IS and not 

al-Qaeda. Also unclear is the extent to which intervention by outside powers, notably the French 
operation in Mali that began in 2013, induced various local groups to join IS and/or shift 

allegiance away from al-Qaeda. 

The book's case studies will be instructive for scholars of IS and al-Qaeda, but also for those 
concerned with the development of terrorist and insurgent groups in general. The authors clarify 

the origins of each IS affiliate, its leaders, and its activities before joining IS Central. The failed 

attempt in Algeria is of particular interest. Not all IS affiliates have become fully active 
organizations, and the authors show the value of examining failures. In Algeria, several high-

ranking members of previous al-Qaeda-affiliated organizations broke away to create a separate 

group—IS in Algeria, or Wilaya Jazair. The authors contend that, rather than benefiting the new 
IS province, the splintering from al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) destroyed the group: 

While [Abdelmalek] Gouri, [Abu Abdullah Othman] al-Asimi [the breakaway leaders] and their 

successors could mount small-scale operations for short periods of time, they quickly found that 

their mere branding as an IS province had made them more intensely targeted than their al-Qaeda 

compatriots had been. At the mercy of the heavy hand of Algerian counterterrorism operations, the 

group and its sundry offshoots could not endure. (82) 

Thus, IS membership does not always benefit local groups; and, in addition, IS Central did not 
make any effort to come to the rescue of its Algerian affiliate. 

The failed Algerian attempt to become a province of IS is a part of the book's larger argument 

about the varying degrees of IS control over its African partners. The authors claim the African 
affiliates of IS can be seen as "sovereign subordinates" (290). The African groups mostly retained 

their freedom of action, while enjoying the benefits of IS membership. In short, they were "far 

more sovereign than subordinate" (294). The extent to which this held true, however, varied by 
group and time periods. In contrast to the indifference shown to its Algerian province, IS Central 

sometimes intervened in the operations and organization of certain African partners elsewhere. A 

notable example explored at length in the book is the role of IS Central in the downfall of 
Abubakar Shekau as leader of Boko Haram. 

The Islamic State in Africa makes a significant and welcome contribution to the literature on 

the contemporary organization of terrorist and insurgent groups. It will engage and instruct 
scholars of terrorism and international security as well as academics working in area studies. 

Policymakers will value its plethora of useful information and clear overview of the IS approach to 

the African continent as a whole; this is especially welcome, given that studies of terrorism in 
Africa have converged more on specific groups and regions. In short, The Islamic State in Africa 

will provide an essential starting point for future research as more primary sources become 

available. 


