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Abstract 

This research critically examines the use of the term “terrorism” to describe political violence 

in Cabo Delgado, Mozambique, following the discovery of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG), with 

a focus on its historical use to play a functional role on both the African continent and globally. 

I question the terrorism framing of the conflict by investigating the confluence of factors that 

made such a framing possible, what responses to the conflict this framing legitimises, in whose 

interest, and to whose detriment. The study does not accept the terrorism framing as neutral, 

commonsensical, or automatic. Labelling political violence as terrorism changes the way it is 

viewed, and unconventional measures are adopted to mitigate the perceived security threat, a 

process that securitises violence.   

This study employs the Constructivist approach and securitisation theory, which uses 

constructivism to understand how perceptions and threats are created, thereby securitising 

violence. Securitisation refers to the process by which agents transform political issues into 

security matters, thereby facilitating the adoption of extraordinary measures to address the 

problem. The Copenhagen School of Security Studies formulated the concept as an analytical 

framework to describe elite/state-centred securitisation of issues.  

The study provides a historical overview of the use of the term “terrorism” in Africa. It posits 

that the concept of terrorism has been applied differently by stakeholders and governments to 

serve specific purposes. This has been a common trend in the African context where the 

continent has experienced different phases and forms of political violence since the colonial 

experience, from liberation struggles for independence to Cold War proxy wars and the 

violence currently framed as ‘terrorism’, a framing activated mainly by the Global War on 

Terror (GWoT) following the 9/11 attack on the United States in September 2001. In the case 

of Mozambique, the study found that the terrorism label used to designate the violence 

perpetrated by Ansar Al-Sunna Wal Jammah (ASWJ) functioned as a securitisation speech act.  

The securitisation of violence, at times, has serious consequences. In the case of Cabo Delgado, 

these consequences include obscuring the root causes of the conflict, militarised responses, the 

internationalisation of the conflict, obscuring or delaying peace processes, and the violation of 

human rights.  
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This is a qualitative study that relies on primary and secondary resources obtained through 

desktop research and semi-structured interviews. 

Key terms: Terrorism, Securitisation, Mozambique, Ansar Al-Sunna Wal Jammah, 

Liquified Natural Gas, SADC, Africa, violence, Constructivism 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

The 5th of October 2017 attack on the town of Mocímboa da Praia in Cabo Delgado by Ansar 

Al-Sunna Wal Jammah (ASWJ) marked the beginning of a complex localised conflict that has 

expanded rapidly across the northern region of Mozambique. The major blow was the attack 

waged by the group on Palma on 24 March 2021, which drew international attention as it 

involved foreign nationals from the West. Despite the existence of political violence in the area 

before the attack, various commentators, governments, and other stakeholders seized the 

moment to label the violence ‘terrorism’. The study focuses on how the terrorism label frames 

the conflict in a particular way and allows responses to the violence that would otherwise not 

be possible. The study critically analyses the terrorism framing of the conflict by investigating 

the confluence of factors that made such a framing possible, the responses to the conflict it 

legitimises, in whose interests, and to whose detriment it might be. It does not accept the 

terrorism framing as neutral, commonsensical, or automatic. 

Historically, the concept of terrorism has been applied differently by various stakeholders and 

governments to serve specific functions. Wojciechowski (2009:3) posits that situations may be 

interpreted in various ways, including an act of terrorism or a liberation war, based on one’s 

religious, political, or ethnic perceptions. There were also cases where the concept of terrorism 

has been used to further the national agenda of powerful states. A case in point is that of the 

US, following the violent attacks on US targets on 11 September 2001 (hereafter referred to as 

the 9/11 attacks), which activated the ‘Global War on Terror’ (GWoT), and has used it to justify 

military intervention in other countries (Hosein and Qasemi, 2016:158). Hosein and Qasemi 

(2016) have noted that following the 9/11 attacks, the US tried to activate the capacity of the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC) by exploiting the atmosphere after that incident. 

Thus, the meaning attributed to the term ‘terrorism’ has varied significantly depending on the 

context and intended discursive function. 

The varied application of the concept of terrorism has been a common trend in the African 

context, where the continent has experienced different phases and forms of political violence 

since colonialism, from liberation struggles for independence to Cold War proxy wars and 

violence currently framed as terrorism. On several occasions during these different periods of 

political violence in the history of Africa, certain revolutionary groups and individuals have 
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been designated as terrorists and have been on and off the terrorist lists of the dominant powers, 

such as the United States, to enable them to take legal and political action. According to Vines 

and Wallace (2021), branding opponents as ‘terrorists’ delegitimises their objectives. This 

tactic was evident during the colonial period in cases such as Algeria under French rule, Kenya 

in the 1950s, Rhodesia in the 1970s under British rule, and Apartheid South Africa. In doing 

so, these colonial regimes were able to retain power, demonise their opponents, and justify the 

implementation of unconventional retaliatory measures (Musse, 2023). The application of the 

terrorism term to political violence tends to serve a specific function in certain circumstances 

or contexts, leading to some individuals and opponents being on and off the terrorist lists. A 

case in point is that of the US, which officially considered the ANC a terrorist group and had 

the late ANC leader and later South African President Nelson Mandela on its terrorism watch 

list until four years after becoming the president in 2008 for fighting against the apartheid 

system (Windrem, 2013). Labelling political violence as terrorism changes the way it is 

viewed, and unconventional measures are adopted to mitigate the identified ‘terrorist’ threat. 

The study proposes that labelling an issue ‘terrorism’ is a particular form of securitisation.    

Although there has been a mushrooming of armed groups on the African continent engaging 

in political violence, such as Boko Haram and Al-Shabaab, this thesis questions the go-to 

designation of terrorism in more than a positivist way. That is, it does not ask whether the 

terrorism framing is applicable, but rather what its consequences are. The ease and haste of 

labelling armed groups as terrorists is problematic because it creates the idea that terrorism is 

now the dominant form of political violence and conflict. The conflict can then be framed in a 

way that disregards the underlying causes of such conflicts within the continent, leading to 

often unwarranted responses that may escalate the violence into a major conflict. A case in 

point is that of Boko Haram, which emerged as a local uprising in the northern region of Nigeria 

and remained so for numerous years. Did terrorism framing cause the mishandling and 

worsening of the violence?  

Although the violence in the region of Cabo Delgado is disruptive and disconcerting, this study 

problematises the terrorism label that has been applied to it. This political violence perpetrated 

by ASWJ could have been regarded as any other form of political violence, which, according 

to the European Consortium for Political Research (2014), includes “guerrilla warfare, 

insurgency, rebellion, revolution, rioting, and civil war”; however, the stakeholders chose to 
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label it as terrorism. This is problematic as this label can lead to a misunderstanding of the 

conflict. Could the discovery of LNG have influenced the labelling of violence as terrorism? 

What functional role could the label play?  

This study employs a constructivist approach to understand how perceptions and threats are 

created, thereby securitising violence. In the case of Mozambique, the study examines the 

implications of using the term ‘terrorism’ to describe the political violence in the province of 

Cabo Delgado, especially in the wake of the LNG discovery. Although the LNG discovery is 

not a causal variable, there is a link that the study will examine in chapters four and five. This 

study is grounded on a qualitative approach that relies on primary and secondary resources 

obtained through desktop research and semi-structured interviews.  

1.2. Background of the study 

Political violence is not new to Mozambique, a country that has been marred by civil war since 

attaining independence in 1975, pitting the ruling FRELIMO against the opposition 

Mozambique National Resistance (RENAMO). ASWJ’s violence emerged at a precarious 

period in the country when the FRELIMO government was involved in a lengthy negotiation 

process to resolve the conflict that followed the 2014 general elections results (Habibe et al, 

2019:6). The entry of ASWJ has changed the conflict dynamics in the country and further 

complicated the volatile political and security situation in Mozambique.  

Since the eruption of the violence on the 5th of October 2017, the group’s violent activities have 

led to heavy loss of life and internal displacement of thousands of people in Cabo Delgado. 

Economically, the insecurity caused by the group has halted the exploration of newly 

discovered liquefied natural gas (LNG), which is expected to significantly boost the economy. 

There is fear that if not mitigated urgently, the conflict may escalate into another regional crisis, 

such as that experienced with Boko Haram in the Lake Chad Basin (LCB) region. The 

Mozambican government has responded to the violence in various ways, including dispatching 

the police and deploying the military, hiring private military companies (PMCs), and 

requesting assistance from the international community. However, despite efforts by the 

Mozambican government and interventions at both regional and international levels, the 

group’s resilience continues.  
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1.3. Research Problem 

Since 2017, an Islamist group by the name of ASWJ has been carrying out attacks in the 

province of Cabo Delgado in northeast Mozambique. The group originated as a religious sect 

and has since grown and expanded its operations in the province. According to Mutasa and 

Muchemwa (2021:2), “between January and the end of March 2019, the group has made more 

than 28 attacks targeting remote villages, kidnapping and beheading villagers, seizing 

government properties, robbing banks, blocking roads and has also hoisted its infamous black 

and white flags.” This violent operation by ASWJ has resulted in over 6500 fatalities and has 

internally displaced over 950000 (Crisis 24, 2023).  

The violent activities of ASWJ have led the Mozambican government, regional leaders, some 

observers, and key international actors such as the US to label the group a terrorist organisation. 

On 10 March 2021, for instance, the US State Department (DOS) designated the ASWJ as 

“Specially Designated Global Terrorists (SDGT) under Executive Order 13224” (U.S. 

Department of State, 2021). One implication of this designation is that it becomes a crime to 

support the designated group in any way or to attempt to do so (U.S. Department of State, 

2021). According to the DOS (2021), the designation also notifies the international community 

about the threat posed by the group and assists “the law enforcement activities of US agencies 

and other governments”.  As a result, the perceived security threat created by this designation 

has led to an influx of various international actors entering the region of Cabo Delgado, 

including the employment of PMCs by the Mozambican government (Estelle and Darden, 

2021) and the deployment of the Rwandan forces and the SADC Mission in Mozambique 

(SAMIM), to mention a few.  

It is against this backdrop that the study seeks to critically examine the use of the term 

‘terrorism’ to describe the violence waged in the region, with a focus on the functional role of 

the term in the African context, particularly in the province of Cabo Delgado. As already 

indicated in the introduction, actors choose what they label as terrorism, and the security threat 

posed by labelling conflicts as terrorism prejudices the responses to conflicts. The thesis 

problematises the labelling of violence as terrorism.  
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1.4. Literature Review 

A historical overview of the use of terrorism to describe political violence in Africa and other 

regions lays the foundation of the study. This section analyses the existing literature presented 

by different scholars and authors on the use of terrorism to describe political violence. 

Numerous scholarly works have been written on terrorism; however, the literature that informs 

this study primarily focuses on three major issues related to the concept. The first section 

focuses on the definition and conceptualisation of terrorism.  In the second section, the focus 

is on the historical application of terrorism in Africa, and subsequently, the case study of 

Mozambique is examined.  

1.4.1. Conceptualising terrorism 

The primary issue at stake in the study is the use of terrorism to describe the violence in Cabo 

Delgado. The definition of terrorism has been highly contested, making it difficult to establish 

a definitive definition. Hübschle (2010:2) posits that scholars, politicians, lawmakers, and 

many others “have been debating the meaning and definition of terrorism for a long time 

without reaching a consensus.” The United Nations Security Council, for instance, when 

passing resolution 1566 in 2004, defined terrorism as “criminal acts, including against civilians, 

committed with the intent to cause death or bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the 

purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general public or a group of persons or particular 

persons, intimidate a population or compel a government or an international organisation to do 

or to abstain from doing any act” (UNSC, 2004:2). Chukwurah, Okechukwu, and Nmire 

(2015:371) expressed a similar view, defining terrorism as “a deliberate and systematic use of 

violence to destroy, kill, maim and intimidate the innocent to draw national/international 

attention or make demands which ordinarily may be impossible or difficult to achieve under 

normal political negotiation or on the battlefield against a government army.” 

Some scholars have, however, taken a critical approach to terrorism, arguing that the definition 

and meaning of terrorism lies in the beholder’s eye (Onuf 2009; Hübschle 2010 and Jackson 

2014). According to Richards (2014:213), “[o]ften used as a pejorative label, a common and 

formidable obstacle to an agreed definition has been its subjective application (or non-

application) according to where one’s interest lie and this has obfuscated a more dispassionate 

and analytical approach.” Therefore, it is common for terrorism to be viewed as a distinct set 
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of actions performed by ‘terrorists’, who are intuitively identified (Jackson, 2016:5).  Jackson 

(2004:5) contends that the vagueness of the term ‘terrorism’ has resulted in its application in 

cases “that were previously described as bombings, assassinations, kidnappings, and sabotage.” 

This implies that if there is civilian involvement in such violence, it can be labelled as 

‘terrorism’ (Rapin, 2001:163). However, the term terrorism carries negative connotations as it 

is considered illegitimate, unlawful, and immoral, perpetrated by outcasts (Boeke 2016 and 

Jackson 2011). As such, its application in cases of political violence may have negative 

implications for responses to that violence. 

Constructivists have argued that “definitions, conceptions, and classifications of terrorism are 

not objective and impartial but ultimately ‘constructed’ to reflect the ideas, beliefs, and, most 

importantly, the geopolitical interests of the most dominant (i.e. hegemonic) powers” (Butko, 

2009:191). As Butko (2009:192) and Doty (1993:310) hold, those labelled as terrorists may 

not necessarily be terrorists but are those who are perceived to be a threat to the hegemonic 

position of mighty global powers.  Whatever definition one decides to adhere to, the study’s 

concern is the functionality of the terrorism label in the case of Cabo Delgado. In other words, 

what does the terrorism label ‘do’ and allow actors to do? 

1.4.2. Reasons for labelling conflicts as terrorism  

Several factors motivate governments to label conflict as terrorism. These factors can be 

political, economic, or strategic and are crucial for some states to have and maintain influence 

in certain regions (Yetiv, 2011:25). Scholars such as Schmid (2004); Jackson (2016); Yetive 

(2011) and Omidi and Mobini (2020) have researched why and how states define and designate 

political violence and conflicts as terrorism. Schmid (2004:197) notes that “terrorism has been 

situated, and thereby implicitly also defined in various contexts such as crime, politics, war, 

propaganda, and religion” to serve a specific purpose. In the case of religion, for instance, 

Jackson (2016:5) points out that the ‘religious terrorism’ discourse partly serves the purpose of 

depoliticising and delegitimising actors who are aggressively resistant to Western foreign 

policy in the Middle East.  

Scholars such as Omelicheva and Lawrence (2021), Stanton (2019), and Lewis (2014) argue 

that a distinction has not been made between different forms of political violence or political 

instability. In some circumstances, governments use the terrorism term “in politically expedient 
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ways, often placing insurgents, opposition figures, independent political parties, and/or even 

civil society activists under the banner of ‘terrorism’” (Omelicheva and Lawrence, 2021: 

1547). This sentiment is expressed by Stanton (2019), who posits that most of the violence 

perceived as ‘terrorism’ globally is domestic by nature, perpetrated by insurgency groups 

fighting in civil wars. Thus, no distinction has been made between terrorism and insurgencies, 

placing domestic and transnational armed groups under the same banner of terrorist 

organisation (Lewis, 2014).  

According to Baele et al. (2017), categorisation and labelling are political processes, and the 

politics of naming have been intensifying over time. This sentiment was expressed by Bhatia 

(2005), who noted: “From Uzbekistan to Colombia, from the Philippines to Algeria, the 

conflict over ‘names’ and ‘naming’ is becoming furious.” Bhatia (2005:8) problematises this 

labelling, arguing that once “assigned, the power of a name is such that the process by which 

the name was selected generally disappears and a series of normative associations, motives and 

characteristics are attached to the named subject.” As such, this actor gets identified in a way 

“which permits certain forms of inquiry and engagement, while excluding others” (Bhatia, 

2005:8). Scholars such as Barrinha (2011) and Omid and Mobini (2022) have noted that in 

recent years some governments have used the labelling of conflicts as terrorism to lure 

international support and to avoid resolving disputes politically through peaceful dialogue. 

Omidi and Mobini (2022:485) posit that states globally are usually unwilling to resort to 

peaceful measures in dealing with armed groups that resort to terrorist tactics and often opt for 

terrorist designations to delegitimise and curb groups’ violent activities. Although this may be 

effective in criminalising the activities of these armed groups, it can hinder peaceful dialogue, 

thereby negatively impacting the mitigation of the conflict. This view is shared by Vines and 

Wallace (2021), who point out that the term terrorism is primarily used by Western 

policymakers to “impose order on fluid, highly factionalised situations.” They argue that this 

tendency is problematic because labelling armed groups as ‘terrorists’ hinders the 

governments’ ability to resolve conflict peacefully. 

There is also an economic incentive to designate armed groups in a region as terrorists. Scholars 

such as Abrahamsen (2004), Rogers (2011), and Yetiv (2011) have accused countries such as 

the US of instrumentalising the GWoT to further their economic and strategic interests in other 

regions. Abrahamsen (2004:677) pointed out: “Justified as part of the ‘war on terrorism’, the 
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United States has increased its presence in Africa, particularly in the Horn, in the oil-rich states 

and the Sahel, which is regarded as a buffer zone between the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa, 

as other contributions have brought out.” This view is shared by Rogers (2011), who contends 

that the US intentions in the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq were purely selfish. In 

Afghanistan, for instance, the US expectation was a successful transition to a pro-Western state, 

aided mainly by European powers, with recovery from war facilitated by the presence of a 

continuing military presence, including two US bases at Bagram and Kandahar (Rogers, 2011). 

The added advantage for the US would be that the war on the Taliban had led to the 

establishment of basing facilities in several countries in Central Asia. This meant that a long-

term association with these states would provide the US with geopolitical influence in a region 

rich in fossil fuels and otherwise liable to be influenced by its two potential competitors, Russia 

and China (Rogers, 2011:17). Unfortunately for the US, the outcome of the invasions in these 

countries did not yield the expected outcomes. Yetiv (2011) delved deeper, revealing the 

interconnectedness of globalisation, ‘terrorism’, and oil, and examining how a small group, Al-

Qaeda, the US, and global security interact. In the Petroleum Triangle, Yetiv argues that the 

Middle East oil and globalisation combined to escalate the perceived threat of transnational 

terrorism (Yetiv, 2011). On the one hand, globalisation facilitated activities that otherwise 

could have been difficult and expensive, while on the other hand, oil has helped to finance 

“terrorist” operations. As such, the region has gained significant importance in the global 

economy, intensifying states’ interests in maintaining stability in the region (Yetiv, 2011:164-

65). Yetiv posits that these states are prompted to strengthen their presence in the Middle East 

to protect their oil interests from the perceived terrorist threat.  

1.4.3. The African Context  

In Africa, the terrorism designation has been used as far back as the colonial epoch, where 

colonial regimes used it to delegitimise anti-colonial movements. For instance, US-supported 

countries such as Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia, and groups have been labelled 

‘freedom fighters’, whilst anti-imperialist forces have been labelled terrorists (Halkides, 

1995:255). Similarly, in Southern Africa, liberation movements in South Africa, Angola, 

Namibia, Mozambique, and the former Rhodesia were treated as terrorists (Halkides, 1995). 

The phrase ‘one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter’ came into use during 

this period. The states that had recently acquired independence rejected the terrorism label, 

arguing that individuals and movements fighting colonialism were not ‘terrorists’ but ‘freedom 
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fighters’ (Hübschle, 2010:8). This position was explained by the former chairperson of the 

Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) in his address to the United Nations General 

Assembly in November 1974. He stated: “The difference between the revolutionary and the 

terrorist lies in the reason for which each fights. For whoever stands by a just cause and fights 

for the freedom and liberation of his land from the invaders, the settlers and colonialists, cannot 

possibly be called terrorist” (MidEastWeb, 2005).  

While African liberation movements were demonised, “atrocities perpetrated by colonial 

forces in Africa and other parts of the world are often omitted in debates concerning 

revolutionary terrorism” (Hübschle, 2010). Yet, most of the African continent has experienced 

immense suffering at the hands of colonial regimes and state-sponsored violence. It is only 

relatively recently that the West’s perception of terrorism in Africa shifted focus to Islamist 

jihadism following attacks on US embassies. These attacks occurred in 1998 when “truck 

bombs at US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania killed more than 200 

people, bringing AL-Qaeda to the attention of the US public for the first time” (Vines and 

Wallace, 2021).  

In the case of Zimbabwe, for example, the Rhodesian government and its allies labelled the 

conflict for independence a ‘Terrorist War’ to dehumanise the liberation movements fighting 

oppression in that country. According to Crowther (1995), ‘Terrorist War’ refers to the “use of 

violence for political aims.” Godwin and Hancock (1993:11) offered a Rhodesian perspective 

on ‘terrorists’, noting that the view of Rhodesians was that “terrorists were communists, 

malcontents, and murdering thugs- the Godless embodiment of evil- who made cowardly 

attacks on defenceless tribesmen and farmers’ families, ran away from the Security forces, and 

were interested only in personal power or in advancing the cause of Soviet or Chinese 

communism.” This label depicted the conflict as senseless and lacking clear goals or moral 

values (Pfukwa, 2007:16).   

Nelson Mandela is another classic example of how the terrorism label has been applied in 

Africa. Although Presidents Carter and Reagan, sanctioned by the US Congress, had imposed 

sanctions against the apartheid regime in South Africa due to its policy of racial segregation, 

in 1986, President Reagan had a change of heart. The US suddenly shifted its narrative, 

accepting the claims by the apartheid regime that the “ANC’s operations--which heretofore 
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had sought to avoid civilian casualties--abruptly changed. Attacks became more indiscriminate, 

resulting in both black and white civilian victims” (Windrem, 2013). 

 Due to the Cold War dynamics, President Reagan and the United Kingdom (UK) Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher labelled Mandela a vicious terrorist seeking to usher in a 

destructive communist revolution, whose ideas could lead to bloodshed (Elliott 2019, Little 

2018, and Windrem 2013). The two prominent leaders considered the apartheid regime their 

Cold War ally and viewed Mandela and the ANC as enemies bent on spreading communism 

(Little, 2018). As such, the US Department of Defence added the ANC and Nelson Mandela to 

“a list of key regional terrorist groups” in 1988 (Windrem 2013 and Elliot 2013). In support of 

his ally, Reagan stated in a 1986 speech: “The South African government is under no obligation 

to negotiate the future of the country with any organisation that proclaims a goal of creating a 

communist state and uses terrorist tactics and violence to achieve it” (Little, 2018). In the 

following year, 1987, Margaret Thatcher herself proclaimed that: “The ANC is a typical 

terrorist organisation…. Anyone who thinks it is going to run the government in South Africa 

is living in cloud-cuckoo land” (Bevins, 1996). This discredited the ANC and halted any 

possible diplomatic negotiations.  

1.4.4. Terrorism post-9/11: The current epoch 

The 9/11 attacks on the US by Al Qaeda had a significant impact on the international system, 

leading to the launching of the GWoT. The GWoT was a label used by the Bush administration 

to refer to the country’s national security policy following the attack (Reese and Lewis, 

2009:777). Reese and Lewis (2009:777) argue that “the cultural construction and political 

rationale supporting this slogan represent a powerful organising principle that has become a 

widely accepted framing, laying the foundation of the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq.”1 Since 

then, power dynamics have presented themselves in international security with the sovereignty 

of other states compromised through unilateral intervention, as seen in the invasion of Iraq by 

the US, the invasion of Afghanistan by the US and its allies, and the establishment of US 

military bases in countries such as Kenya.  

 

1 The invasion of Afghanistan occurred in October 2001, and that of Iraq in March 2003. 
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The GWoT has been marred by controversy for its unintended consequences. Many scholars 

and analysts agree that the US-led invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq has exacerbated global 

insecurity and instability by creating an environment that has made ‘violent extremism’ spread 

and prosper (Rogers 2011, Goepner 2016, Ewi 2021 and Hoffman 2021). The Afghanistan 

invasion that toppled the Taliban regime resulted in the death of over 64 000 Afghans and 

provoked Islamist groups globally, thereby resulting in a resurgence of attacks, with Africa 

becoming the new centre for ‘violent extremism’ (Ewi, 2021). A similar trend was observed in 

Iraq. Rogers (2011:19) states: “In Iraq, the three-week war to terminate the Saddam Hussein 

regime evolved into a bitter and complex seven-year war involving sustained opposition to 

coalition forces, protracted inter-communal violence and the emergence of groups affiliated to 

the al-Qaeda movement.” This sentiment is also echoed by Schmidt (2021), who points out that 

the al-Qaeda-affiliated group was later transformed by its leaders into the Islamic State in Iraq. 

Thus, instead of rooting out ‘terrorism’ and promoting stability and democracy in the target 

states, the US-led GWoT has created a conducive environment for violence to prosper and 

contributed to the destabilisation of those countries.  

Haspeslagh (2013:192) asserts that even though the designation of certain armed groups as 

terrorist organisations existed before 9/11, the post-9/11 period saw the process intensified and 

was now embraced by multilateral institutions such as the European Union and the United 

Nations. This view is shared by Bhatia (2005), who posits that the GWoT has become the new 

“dominant framework.” Bhatia (2005) compares the GWoT to the Cold War, arguing that: 

“The War on Terror sees its transnational element transplanted on local conflicts in which both 

government and non-state armed actors present their acts.” As was noted above, in the African 

context, it is only relatively recently that the West’s perception of terrorism in Africa shifted 

focus to Islamist jihadism following the 1998 truck bombs at two US embassies on the 

continent (Vines and Wallace, 2021).  

In Africa, the GWoT, Schmidt (2021:2) argues, has had a negative impact because Western 

powers have played an outsized role in interventions that have suppressed indigenous voices 

in the name of promoting democracy and human rights. The US, in particular, has been accused 

of using its aid to reward its allies in the War on Terror, through military spending at the 

expense of development programmes which could have helped to dissuade poverty-stricken 

communities from participating in and supporting violent extremism (Ewi, 2021). As such, the 
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West has “turned a blind eye to human rights abuses that seriously undermine democracy and 

good governance” (Ewi, 2021). Schmidt (2021:4) contends that case studies from the African 

continent show that external military operations have not promoted security but rather 

exacerbated crises and impeded peace prospects. These interventions create power vacuums 

that are filled by ‘violent extremists’ (Goepner, 2016:118).  

The politics of fear also came into play in this current epoch, which makes some of these labels 

and subsequent interventions possible. Vines and Wallace (2021) posit that in the African 

context, the situation was exacerbated by the 9/11 attacks. “A new narrative of a global jihadist 

threat became dominant, sometimes pushing the international community to intervene in local 

conflicts that have little to do with global terrorism or religious indoctrination” (Vines and 

Wallace). These politics of fear were manifested in the speeches of politicians, in the media, 

and on public platforms. For instance, President George W. Bush in 2004 commented: “Al 

Qaeda is to terror what organised crime is to crime. But its goal is not making money, its goal 

is remaking the world and imposing its radical beliefs on people everywhere” (The Washington 

Post, 2001).  Altheide (2006:9) asserts that the politics of fear is grounded on the discourse of 

fear and serves as a conceptual linkage for power, propaganda, news, and intimidating symbols 

and experiences such as crime and terrorism.  The politics of fear has “transformed terrorism 

as a tactic to terrorism as a world condition” (Altheide, 2006). This view is also expressed by 

Giroux (2003:5), who suggests that the importance of the discourse of terrorism is that “it 

operates on many registers to both address and inflict misery.” Altheide (2006) posits that the 

rituals of control are readily accepted, gradually becoming more prevalent and embedded in 

institutions. He adds: “The politics of fear with a national or international justification is more 

symbolically compelling than mere crime in the streets” (Altheide, 2006).  As such, many 

governments and policymakers have capitalised on the fear instilled in citizens to garner 

support for policies that would otherwise have been unsupported.  

1.4.5. The case study- ASWJ ‘terrorism’ 

Scholars have interpreted the violence in Cabo Delgado in various ways. Although ASWJ 

emerged as a peaceful religious sect, it has since evolved into a violent organisation that has 

caused havoc in the province of Cabo Delgado. When it comes to studies on the violence in 

Mozambique, some authors use the terrorism label uncritically and by default. For example, 

Mutasa and Muchemwa (2021) have compared ASWJ’s transformation to that of Boko Haram 
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in Nigeria, which exploded into one of the deadliest armed groups right under the nose of the 

Nigerian government. Others, such as Makonye (2020), Messeri (2021) and Dembele (2020) 

have linked ASWJ to IS. Makonye (2020) went further to label the group as a fully-fledged 

terrorist outfit that is not only affiliated with IS, but also other groups such as Boko Haram and 

Al-Shabaab that have been designated as terrorist organisations. Some observers and scholars, 

such as Dembele (2020), have attributed the group’s shift to violent activities to its affiliation 

with IS. He argues that its affiliation with IS changed the dynamics of its insurgency with recent 

attacks targeting Christians (Dembele, 2020:2). According to Dembele (2020:2), “In June 

2019, the group began to show an open affiliation to the Islamic State group (IS). Although the 

insurgency did not initially arise as a movement targeting Christians, their involvement with 

IS has brought a new dimension. Recent attacks have shown a trend of Christians being 

increasingly targeted. Christians in Cabo Delgado Province have faced the effects of the 

insurgency directly through targeted killings, the looting of churches, homes and businesses 

and even the destruction of church buildings. Coinciding with the affiliation to IS (and its 

growing influence), ASWJ’s attacks have been increasing in frequency, severity, intensity and 

coordination.”  

Fabricius (2020) and Morier-Genoud (2020) also share the view that there is a connection 

between ASWJ and IS, which has contributed to the group’s growing strength. This link is 

attributed to the IS, through the “Islamic State Central Africa Province (ISCAP), which has 

claimed responsibility for some attacks in northern Mozambique” (Fabricius, 2020). Vines 

(2020) adds that the flying of IS’s black flag by the group and the publishing of photos and 

videos by IS are indicative of AWSJ’s allegiance with the group. Habibe et al. (2019:12) 

echoed a similar sentiment, stating: “They wore their own attire, especially white turbans, tied 

around their heads; they wore black smocks and short pants, which reached a little below the 

knees; most of them had shaved hair and had a full beard; they did not take their children to 

formal schools, simply to the daaras (madrassas) they had built; they always carried bladed 

weapons (like knives and machetes) to symbolize jihad; they incited violence and disrespect 

for community leaders, particularly the Álimos, whom they called ‘káfir’.” However, despite 

these elements that may be associated with IS, the extent of the connection remains unclear, as 

there is limited hard data to verify a link. While there is consensus among scholars (Colombo 

and Doctor, 202; International Crisis Group, 2021) and observers that foreign elements are 

supporting the group, particularly Tanzanians, the IS link has been a bone of contention.  
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As a result, some scholars are more cautious about using the term ‘terrorism’ to describe the 

violence in Cabo Delgado. For example, Morier-Genoud (2020) and Heyen-Dubé and Rands 

(2021) have challenged the link to IS. Morier-Genoud argues that the connection is weak, as 

there is insufficient data to support this claim. Other authors, such as Hanlon (2021) and Bonate 

(2022), advocate for a more comprehensive approach that considers the complexity of the 

conflict and does not overlook other factors at play. Although there is evidence that the group 

manifests traits usually associated with ‘terrorism’, authors like Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022)  

and Chingotuane and Sidumo (2023) have disputed the comparison of the group with 

designated ‘terrorist’ organisations, such as Boko Haram, arguing that ASWJ’s ideology is 

neither sophisticated nor systematically communicated. Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022:445) 

argue: “Unlike Salaf extremists, who have gone to great lengths to rationalise and publicise 

their views, the violent extremists have remained remarkably discrete about their ideological 

foundations. They have also struggled to spread their message consistently and in a 

sophisticated manner, their highly limited propaganda being subpar compared to IS, Al-

Shabaab, or Boko Haram.”  

Other scholars have avoided the use of the term terrorism or have used it interchangeably with 

violent extremism (VE). A case in point is scholars such as Chingotuane and Sidumo (2023) 

and Walwa and Malebang (2023), who, in their contribution to the volume African Perspectives 

on Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism, edited by Anthoni van Nieuwkerk, Lucy 

Shule and Stephen Buchanan-Clarke, have preferred to label the violence in the region 

primarily as VE. In this publication, VE is defined as “the beliefs and actions of people who 

support or use violence to achieve ideological, religious or sociopolitical goals. This includes 

terrorism and other forms of politically motivated and communal violence” (van Nieuwkerk et 

al., 2023:231). On terrorism and linking ASWJ with other designated terrorist groups, 

Chingotuane and Sidumo (2023:152), in particular, have expressed sentiments similar to those 

of the scholars cited above, noting that, unlike other ‘extremists’ or ‘terrorists’, ASWJ seldom 

disclosed any information about its objectives, grievances, or demands. They argue that even 

if there are a few videos and speeches that have been made by the group associating it with 

radical Islam, or the establishment of a caliphate in Cabo Delgado, there is a stark difference 

between these home-grown messages and the propaganda output of  ASWJ and groups such as 

the Central Africa Province (IS–Central Africa) (Chingotuane and Sidumo, 2023:152).  
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Scholars like Sitoe (2023) share a similar view, suggesting that although ASWJ exhibits some 

traits associated with ‘terrorism’ or IS, such as their style of dress and the ‘speech of appeal to 

an innovative Islamic religious identity’, a vital aspect of ‘terrorism’ has been absent in this 

case. “When studying terrorism, a central element in the manifestation of the phenomenon is 

that the terrorist action is accompanied by a claiming process in which terrorists declare 

intentions or objectives that move their terror agenda against the state or the political system. 

More than four years after the violence began, not only did the group not declare its intentions 

and its identity (even though it was recruiting and carrying out its terror actions), but also, when 

an idea of who they could be glimmered, it was through a website of the Islamic State and later, 

still in 2020, through a press release from the Department of State of the United States of 

America (USA)” (Sitoe, 2023:2). Sitoe (2023:14) argues that the absence of the claiming 

process in the analysis of the terrorism phenomenon, particularly Islamic extremism, in the 

context of Cabo Delgado, “renders the framing of the phenomenon incomplete.” Furthermore, 

“in rational and organizational terms, the violence in Cabo Delgado has had little framework 

for normal and similar terrorist groups, such as Boko Haram and Al Shabaab, which, when 

they emerged, and during their incubation and maturation process, there was clear information 

about who they were and what they wanted in their states. Furthermore, these two groups, as 

well as ISIS and Al-Qaeda, have clear backgrounds in their formation process, unlike the group 

operating in northern Mozambique, where ethnic differences and views of Islam are called to 

justify the emergence of the group” (Sitoe, 2023:12). In disputing the IS link to AWSJ, Morier-

Genoud (2020) echoes a similar sentiment, arguing that the strength of the connection is 

unclear, as data is scarce. Furthermore, there has been no technological shift that could indicate 

the complete assimilation of AWSJ into IS (Morier-Genoud, 2020:406). However, regardless 

of the debates surrounding this issue, there is a relevant link to the terrorism label that will be 

explored in the following chapters of the study. 

In summary, while extensive research has been conducted on the concept of terrorism in Africa, 

especially its causes and impact on the continent’s socioeconomic development, few studies 

have focused on the role of the terrorism label itself and its implications for conflict resolution 

and management. The reviewed literature indicates that the terrorism label has historically been 

applied in various contexts to serve specific interests, often benefiting those in power. 

However, in the case of Cabo Delgado, Mozambique, little research has been carried out on 

the factors that contributed to the adoption and persistence of the label, as well as its influence 
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on responses to the conflict. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by critically 

analysing the use of the term terrorism to describe violence committed by ASWJ. The approach 

taken is critical and rejects the idea that the terrorism framing is neutral, natural, or 

commonsensical. It contends that labelling political violence as terrorism influences 

perceptions and leads to the adoption of unconventional measures aimed at reducing perceived 

security threats, thereby securitising violence. 

1.5. Research Question 

How has the terrorism label used to designate the violence perpetrated by ASWJ functioned as 

a securitisation speech act and with what consequences? 

1.5.1. Sub-questions  

1. How have critical scholars made sense of the applications of the term terrorism? 

2. How has the label of terrorism been used historically to convey meaning, and with what 

consequences? 

3. How has the violence in Mozambique been securitised through the application of the term 

terrorism? 

4. What are the implications of labelling the political violence in Mozambique as terrorism for 

the responses to this violence? 

1.5.2. Aim of the study 

The study aims to critically analyse the use of the terrorism term to describe the violence in 

Mozambique, a country that has a history of political violence since the colonial period. It 

provides a historical overview of the various epochs in which the term has been used to describe 

forms of political violence serving specific functions. It examines how the application of the 

terrorism label securitises the violence, what makes this securitisation possible, and how that 

securitisation directs the response to the violence - how it prejudices the response and in whose 

interest that response is. 
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1.5.3. Objectives of the study  

The following objectives will guide the study: 

a. To investigate the factors that came together and resulted in the designation of the violence 

in Mozambique as terrorism; 

b. To understand the implications of using the term terrorism to describe the violence in Cabo 

Delgado, to make sense of violence, to direct responses to violence and to serve the interests 

of various stakeholders; and 

c. To derive themes that can inform discussions and decisions regarding designating and 

responding to violence. 

1.5.4. Significance of the study 

There is a gap in the literature related to the critical studies on terrorism in the African context. 

As such, the more critical approach taken in my research will help fill that gap. The relevance 

and significance of this investigation are to show how different framings of political violence 

become possible as a result of a confluence of factors present in a specific context; how the 

terrorism framing enables certain responses; and in particular to contribute to discussions 

aimed at better responding to political violence without exacerbating the crisis as was 

experienced in cases such as that of Boko Haram in the Lake Chad Basin and West Africa.  

1.6. Research Methodology 

This section will explain the methods and strategies the study employed to conduct the 

research, including data collection and analysis, to ensure the study’s validity. As defined by 

Kothari (2004:8), “research methodology is a way to solve the research problem 

systematically.” It involves examining the various steps researchers typically take when 

studying their research problems and the justification for these steps. Research methodology 

aims to describe and analyse methods, highlighting their limitations. In doing so, “it helps to 

understand not only the products of scientific inquiry but also the process itself” (Patel and 

Patel, 2019:48). Therefore, it is essential for the researcher to go beyond merely knowing and 

understanding research methods and techniques, and to also comprehend the methodology as 

a whole (Kothari, 2008:8). 
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1.6.1. Research Design  

The research will adopt a qualitative approach to achieve its aim and objectives. According to 

Gerring (2017:17), qualitative research is concerned with data that includes opinions, 

motivations, observations, meanings, and utterances. The approach primarily focuses on 

societies, large groups, individuals, and cultures (Sibanda, 2020). In contrast to quantitative 

data, which concerns statistics and numbers, qualitative research focuses on words and 

understanding. The researcher attempts to become fully immersed in a “range of data while 

being very alert to new insights throughout the process of gathering data. You may ask how 

you can best capture the richness, texture, and feeling of dynamic social life” (Neuman, 

2014:165). Qualitative research design enables the researcher to understand how individuals or 

groups interpret a social or human problem. The study’s research processes, such as data 

analysis, involved interpreting the intersubjective views of experts and academics on the 

construction of a security threat through the terrorism framing of the violence in Cabo Delgado. 

This will be explained in the sections below. 

1.6.2. Case study  

This study employs a case study research design. A case study is “an in-depth observation of a 

particular subject, including a person, group, place, event, organisation, or a phenomenon” 

(McCombes, 2023). Case studies enable researchers to examine a phenomenon within its real-

life context, as they allow the researcher to preserve the “holistic and meaningful characteristics 

of events” (Yin, 2003:3). In this instance, the phenomenon is the framing of violence that 

erupted in 2017 in Cabo Delgado, Mozambique, as terrorism. Yin (2003) identifies two types 

of case study designs: single-case and multiple-case. The study’s purpose determines the choice 

between the two. The study aimed to critically analyse the use of the terrorism term to describe 

the violence in Mozambique, a country with a history of political violence since the colonial 

period. It examined how the application of the terrorism label securitised the violence, what 

made this securitisation possible, and how that securitisation influenced the response to the 

violence. This is a new and ongoing conflict, for which limited information is still available. 

Therefore, the study adopted a single-case exploratory case study, which enabled me to 

critically examine the terrorism framing of the violence, the securitisation of the violence, 

analyse the conditions that facilitated the securitisation, and explore the consequences of the 
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violence despite limited information. The case study allows the researcher to explore the case's 

key characteristics, meaning, and implications (McCombes, 2023). 

Data collection methods in a case study include participant observations, interviews, document 

analysis, and other relevant approaches. The following sections will discuss the data collection 

and data analysis methods used in the study. 

1.7. Data collection  

This research drew on both primary and secondary sources, as well as semi-structured 

interviews. Primary sources utilised include speeches by government officials, both 

Mozambican and regional, at the forefront of the fight against ASWL, as well as organisational 

reports from NGOs such as the International Crisis Group, Human Rights Watch, Corruption 

Watch, and Amnesty International. It also relied on interviews. Secondary sources encompass 

a range of materials, including books, academic journals, newspapers, and online news articles. 

1.7.1. Language and translation of primary sources 

As indicated above, this study utilised primary sources, including official speeches by the 

President of the Republic of Mozambique and government policy documents on the violence 

in Cabo Delgado. These sources were written only in Portuguese, the country's official 

language, and had to be translated into English, the researcher's language. However, due to 

financial constraints, all non-English materials were translated into English using ChatGPT, a 

large language model developed by OpenAI (GPT-5.2).  

1.7.2. Interviews 

Due to resource, security, and pandemic constraints, I conducted one-on-one interviews 

telephonically, virtually and via email. According to Creswell (2013:164), telephonic 

interviews are convenient in situations where the researcher is unable to easily access the 

interviewees. Virtual interviews also “provide participants with time and space flexibility that 

allows them more time to consider and respond to requests for information” (Creswell, 

2013:159). Nicholas et al. (2010) posit that virtual data collection also helps create a non-

threatening, comfortable environment for participants discussing sensitive issues. While this is 

very convenient for this research that deals with terrorism, which is not the most comfortable 

topic to discuss for many, this study did not interview victims of violence or military/officials 
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responding to violence. All the interviewees were experts who study violence and conflict and 

were comfortable discussing the topic. Online data collection also allows for participants who 

cannot be easily accessed due to various constraints, such as those mentioned above. However, 

this approach has a significant disadvantage: the researcher cannot observe informal 

communication, and phone charges and data costs are incurred. Face-to-face interviews also 

have their challenges, as they require brave interviewees who are not hesitant to speak and are 

eager to share their ideas and information; hence, the researcher needs to create a conducive 

environment to facilitate this. As such, “a well-defined sampling strategy that utilises an 

unbiased and robust frame can provide unbiased and robust results” (Wilmot, 2011:1). This 

was done through purposive sampling. The study involved a carefully selected group of 

participants directly related to the research’s thematic issues. In this case, these include 

academics and experts in the study of violence and security, as well as journalists and 

researchers who have conducted extensive research on the conflict. 

1.7.3. Sampling 

Snowball sampling and purposive sampling were both utilised in this study to identify relevant 

participants. Snowballing is a purposive method of data collection used in qualitative research, 

applied when “samples with the target characteristics are not easily accessible” (Naderifar et 

al., 2017:2). This applies to the research, which focuses on an ongoing conflict with national 

and regional security implications, where mistrust and fear are prevalent, thereby hindering 

cooperation among participants. Cohen and Arieli (2011:423) point out that snowball sampling 

directly addresses this challenge of mistrust and fear and “increases the likelihood of trusting 

the researcher by introduction through a trusted social network.” As Cohen and Arieli 

(2011:424) posit, the snowball sampling method involves locating specific participants who 

meet the research’s criteria for inclusion and then relying on them to refer the researcher to 

other participants who may not be easily accessible.  

In purposive sampling, the researcher intentionally identifies and selects individuals who “can 

purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the 

study” (Creswell, 2013:156). This enables better matching of the sample aims and objectives 

of the research, thereby enhancing the rigour of the study and validity of the data and findings 

(Campbell et al, 2020:1). The study used snowball and purposive sampling to identify 

interviewees with the relevant expertise, experience, and knowledge on the case study; and 
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some of whom then provided referrals to other participants. Initially, the research had two 

categories of participants. Cluster one included academics, journalists, and experts in the field 

of terrorism. Unfortunately, cluster two, which included the Department of International 

Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO), government officials, and officials involved in a SADC 

capacity, who could provide an official view of how South Africa and other African states view 

and label the conflict, could not be interviewed. Despite all efforts, I was unable to interview 

these institutions and officials. In the case of SADC, I was informed by the Communication 

and Public Relations Unit, that due to security protocols linked to SADC’s mandate to support 

the Republic of Mozambique in dealing with ‘terrorism’, both the SADC Secretariat and the 

SADC Mission in Mozambique (SAMIM) will not participate in academic or any other 

research concerning the ongoing conflict and the ‘acts of terrorism’ in Mozambique. I was 

advised to consult the SADC website for any additional information I might need. Similarly, 

none of the officials I was referred to at DIRCO responded to my emails. However, I respect 

their decision not to participate in the study, recognising the sensitivity of the issue. Therefore, 

I did not pursue the matter further, understanding it could pose a significant risk for these 

officials. As a result, I limited my interviews to academics, experts, and journalists. This was 

a decision I made based on research ethics. 

1.7.4. Sample size 

This section focuses on the sample size from the population used to collect data for this study. 

Creswell (2013:157) points out that “one general guideline for sample size in qualitative 

research is not only to study a few sites or individuals, but also to collect extensive details about 

each site or individual studied.” The aim is not to provide a generalisation of the “information, 

but to elucidate, the specific” (Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007 quoted by King, 2020). The study 

selected a maximum sample size of 20, which was guided by the principle of information 

saturation. Teddlie and Yu (2007) posit that during the process of qualitative data collection, 

the researcher may reach a point of saturation after hearing a variety of ideas on a particular 

issue, such that no new evidence is gained from having another session or interview. While the 

researcher can determine when data saturation has been reached and when the sampling can 

stop, “the most important criterion is the availability of enough in-depth data showing the 

patterns, categories and variety of the phenomenon under study” (Moser and Korstjens, 

2018:11). Although the initial sampling size of this study was a maximum of 20, data saturation 

was reached after 15 interviews.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



22 

 

1.8. Data analysis 

In this study, collected data were subjected to extensive qualitative analysis using document 

analysis, thematic analysis, discourse analysis, and interpretive methods.  

1.8.1. Document analysis 

Documents have played an integral part in research as a rich source of data. Bowen (2009:27) 

defines document analysis as: “a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents-

both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material.” As Bowen 

(2009:27) holds, documents consist of words and images recorded without the researcher’s 

involvement or interference. According to Frey (2018), document analysis uses a systematic 

procedure to analyse documentary evidence and respond to specific research questions. In line 

with most analytical methods in qualitative research, document analysis involves a careful 

examination and interpretation of data by the researcher to be able to derive meaning and 

understanding (Bowen, 2009:27). Hani (2022:64) posits that when document analysis is used 

to analyse pre-existing text, it enables researchers to conduct studies they might otherwise not 

be able to complete. The method is particularly convenient in studies such as this one, where 

the researcher, due to limited funding, has not been able to conduct extensive fieldwork. 

Document analysis has also been praised for mitigating some of the ethical concerns associated 

with other qualitative methods (Hani, 2022:64). However, this approach has some limitations 

in its application.  

One of the limitations of document analysis is that it exposes the researcher to a wide selection 

of documents; hence, the quality of the documents is crucial. As such, the researcher must 

consider aspects such as the originality of the author (Bowen, 2009:27). He also points out that 

“heavy reliance on documents may also raise the issue of bias as these documents may not be 

designed to answer a research question; rather, they serve the purpose of the organization they 

are produced for” (Bowen, 2009 quoted in Sibanda, 2020:7). Hence, to prevent this bias, 

document analysis needs to be used in conjunction with other “qualitative research methods as 

a means of triangulation, that is, the combination of methodologies in the study of the same 

phenomenon” (Denzin, 1970 quoted in Sibanda, 2020:7). Bowen (2009) elaborates that the 

researcher needs to extract information from numerous sources of evidence to be able find 

convergence and corroboration, utilising different data sources and methods. In this research, 
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triangulation was achieved by comparing government speeches and official documents with 

those from NGOs and think tanks, such as the International Crisis Group, the Institute for 

Security Studies, Human Rights Watch, Corruption Watch and Amnesty International, which 

are on the ground, witnessing and monitoring ASWJ and government activities, as well as data 

collected through interviews. When the data from these primary sources coincided, it 

strengthened the validity of my findings. However, the data was also interpreted using the 

theoretical and analytical lenses outlined above to answer the research question. 

1.8.2. Discourse analysis 

Discourse analysis is a highly contested term. Discourse analysis was coined by Zellig Haris 

in 1952. It refers to different approaches to the study of texts, derived from various theoretical 

traditions (Gill, 2000:173). As noted by Betti (2021:1), “the objects of discourse analysis 

(discourse, writing, conversation, communicative event) are variously defined in terms of 

coherent sequences of sentences, propositions, speech or turns-at-talk.” Even though there are 

numerous variants of discourse analysis emphasising various elements of language use, the 

common denominator in them is perspective on language as social interaction and are mainly 

interested in “the social contexts in which discourse is embedded” (Betti, 2021:5). They also 

share a rejection the realist idea of language as just a neutral tool for describing the world and 

a conviction in the significance of discourse in the construction social life (Gill, 2000:172). 

While there are many variations of discourse analysis, I am particularly interested in one 

relevant to the study: Speech Act Theory.  

Speech Act Theory was formulated by John Austin in 1962. It emphasises the functional or 

action-oriented nature of discourse. Speech Act Theory is premised on the idea that “language 

is used to perform actions, hence its primary concern is on how meaning and action are related 

to language” (Kamalu and Osisanwo, 2015:172). Instead of examining how accounts relate to 

the world, they focus on what accounts are designed to achieve and have an in-depth look at 

the organisation of social interaction (Gill, 2000:173). The Speech Act approach to discourse 

is focused on understanding “underlying conditions for the production and interpretation of 

acts through words. The context of the utterance helps the hearer in making sense of an indirect 

speech act by separating the multiple functions of utterances from one another” (Schiffrin, 1994 

quoted in Kamalu and Osisanwo, 2015:172). While Speech Act Theory was not initially 

formulated as a way of analysing discourse, some of its insights are useful for addressing 
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problems fundamental to discourse analysis, including issues of indirect speech acts, context 

dependence, and multifunctionality (Schiffrin,1994 quoted in Kamalu and Osisanwo, 

2015:172). This sentiment is echoed by Cook (1989), who notes that Speech Act Theory 

enables us to observe how meaning has become increasingly ambiguous. He contends that 

indirection “is something which human beings exploit to their advantage. It enables them to 

avoid committing themselves and to retreat in front of danger; and this is one of the major 

reasons why people speak indirectly” (Cook, 1989 quoted in Kamalu and Osisanwo, 2015:172). 

Speech Act Theory and its relevance to the study will be explained further in the following 

chapter.  

Simply put, discourse is regarded as a language in use (Cook, 1989). Omidi and Mobini 

(2022:485) contend that “various discourses create different paradigms and diverse paradigms 

produce different semantic systems which result in phenomena taking on different meanings.” 

As such, the meaning attached to terrorism and its implications will vary across different 

discourses (Omidi and Mobini, 2022:485). This study seeks to answer the question: How has 

the terrorism label used to designate the violence perpetrated by ASWJ functioned as a 

securitisation speech act and with what consequences? Thus, the study, particularly Chapter 

Four, analysed the language of securitising agents and actors in Mozambique, primarily the 

president and government officials. I examined speech acts in securitisation with a primary 

focus on their public addresses.  

1.8.3. Interpretive method 

The interpretive method is premised on the idea that meaning and reality are socially 

constructed. Bhattacherjee (2019:99) posits that reality “is shaped by human experiences and 

social contexts (ontology) and is therefore best studied within its socio-historic context by 

reconciling the subjective interpretations of its various participants (epistemology).” As such, 

researchers interpret reality through a process of sense-making (Bhattacherjee, 2019). This 

method complemented the Constructivist perspective adopted by the study, which is also 

premised on the idea that reality is socially constructed through human interactions and 

meaning-making. As already mentioned above, data analysis in the study involved interpreting 

the intersubjective views of experts, journalists and academics on the construction of a security 

threat through the terrorism framing of violence in Cabo Delgado. I engaged with the data and 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



25 

 

guided by the theoretical framework, I identified patterns and themes to illuminate how and 

why the terrorism label functioned in the context of Cabo Delgado. 

1.9. Limitations of the study 

The main limitations of the study were in accessing respondents. This is due to (i) the study 

being self-funded, which prevented the researcher from conducting face-to-face interviews, as 

most respondents are based outside of Cape Town. As such, 100% of the interviews were 

conducted virtually on Google Meet and Zoom, which were not the most reliable platforms due 

to network issues on both ends or load shedding in South Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe.2 

(ii) Getting hold of respondents was also a challenge, as most of them delayed in responding 

to requests for interviews or had to reschedule several times due to their busy schedules, which 

delayed data collection. (iii) As already mentioned above, I was unable to interview 

government officials and those involved in SADC capacity; therefore, I limited my interviews 

to academics, experts, and journalists. However, this did not affect the study as I filled the gap 

with information from their official websites, and the experts, journalists, and academics 

provided sufficient data. Another limitation was my failure to interview the local population, 

particularly their view of the central government’s terrorism framing of the violence in Cabo 

Delgado. This would have helped to get an authentic sense of the extent to which the terrorism 

narrative penetrated Mozambican society and interpellated ordinary people in the region. 

Instead, I had to rely on experts, academics and journalists to provided information to arrive at 

conclusion of the success of the securitisation of violence in the area. 

1.10. Research Outline 

The thesis has seven chapters, and it will be structured as follows: 

Chapter 1- This chapter introduces the study, conceptualising its scope, particularly the 

research problem and questions. It states the aim of the study: to critically analyse the use of 

the term ‘terrorism’ to describe violence in Mozambique. It also provides a literature review, 

helping the researcher identify the gap the study aims to fill. The chapter outlines the study’s 

 

2 Most of the experts and academics interviewed for the study were from these three countries, and only 
four were from overseas.  
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objectives, significance, and limitations. It describes the methodology used, specifically the 

qualitative approach. The chapter also presents an outline of the study, providing the reader 

with an overview of its structure.  

Chapter 2- This chapter develops the theoretical and analytical framework using 

Constructivism and Securitisation Theory. Constructivism is based on the assumption that 

‘terrorism’ is socially constructed, while securitisation theory examines the political function 

of the label ‘terrorism’. This may make the theory a suitable lens to investigate the factors that 

led to the use of the terrorism label in Cabo Delgado. The chapter will focus on the 

development, evolution, criticism, and applicability of both theories to the study. 

Chapter 3 - This chapter provides an overview of the definitions of terrorism and its 

application in various contexts, serving specific purposes. The chapter will also focus on the 

definitional challenges of the concept of terrorism and the implications of failing to generate a 

universally accepted definition. It will examine how a confluence of factors in selected 

historical cases has made a narrative stick and how, whenever these factors change, the 

narrative falls apart or is deliberately rearticulated to fit the interests of powerful states or the 

zeitgeist. The chapter will also investigate how the labelling of armed groups as terrorists also 

demonstrates the inconsistencies of terrorism labelling.  

Chapter 4 - The Case Study: This chapter will focus on the terrorism framing of ASWJ’s 

violence. It is a descriptive section that focuses on the origins and rise of the armed group from 

being a secular group to being designated as a terrorist organisation. It will also provide an 

overview of the group’s violent activities. This chapter presents the context in which the armed 

group ASWJ emerged. It will also discuss the Mozambican government's response to the 

violence in the region and why it has not yet been able to defeat ASWJ. It traces how the 

narrative changed over time from ‘criminality’ and ‘banditry’ to ‘foreign evildoers’ and finally 

‘terrorism’, which changed the course of the war.  

Chapter 5 - This is the analysis chapter where the analytical framework will be applied to the 

case study. It will present data collected from virtual interviews with academics, journalists, 

and experts specialising in the study of violence, who have conducted substantial research on 

the conflict in Cabo Delgado. This chapter examines how the application of the terrorism label 

securitised violence in Cabo Delgado and what made this securitisation possible. It will apply 
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speech act theory, in particular, to trace the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado and to 

establish whether it was successfully securitised. The success of the securitisation process will 

be determined or measured by establishing whether all three elements of a successful 

securitisation are evident in this case. These steps comprise three key elements: identifying an 

existential threat, adopting emergency action to eliminate the threat, and effects on inter-unit 

relations due to breaking free of rules. It will focus on how groups and individuals are 

conceptualised as threats to the state and national security.  

Chapter 6- This chapter presents an interpretation and analysis of the key findings, enabling a 

response to the study's main question. It will further investigate, firstly, the factors that 

facilitated the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado, and secondly, the impact of this 

securitisation on violence in Cabo Delgado, specifically how it directs responses to this 

violence. This confluence of factors includes political, international, religious/IS-link, 

economic, and the role of the media. It will validate my assumption that terrorism framing is 

not neutral and does not occur in a vacuum. There are always driving forces behind terrorism 

framing of violence, which in most cases have no pure intentions. 

Chapter 7- This is the last chapter that concludes the study. The chapter will accomplish the 

following: summarise the individual chapters of the study, summarise the study's argument, 

and present recommendations based on the study's findings, which constitute the study's 

contributions. These recommendations also include areas for future research that other 

researchers may consider.  

1.12. Conclusion 

This chapter conceptualised the study, in particular, the research problem and questions. It sets 

out the aim of the study, which is to critically analyse the use of the term 'terrorism' to describe 

the violence in Mozambique. It also provided a brief literature review, which enabled the 

researcher to identify the gap that the study seeks to fill. The chapter also outlined the objectives 

guiding the study, as well as its significance and limitations. It outlines the methodology the 

study employs, specifically the qualitative approach. It also provided the outline of the study, 

which gives the reader an idea of how the study is structured. The following chapter focuses 

on the theoretical framework, which introduces and discusses the theory that explains the 
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research problem under study. The theories used in the study are Constructivism and 

securitisation theory. 
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Introduction  

A theoretical framework serves the purpose of introducing and explaining the theory or theories 

on which the study is grounded. It comprises the “selected theory (or theories) that undergirds 

your thinking with regards to how you understand and plan to research your topic, as well as 

the concepts and definitions from that theory that are relevant to your topic” (Grant and 

Osanloo). This chapter will focus on Constructivism and Securitisation Theory, which uses 

Constructivism as a basis for understanding how perceptions and threats are created, thereby 

securitising a matter. I will trace the origins of Constructivism as a theory in International 

Relations, its evolution, the criticisms that have been levelled against it, and its relevance to 

the study. I then turn to Securitisation Theory and again trace its origins, evolution, criticisms 

and applicability. 

2.2. Constructivism  

Constructivism gained popularity during the late 1980s, following the failure of mainstream 

International Relations theories to explain the end of the Cold War (Theys, 2017). Until recent 

decades, mainstream International Relations theory was underpinned by materialism and 

individualism. The failure of these mainstream IR theories to account for the end of the Cold 

War is attributed to their dominant focus on the state and the rivalry for dominance within the 

global system. This prioritisation of the state has blinded traditional theorists and limited the 

recognition and acknowledgement of the urgency of individuals in the global system. Yet, “it 

was the actions of ordinary people that ensured the end of the Cold War, not those of states or 

international organisations” (Theys, 2017:36). Constructivists such as Wendt (1999) present a 

structural and idealist worldview that contradicts mainstream International Relations theory 

and can adjust to structural shifts facilitated by strategic actors in international relations as was 

witnessed in the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Cold War.  

As Macdonald (2008) contends: “Focusing on the role of ideational factors and social 

construction of world politics, it is perhaps best described as a broader social theory which then 

informs how we might approach the study of security.” This makes Constructivism the most 

suitable approach for addressing the research questions in this study, which seeks to examine 

the terrorism framing of political violence and its implications for conflict management. 
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Mainstream IR theories3 share the epistemological assumptions of positivism. They posit that 

“social phenomena may be explained in the same way as the natural world and that facts and 

values may be clearly separated” (Zehfuss, 2004:3).  By separating facts and values, positivists 

imply that facts are “theory-neutral and that normative commitments should not influence what 

counts as facts or knowledge” (Smith, 2000:383). Positivists seek to uncover regularities and 

patterns in the social world and assert that scientific inquiry must rely on empirical validation 

or falsification (Park, 2018:150). The mainstream theorists view the world as it is. Thus, their 

assumptions are attributed to the analysis of physical elements, such as the material 

manifestations of states and international organisations, which they can account for. Zehfuss 

(2004:3) posited that “actors act in this pregiven world according to the demands of 

instrumental reason.” This approach has significantly hindered discussions on both what the 

world is like and how it might be explained (Smith, 1996:11). Constructivism presents 

“alternative understandings of a number of the central themes in international relations theory, 

including: the meaning of anarchy and balance of power, the relationship between state identity 

and interest, an elaboration of power and the prospects for change in world politics” (Hopf, 

1998:172).  

2.2.1. Variants of Constructivism 

Since its inception in the 1980s, Constructivism has been evolving through various studies, 

leading to “differences between Constructivists on the level of analysis and ontology” 

(Karacasulu and Uzgören, 2007:29). A notable example is Wendt, whose focus on interactions 

between states in the international system has been called Systemic Constructivism (Price and 

Reus-Smit, 1998:268). This approach overlooks domestic events and offers an account of 

international politics based on theorising state behaviour within the international system (Reus-

Smit, 2005:199). Another significant Constructivist is Katzenstein (1996), who concentrates 

on the role of domestic norms related to national security. This approach is known as Unit-

level Constructivism. Unlike Systemic Constructivism, it emphasises the link “between 

domestic social and legal norms and the identities and interests of states” (Reus-Smit, 

 

3 Also known as traditional approaches, these include neoliberalism and neorealism.  
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2005:200). Reus-Smit (2005:200) asserts that “Unit-level Constructivism has the virtue of 

enabling the explanation of variations of identity, interest and action across states, something 

that Systemic Constructivism obscures.” 

Conversely, Price and Reus-Smit (1998:268) commend Martha Finnemore, who proposed a 

more Holistic Constructivism, regarded as more concrete and historical than Systemic 

Constructivism and adopts an approach that integrates both domestic and international 

structures. As Karacasulu and Uzgören (2007:29) posit, from an international perspective, 

Martha Finnemore focuses on the norms of international society and their impact on state 

identities and interests. Furthermore, Holistic Constructivism caters for a confluence of factors 

influencing the identities and interests of states by bringing “the corporate and the social 

together into a unified analytical perspective that treats the domestic and international as two 

faces of a single social and political order” (Reus-Smit, 2005:201). Reus-Smit (2005:201) 

further contends: “concerned primarily with the dynamics of global change- particularly the 

rise and possible demise of the sovereign state- holistic constructivism focuses on the mutually 

constitutive relationship between this order and the state.” Although Holistic Constructivism 

has been regarded as less elegant than Systemic, its scholarship is valuable in explaining the 

development of the normative and ideational structures of the current international system and 

the social identities they have created (Reus-Smit, 2005).  

In addition to differences among Constructivists concerning the level of analysis, another 

distinction within Constructivism exists between Critical and Conventional Constructivism 

(Karacasulu and Uzgören, 2007). Hopf (2002) posits that Critical Constructivism is prevalent 

in Europe, with a focus on power and discourse, while Conventional Constructivism is 

dominant in the US, with a primary emphasis on norms and identity. Even though the dominant 

belief among all Constructivists is in the significance of identity in the construction of security, 

these two strands of Constructivism have different views on the relationship between identity 

and security (Macdonald, 2008:62). While Conventional Constructivism aligns more with 

“traditional theories of International Relations such as realism and liberalism in suggesting the 

possibility of depicting a world external to the analyst- a world ‘out there’ to be discovered and 

described objective”, Critical Constructivism emphasises the significance of “forms of 

representation in constituting the ‘real’ world” (Macdonald, 2008:62). Macdonald (2008:62) 

posits that for Conventional Constructivists, the primary focus in outlining the relationship 
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between security and identity is to express how national identity influences the content of a 

state’s interests, consequently determining its actions in the global politics. As posited by Theys 

(2017:38), Conventional Constructivists “ask ‘what’- type questions-such as what causes an 

actor to act. They believe that it is possible to explain the world in causal terms and are 

interested in discovering the relationship between actors, social norms, interests and identities.” 

Thus, identity is something that can be uncovered through analysis, which is “consistent with 

a commitment to a positivist epistemology: a belief that analysts can potentially hold a mirror 

to a ‘world out there’” (Macdonald, 2008:62). Conventional Constructivists are of the view 

that the actions of the actors are influenced by their identity and when there is a shift in identity, 

they investigate the factors that influenced that shift (Theys, 2017). Two notable 

Constructivists whose work is emblematic of this approach are Alexander Wendt (1999) and 

Peter Katzenstein (1996a).  

On the contrary, Critical Constructivists have different objectives. While Conventional 

Constructivists regard identities as determinants of state action, Critical Constructivists seek to 

explore “the myths associated with identity formation” (Hopf, 1998:184). As posited by Theys 

(2017:38), they “ask ‘how’- type questions such as how do actors come to believe a certain 

identity. Contrary to conventional constructivists, they are not interested in the effect that 

identity has.” Critical Constructivists intend to reconstruct identity to be able to know its parts, 

they reckon are created through written or spoken communication between people; hence, 

“language plays a key role for critical constructivists because it constructs, and has the ability 

to change social reality” (Theys, 2017:38). In the case of security, Critical Constructivists’ 

objective in examining the link between security and identity is to highlight how narratives of 

national identity prevail in a specific situation thereby limiting the legitimate or feasible 

political action (Macdonald, 2008:62). According to Macdonald (2008:62), representations of 

security are central, “serving to define who ‘we’ are and the ‘other/s’ from whom ‘we’ need 

protection. The study of identity, then, becomes the study of different representations that 

compete with others to provide realistic accounts of who a particular group is and how that 

group should act.”  

In summary, despite these variations, both strands of Constructivism share theoretical 

underpinnings. For instance, as held by Hopf (1998:182), both Conventional and Critical 

Constructivism seek to ‘denaturalise’ the social world by revealing how the institutions, 
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practices and identities presumed to be natural are in fact “the product of human agency and 

social construction.” The following section examines the basic assumptions of Constructivism.   

2.2.2. Basic tenets of Constructivism 

Anarchy, as defined by the realist theorist Mearsheimer (2001:30), refers to: “an ordering 

principle, which says that the international system comprises independent states that have no 

central authority above them.” As such, scholars such as Hobbes (2001), Mearsheimer (2001) 

and Waltz (1979) have characterised the world as a dangerous place where states cannot rely 

on others for protection; hence, they should be ready to defend themselves against any threat. 

Waltz (1979:92) contends that states must be vigilant, prioritising their security above other 

issues. To Waltz, self-help is the principle of action. Wendt (1992:396) disputes this claim, 

arguing that anarchy is not necessarily a self-help system, as neorealists argue, and that it does 

not necessarily lead to war, because states can cooperate. He attributes this to the perceptions 

states develop towards each other. One fundamental principle of Constructivism is that actors 

give meaning to objects and other actors and treat them based on that meaning (Wendt, 

1992:396). States treat their friends better than their enemies on the basis that enemies pose a 

threat, and friends are harmless (Wendt, 1992:397). A case in point is the demise of the Cold 

War, which Wendt uses to substantiate this view.  

The Cold War, characterised by the rivalry between the US and the Soviet Union, did not end 

because the balance of power between the two countries changed (Dune, 2017:107), but 

because they ceased perceiving each other as enemies (Wendt, 1999 and Weldes, 1996).  Thus, 

for Constructivists, anarchy takes on various meanings based on the relationships; therefore, 

the anarchy of friends is different from that of enemies. Wendt (quoted in Zehfuss, 2004:40) 

posits that “self-help in the international system is a relatively stable set or structure of identities 

and interests”; therefore, states construct various forms of anarchy through interaction with 

each other. Thus, the prevailing kind of anarchy at any given moment is highly dependent on 

the actors’ perception of security and on their understanding of their identity in relation to 

others (Zehfuss, 2004:40). The notions of security vary depending on how and the way “the 

self is identified cognitively with the other, and it is upon this cognitive variation that the 

meaning of anarchy and distribution of power depends” (Wendt, 1992:397). Therefore, positive 

identification with other states leads to perceiving security threats as a shared responsibility of 

the international community, rather than solely the concern of individual states (Zehfuss, 2004). 
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As Zehfuss posits, “depending on where states are situated in the continuum from positive to 

negative identification with other states, they will be willing to engage in collective security 

practices” (Zehfuss, 2004:40).  

Constructivism challenges traditionalist assumptions, specifically the idea of an unchanging 

reality of international politics. As posited by Price and Reus-Smit (1998:267), mainstream 

theories contend that the anarchical nature of the international system, the interests of actors, 

and the determinants of action are static and are before theory. Wendt disputes this claim, 

arguing that anarchy does not previously exist until states interact with each other. Wendt 

(1992:304) posits that anarchy is not an “avoidable feature of international reality, but it is what 

states make of it.” This suggests that there are various interpretations of anarchy globally, as 

such “state actions should be more varied than just self-help” (Hopf, 1998:81). Constructivist 

approaches regard the world as socially constructed, hence, even though states may be self-

interested, they continuously (re)define what that means, thereby changing their identities 

(Zehfuss, 2004:4). Fierke (2007:56) holds: “to construct something is an act which brings into 

being a subject or object that otherwise would not exist.” Constructivist approaches emphasise 

the reflexivity of society and the self, assuming that agents and structures are mutually 

constituted (Wendt, 1998 quoted in Hoyoon, 2019). For Constructivists, “notions of self and 

the environment shape interactions and are shaped by interactions. Thereby, social reality is 

created. Thus, the existing competitive international system could be reshaped” (Zehfuss, 

2004:12).  

Central to Constructivism is the notion of identity. As Hopf (1998:174) posits, identities are 

crucial in both domestic and international politics, as they guarantee some minimal levels of 

predictability and stability. Therefore, “durable expectations between states require 

intersubjective identities that are sufficiently stable to ensure predictable patterns of behaviour” 

(Hopf, 1998:174). Identities are highly significant in the global system, as their absence creates 

chaos and uncertainty, posing a greater danger than anarchy (Hopf, 1998). Identities shape how 

various actors perceive one another and their influence within the international system. Wendt 

(1992:397) contends that actors in the international system acquire “relatively stable, role-

specific understandings, and expectations about self-by participating in collective meanings.” 

Identities are a representation of an actor’s sense of who they are, which in turn cultivates their 

interests (Wendt, 1999:2). As argued by Berger (1996:111): “Identity, with its appropriate 
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attachments of psychological reality, is always identity within a specific, socially constructed 

world.” International politics is not fixed, as the identities of actors and their interests are 

constructed and reinforced through intersubjective practice (Wendt 1992, quoted in Zehfuss, 

2004). This debunks the traditional theorists’ view of the world as external to the analyst, a 

world out there to be discovered and described objectively (Mcdonald, 2008:62). While there 

is consensus between rationalists and Constructivists that behaviour changes, rationalists 

regard properties such as identity as external and prior to the process of international politics 

and argue that “it is an unchanging fact that the international realm is a self-help system” 

(Zehfuss, 2004:38). On the contrary, Constructivists argue that as the actions of a state change, 

so does the international system, therefore, the identities of actors are not given, but are 

developed and transformed in interactions (Zehfuss, 2004:38). Constructivists hold that an 

understanding the constitution of interests is critical in interpreting and understanding a variety 

of international events and phenomena that rationalist have either ignored or misunderstood. A 

case in point is that of the development of sanctions against apartheid South Africa as raised 

by Audie Klotz (1995b). He argued that sanctions against the apartheid regime cannot be fully 

understood without taking into consideration how the interests of the dominant powers, 

especially the US, evolved during the 1980s (Klotz, 1995b). Therefore, “choices are rigorously 

constrained by the webs of understanding of the practices, identities and interests of other actors 

that prevail in particular historical contexts” (Hopf, 1998:177). Thus, identity is crucial in the 

development of different security environments or cultures of anarchy. It relates to the 

intersubjective aspect of structures. The idea that both identity and behaviour are influenced by 

patterns of interaction helps debunk the “rationalists, such as game theorists’ argument that 

identities may change but only before interaction, beyond the remit of their analysis” (Wendt, 

1999:315-16). Thus, constructivists seek to show that identities are in flux and may change 

through interaction. 

While most of the traditional IR theories emphasise the material aspects of international 

politics, Constructivists are interested in social relations (Spencer, 2010:74). Constructivism 

views the world as constituted socially through intersubjective interaction (Macdonald, 

2008:59). It propagates that “the structures of human association are mainly determined by 

shared ideas rather than material forces, and that the identities and interests of purposive actors 

are constructed by these shared ideas rather than given by nature” (Wendt, 1999:2). As 

indicated earlier in the chapter, one fundamental principle of Constructivism is that actors give 
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meaning to objects and other actors, and hence, treat them based on that meaning (Wendt, 

1992:396). According to Wendt (1992:397), the collective meanings states give to objects and 

other actors constitute the structures that organise their actions, and they also acquire identities 

in such collective meanings. The concept of ‘identity’ is central to the Constructivists as it 

represents what states are in the international system.  

Equally central to Constructivism and the most important ideational dimension of world 

politics addressed by Constructivism is the role of norms (Mcdonald, 2008). Mcdonald 

(2008:63) defines norms as “shared expectations about appropriate or legitimate behaviour by 

actors with a particular identity. Most commonly, this is applied to dominant ideas about what 

constitutes appropriate behaviour for key members of international society: states.”  

Mainstream theorists, such as realists and liberals, have had their perceptions about norms. 

While realists view norms as lacking causal force, neoliberals contend that they shape certain 

issue areas, but still regard norms as a superstructure “that is built on a material base” (Checkel, 

1998:327).  Checkel (1998) posits that for liberals, norms perform a regulatory role, assisting 

actors with certain interests to maximise utility, and it is the agents (states) who create norms 

and institutions. In contrast, Constructivists view norms as “collective understandings that 

make behavioural claims on actors. Norms are no longer a superstructure on a material base; 

rather, they help to create and define that base” (Checkel, 1998:327-8).  

Constructivists’ focus has been on exploring how international norms develop and shape 

acceptable state behaviour. Macdonald (2008:63) uses the 2003 US invasion of Iraq to 

demonstrate how a narrow emphasis on the material capabilities of different actors, as 

advocated by mainstream IR theorists, offers a limited and potentially misleading interpretation 

of how dominant ideas and practices of security in world politics originate. In this case, as 

Mcdonald (2008:63) argues, “Constructivists would point to the role of both identity and norms 

in conditioning perceptions of the Saddam Hussein regime as a threat to global or regional 

security. For constructivists, expectations of appropriate behaviour mattered in the construction 

of threat in this case.” According to Mcdonald (2008:63), “this may be seen in the relatively 

consistent definition of Iraq as a pariah state, and in the invocation of Saddam Hussein’s 

specific violations of rules and norms regarding the use of chemical and biological weapons.” 

Unlike traditional theorists, as Macdonald (2008:63) further posits, Constructivists can 

highlight how interpretations of danger or threat are connected to both the politics of identity 
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and perceptions of the legitimacy of actors, shaped by shared norms. The case of the 

intervention in Iraq, as used by Macdonald, demonstrates that security is a social construction 

“in the sense that ‘threats’ are brought into being rather than meeting an abstract set of criteria 

about what counts as a security issue” (Macdonald, 2008:63).  

2.3. Construction of security in the context of terrorism 

As noted in the above discussion, Constructivists see security as socially constructed. Security 

is what states perceive it to be and is largely shaped through social interaction. Likewise, 

Constructivists view terrorism as a social construct, with the designation of terrorism being a 

crucial element. Constructivists argue that the structure of the international system is shaped 

by how actors perceive themselves and their interactions with one another. Karaffa (quoted in 

Karaffa 2015:68) asserts: “Terrorism is an objective reality and a subjective interpretation. The 

destruction that terrorism leaves behind is observable and quantifiable which is an objective 

reality, however what constitutes terrorism and who is a terrorist is a matter of subjective 

interpretation.”  

In the absence of a universally accepted definition of terrorism, the concept has been 

susceptible to misuse and manipulation by some governments. Jiadong (2003:78) points out 

that by applying this constructivist view to the analysis of terrorism, it can be argued that 

terrorism is a political tool that has been in use since time immemorial. Therefore, broadly, “it 

can include all politically motivated violations including those perpetrated by the state, groups, 

and individuals” (Jiadong, 2003:78). This perspective is shared by Butko (2009:191), who 

points out that these constructions of terrorism are made by states or non-state actors possessing 

the capabilities and resources necessary to produce and impose such terminology. He argues 

that “the danger presented by terrorist groups can be constructed as a general threat to the 

monopolistic and sovereign control of the state” (Butko, 2009:191). Thus, terrorism has 

generally been viewed as violating action by groups or individuals to oppose the government 

or society. As such, governments have been quick to designate such violating action as 

terrorism because the concept denotes ‘extremes’ that warrant violent state responses rather 

than a careful investigation of possible grievances and political responses to such. This has 

been the case in the African context, where governments have labelled poor socioeconomic 

and governance-driven conflicts as terrorism to avoid mitigating conflicts politically, thereby 

drawing international attention away from them. By labelling such conflicts as terrorism, the 
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crisis is elevated from ordinary politics into an emergency situation, where acceptable 

measures, mainly the usual (democratic) rules and regulations of policymaking, are often 

abandoned (Floyd, 2007) in favour of aggressive methods (mostly military), which can 

sometimes worsen the situation. 

To illustrate the subjective interpretation of terrorism and how Constructivism addresses its 

designation as a social construct, I draw on Weldes’s notions of articulation and interpellation. 

As Weldes (1996) posits, national interests are produced through social construction. Thus, the 

concept of national interest “can be used to mean whatever the user wishes and to its 

commonsensical appeal” (Smith quoted in Weldes, 1996:275). To explain this construction, 

Weldes (1996:284) suggests that the focus should not be on why a particular action was taken 

but on “how it was made possible, and indeed common-sensible, for the officials of the state 

to understand its national interest in one particular way, rather than in some other way.” 

Therefore, he examines the representations from which these national interests emanate. He 

posits that these representations are constructed in a social process with two analytically 

distinct dimensions: articulation and interpellation (Weldes, 1996:284). 

Weldes (1996) defines articulation as the process through which meaning is produced. It 

involves “the weaving of an ontological narrative or telling a ‘constitutive story’ to make sense 

of the world or events” (Latham quoted in Pretorius, 2008:108). As Pretorius (2008:108) 

contends, these stories use extant cultural ‘raw material’ as linguistic resources and lived 

experience. A case in point is that of the post-war US, where “these linguistic elements included 

nouns such as ‘terrorist’ and ‘puppets’, adjectives like ‘totalitarian’, expansionary’ and 

‘defensive’, metaphors like ‘the market’ or ‘dominos’ and analogies to ‘Munich’ or ‘Pearl 

Harbor’” (Weldes,1996:284). The articulation process enables the combination of existing 

linguistic resources to produce contingent and contextually specific representations of the 

world (Weldes, 1996). Pretorius (2008) notes that, “the story (or plot) that is imposed on a 

complex array of lived experience, for example, is selective and reductive. Rather than a true 

reflection, the narrative invokes from the range of experience only those that can be interpreted 

in support of a storyline.” This will be illustrated below by examining how Weldes (1996) 

outlines the US production of the ‘Cuban Missile Crisis.’ This orthodox construction of the 

‘Cuban missile crisis was facilitated, for example, by the identities that were constructed 

around the Soviet Union and the US since the 1940s (Pretorius, 2008). According to Weldes 
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(1996), the language of national interest provides the rules according to which these 

articulations are forged. In the context of terrorism, particularly following 9/11, the language 

of national interests, characterised by the GWoT, provided the rules according to which 

articulations are forged. In the post-9/11 era, linguistic elements and linguistic resources 

embedded within a culture include words such as ‘terrorism’ and ‘weapons of mass 

destruction,’ ‘Axis of evil’, ‘threats’ and labels such as ‘the designs of evil men’ and the ‘man-

made evil of international terrorism’ (Bhatia,2009). In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the 

process of articulation has allowed such extant linguistic resources to combine to produce 

representations of the world characterised by securitisation of issues, Islamophobia and politics 

of fear. 

Interpellation, on the other hand, refers to: “a dual process whereby identities or subject-

positions are created and concrete individuals are ‘hailed’ into (Althusser, 1971:174) or 

interpellated by them” (Weldes, 1996:287). Interpellation means that, first, specific identities 

are created when social relations are depicted. As Weldes further posits, different 

representations of the world entail different identities, which subsequently carry with them 

various ways of functioning in the world. These identities are situated within different power 

relations, resulting in different interests (Weldes, 1996:287). Second, as posited by Weldes, 

individuals come to identify with these subject positions and with the representations in which 

they emerge. Subsequently, these subject positions make sense to them, and the power relations 

and interests entailed in them are naturalised, making these representations appear 

commonsensical and reflecting “the way the world really is” (Weldes, 1996:287). In the context 

of a state’s national interests, Weldes (1996) explains that different subject positions are 

created, including those of other states and non-state actors, but the central subject position 

created in any representation of international relations or any discussion of ‘the national 

interests’ remains that of the relevant state.  A case in point is the US, where, within discussions 

of national interests, the United States occupies the central subject position.  

Weldes (1996:287) posits that due to the interpellation of these subject positions, “‘the US’ 

becomes the central subject of discussions of US foreign policy and interests- it, rather than, 

say, individual American citizens, is the primary object which the national interest is to secure.” 

However, at the same time, the US is not only an object to be protected but also the subject 

responsible for providing the protection (Weldes, 1996). Therefore, “the interests articulated 
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in the discussion of the US ‘national interests’ are interests of the subject ‘the United States’, 

and the warrants for action generated through these representations justify and legitimise 

actions taken by that subject in defence of its own interests” (Weldes, 1996:287). Furthermore, 

interpellation creates a sense of belonging as concrete individuals recognise themselves in these 

representations of the world (Eagleton quoted in Weldes, 1996). As noted by Anderson (quoted 

in Weldes, 1996:288), in the language of the national interests of a country, “the task of 

interpellation, of generating recognition and identification, is in part accomplished by 

representing the relevant state, ‘the US’ for instance, not only as a subject but as a subject 

which represents an ‘imagined’ national community.” As such, for most Americans, the subject 

position ‘the US’ at the centre of orthodox US representations of international politics fosters 

a sense of belonging to an American national community (Weldes, 1996:288). 

Weldes (1996:288) argues that, through these representations, facilitated by state officials’ use 

of ‘we’ to describe the policies and actions of the US state, individuals are interpellated into 

the language of the national interest as members of the imagined American community. In the 

US, the success of these interpellations is reflected in the widespread use of the term ‘we’ by 

citizens when discussing US state actions, and in the way Americans identify with the state's 

foreign policy, for example, asserting unselfconsciously that “We had to show the Communists 

that they couldn’t interfere in Vietnam” (Weldes, 1996:288). Therefore, interpellation helps 

explain why most Americans readily accept statements made by US government officials. 

Interpellation is made possible by various subject positions into which specific individuals can 

be interpellated, as reflected in representations of international affairs (Weldes, 1996). As such, 

most Americans, for instance, have accepted claims about the US national interest as 

commonsensical because they are interpellated into different familiar subject positions 

(Weldes, 1996). These familiar subject positions include comfortable identities such as the 

“‘freedom-loving democrat’ who opposes communism, the ‘concerned American patriot’ who 

believes that ‘we’ should protect Americans abroad, and the ‘civilised Westerner’ who is 

appalled by the excess of Middle Eastern terrorism” (Weldes, 1996:288). These identities help 

make sense of the claims entailed in the discussion of US national interest, for instance, “‘we’ 

Americans are ‘freedom-loving democrats’ and ‘civilised Westerners’, it makes sense that 

‘our’ US interventions abroad are designed to advance liberty and freedom, not to promote 

self-interest or tyranny” (Weldes, 1996:288-289). Weldes (1996) illustrates how articulations 

produce conventional representations that simultaneously interpellate subject positions and 
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create national interests by examining how the US defined its national interest during the 

‘Cuban Missile Crisis’.  

Weldes (1996:295) contends that while within the US, the ‘Cuban missile crisis’ was regarded 

as a self-evident threat posed by “the Soviet deployment of offensive, nuclear-capable missiles 

in Cuba, both this representation of the situation and the accompanying US national interest 

were social constructions”, which could have been constructed quite differently. Weldes 

(1996:295) argues: “the orthodox US understanding of the ‘Cuban missile crisis’ and the 

attendant US national interest hinged on the invocation and articulation of a variety of objects 

and quasi-casual arguments and on the attendant interpellation of many individuals, Americans 

and others, into the resulting representation.”4 According to Weldes (1996), the ‘Cuban missile 

crisis’ in particular was constructed out of articulations that defined the Soviet Union, the US, 

Latin America, the ‘Western hemisphere,’ Cuba, the Castro government, and ‘the Cuban 

people’ as particular kinds of objects. The binary processes of articulation and interpellation 

are crucial in constructing ‘the national interest’ because “through these processes visions of 

the international system- including descriptions of one’s own state, of other states and of 

threats- are created” (Weldes, 1996:289). This has been evident in the context of the GWoT, 

constructed out of articulations that define the US and its Western allies, Islamic State, Al-

Qaeda and any affiliated groups, as particular kinds of objects, with Islamophobia being 

dominant. The GWoT set a new trend in Western-centric security thinking and perception of 

terrorism. There has also been a shift in the US’s security discourse, characterised by a move 

from defence to prevention or from danger to risk, “thereby institutionalising a permanent state 

of exception” (Munster, 2004:141). As alluded to by Munster (2004), this shift in the US’s 

security politics declares the US as “the sovereign of the global order: they allow the United 

States to exempt itself from the (international) framework of law, while demanding compliance 

by others.”  

Another step in meaning-making that can enhance the understanding of threat creation, in this 

case, terrorism designation, is enaction. It occurs after interpellation, “when individuals have 

identified with subject positions dictated by the social relations scripted in a narrative and start 

 

4 For a detailed explanation of the US construction of national interest in the context of the ‘Cuban missile 
crisis’ see Weldes (1996, pp. 275-318). 
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to enact the role that corresponds with their sense of identity” (Pretorius, 2008:109). As 

Pretorius (2008) posits, this social activity reproduces the links between meaning and, in so 

doing, sustains the narrative. The narrative creates a structure that is “sustained by agency, and 

the agents are not only elites and officials that have power over opinion, but also ‘ordinary 

people’ that enact a narrative and in that way produce reality” (Pretorius, 2008:109). This was 

evident following the 9/11 attack and the subsequent activation of the GWoT, when the elite 

and media influenced the enactment of perceptions of threat. For instance, in the case of Iraq, 

as would be demonstrated below, President George W. Bush presented Iraq as an imminent 

threat to the US through the claim that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. In 2002, during 

one of his speeches in Cincinnati, he made a declaration that “Iraq possesses and produces 

chemical and biological weapons. It is seeking nuclear weapons. The Iraqi dictator must not be 

permitted to threaten America and the world with horrible poisons and diseases and gases and 

atomic weapons” (Marsi, 2023). Such statements resonated strongly with Americans who were 

still recovering from the shock of 9/11. The ‘othering of the other’ became prevalent during 

this period, with the Americans’ perceptions of Iraq enacted through the repetitive use of words 

such as ‘terrorism’ and ‘weapons of mass destruction,’ ‘Axis of evil’, ‘threats’ and labels such 

as ‘the designs of evil men’ and the ‘man-made evil of international terrorism’ (Bhatia, 2009). 

As such, the threat could only be eliminated through the invasion of Iraq.  

Enactment also refers to actions by others that follow the script. For example, the UK was 

interpellated by the WMD narrative and supported the war in Iraq. It produced the infamous 

‘Iraq dossier’. Prime Minister Tony Blair echoed similar sentiments to those of the US about 

Iraq being an imminent threat to global security when presenting the British intelligence 

dossier, where he affirmed that “Hussein could activate chemical and biological weapons 

within 45 minutes, including against his own Shia population”. An example of enactment is 

the intelligence matrix that was established in relation to Iraq following these claims. Melvyn 

Leffer, author of the book Confronting Saddam Hussein, interviewed by Al Jazeera, stated that 

“uncertainty was a defining factor in the months prior to the invasion” (Marsi, 2023). 

Therefore, “there was an overwhelming sense of threat. The intelligence community in the days 

and weeks after 9/11 developed what they called a ‘threat matrix’, a daily list of all incoming 

threats. This list of threats was presented to the president every single day” (Marsi, 2023). 
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Constructivists have studied terrorism with vigour, analysing various shades of interests and 

identities of state and non-state actors to make sense of their interaction (Krishnaswamy, 

2012:1). Constructivists such as Alexander Wendt argue that “anarchy is socially constructed 

by individual states, based on their ‘identities’ and how they create their own security 

dilemmas. A state’s construction of anarchy is based on how it sees ‘the self and the other’ 

through its shared cultural understanding that emanates from interactions” (Wendt 1992 quoted 

in Krishnaswamy, 2012:1). Although Wendt’s claim is mainly concerned with interstate 

interactions, the idea may be extended to state and non-state (e.g. ‘terrorist’) actors as well 

(Krishnaswamy, 2012). Thus, terrorism and counterterrorism are what states make of it 

(Krishnaswamy, 2012:2). This construction of terrorism and counterterrorism has become 

more prevalent following the 9/11 attack on the US by Al-Qaeda, which led the US to retaliate 

by activating the GWoT. The GWoT has since become a political project constructed to 

legitimise and normalise the institutional practices of counterterrorism (Jackson, 2005:147). 

Haspeslagh (2013:192) asserts that even though the designation of some armed groups as 

terrorist organisations pre-existed 9/11, the post-9/11 period saw the process intensify and was 

now embraced by multilateral institutions such as the European Union and the United Nations. 

Reese and Lewis (2007:777) argue that “the cultural construction and political rationale 

supporting this slogan represent a powerful organising principle that has become widely 

accepted framing, laying the groundwork for the invasion of Iraq.” Since then, power dynamics 

have presented themselves in international security with the sovereignty of other states 

compromised through unilateral intervention, as seen in the invasion of Iraq by the US, the 

invasion of Afghanistan by the US and its allies, and the establishment of US military bases in 

countries such as Kenya. 

In summary, the Constructivist approach challenges the prevailing notion of fixed definitions 

and the world as it exists, highlighting the socially constructed nature of terrorism labelling. 

The selective and politicised nature of the concept of terrorism creates a vacuum which enables 

the “social construction of terrorism, thereby designating others as terrorists and enemies” 

(Karaffa, 2015:68). 

2.4. Criticisms of Constructivism 

Constructivism has made a significant contribution to IR theory and the study of security. 

However, despite these valuable contributions to IR theory and the study of security, some 
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reservations have been raised about Constructivism, with competing theorists questioning its 

theoretical strength. Adler (1997:323) holds that, “unlike neorealism or neoliberalism, 

Constructivism in IR is not a substantive theory of politics per se.” Rather, as argued by Ruggie 

(1998:880), it is a theoretically informed approach to the study of IR. Realists have argued that 

Constructivism has tended to avoid “a focus on the power of politics of security and focused 

instead on the development of benign norms for managing interstate competition and 

institutionalising broader forms of political community” (Mcdonald, 2008:60). 

The weakness of Constructivism was further exposed by scholars such as Hopf (1998:189), 

who contends that Constructivism “does not specify the existence, let alone precise nature of 

its main causal/constitutive elements: identities, norms, values and social structure.” 

Furthermore, it has been unable to explain the formation of norms, how identities are shaped 

and the definition of interests (Jervis, 1998). Constructivism has been criticised for its view of 

change, with realists such as Mearsheimer (1995) pointing out that Constructivists failed to 

provide a well-defined argument as to why discourse rises and falls. As further argued by Jervis 

(1998:976): “Leaving aside the question of what evidence would bear on the claims being 

made, my point is that although constructivism says something about the processes at work in 

political life, it does not, by itself, tell us anything about the expected content of foreign policies 

or international relations.” As such, traditional theoretical approaches such as realism are 

regarded as more useful when crafting foreign policy strategies.   

Constructivism has also been criticised for its narrow focus, prioritising ideas and norms at the 

expense of material factors such as military power and economic interests, which may lead to 

an oversimplified understanding of complex global issues. Furthermore, constructivism has 

attracted criticism due to its selective bias regarding norms. Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) 

posit that one of the common criticisms of Constructivism by competing theories is its primary 

focus on ‘good’ norms, such as human rights, environmental protection, climate change, and 

women’s rights, among others. This bias toward good norms has resulted in the overlooking of 

other issues such as “xenophobic nationalism, racism, and the spread of homophobia and so 

forth, which have nonetheless become an important research theme of our time” (Hoyoon, 

2019:8). However, Constructivists have not been oblivious of this weakness, as such, they have 

begun to study the so-called bad norms such as those prescribing the targeting of cities with 

nuclear weapons (Farrell, 2002:58). Farrell (2002) posits that Constructivists have also realised 
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that the good norms have not led to good ethical consequences. This view is shared by Ward 

(2000), who contends: “The ban on assassination sometimes appears to make little sense in 

moral terms, given that the alternative is often either large-scale use of force or crippling 

economic sanctions, with grievous effects upon large numbers of innocent people but only 

minor effects on the offending despots themselves.” 

Despite the criticisms, Constructivism remains an important theoretical approach to help 

answer the research question in this study, which examines the factors that led to the political 

violence being labelled terrorism and the implications of that label on conflict management. 

By focusing on ideas and norms, constructivism helps to explain how states come to accept 

certain values as legitimate in the international system. Constructivism also emphasises the 

importance of discourse in the social construction of the world we live in. Language is regarded 

as playing a crucial role in generating meaning and shaping collective identity, as will be seen 

in the next section on securitisation. Constructivists have also avoided the question of how 

security works and how the construction of security might be studied, but “the Copenhagen 

School has attempted to develop a more coherent theory for the study of security” (Mcdonald, 

2008:67). Thus, the choice to employ the securitisation theory is to help minimise the 

limitations of constructivism in this study.   

2.5. Securitisation theory 

Security Studies evolved towards the end of the Cold War, firstly through sectors beyond the 

military and political being incorporated into its scope. In this respect, Barry Buzan is credited 

with initiating the broadening of security as a concept to encompass other sectors, such as 

economic security, food security, and community security, among others. Secondly, 

securitisation theory was another important analytical innovation informed by Constructivism. 

The theory was formulated by the Copenhagen School of Security Studies as an analytical 

framework to describe elite/state-centred securitisation of issues. The Copenhagen School was 

established by a small group of scholars previously based at the Copenhagen Peace Research 

Institute (COPRI) in Denmark, namely Ole Wæver, Barry Buzan and Jaap de Wilde (Stritzel, 

2014). Securitisation refers to how agents transform political issues into matters of security, 

thereby facilitating the adoption and implementation of emergency action to resolve the matter. 

As alluded to by the Copenhagen School, “Security is the move that takes politics beyond the 

established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind of politics or as above 
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politics. Securitisation can thus be seen as a more extreme version of politicisation” (Buzan et 

al, 1998:23). As such, securitisation demonstrate that national security policy is not a natural 

given but is carefully constructed by politicians and other decision-makers who articulate 

political issues as problems by labelling them as ‘dangerous, ‘menacing’, ‘threatening’, or 

‘alarming’ (Eroukhmanoff, 2017:104). Eroukhmanoff (2017:104) illustrates this view using 

the example of labelling immigration a ‘threat to national security’, which elevates immigration 

from a low-priority political concern to a high-priority issue requiring immediate action, such 

as tightening border security. Thus, the analysis of securitisation, therefore, focuses on three 

components: existential threats, emergency action, and effects on inter-unit relations by the 

breaking of rules (Buzan et al., 1998:26).  

2.5.1. Securitisation as a Speech Act 

Securitisation theory conceptualises the process of securitisation as an act that is not limited to 

merely describing reality, but constitutes it. By describing reality, humans interact with it and 

perform actions that influence their perception (Eroukhmanoff, 2017). Williams (2003) posits 

that in securitisation theory, “security is treated not as an objective condition but as the outcome 

of a specific social process: the social construction of security issues (who or what is being 

secured, and from what) is analysed by examining the ‘securitising speech-acts’ through which 

threats become represented and recognised. Issues become 'securitised,' treated as security 

issues, through these speech-acts which do not simply describe an existing security situation 

but bring it into being as a security situation by successfully representing it as such.” However, 

a successful securitisation involves the articulation of threat “only from a specific place, in an 

institutional voice, by elites” (Wæver, 1995:57). Such articulations of threat come in the form 

of speech acts (Mcdonald, 2008:69), and the status of the threat articulator is of great 

significance. However, these securitising agents are not limited to politicians but may include 

security professionals such as customs officials, the police, the military, intelligence 

organisations, customs and immigration services, who play a significant role in defining the 

security landscape (Eroukhmanoff, 2017:108). Eroukhmanoff (2017) explains that these agents 

operate within a field of security characterised by competition over the ‘right’ knowledge of 

the threat and the ‘right’ solution. She also notes that other functional actors can influence the 

dynamics of the security field without the power to escalate an issue above politics 

(Eroukhmanoff, 2017). These functional actors are of great importance as they “help frame 

storylines about the existentially threatening nature of the issue, often creating divides between 
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‘us’ and ‘them’- and often implicated in ‘othering’ processes” (Eroukhmanoff, 2017:108). 

Eroukhmanoff (2017) points out that such actors include academia, media, think tanks, and 

nongovernmental organisations, as well as individuals who share stories with friends, 

colleagues, and family. 

Buzan et al. (1998:26) argue that “the process of securitisation is what in language theory is 

called a speech act. It is not interesting as a sign referring to something more real; it is the 

utterance itself that is the act.” They point out that merely saying the words accomplishes 

something, such as giving a promise or naming a ship (Buzan et al., 1998). Glover (2011) 

argues that the “meaning of security exists within the discourse of security, which identifies a 

threat and calls for emergency measures.” Associated with securitisation theory is “the notion 

of societal security, which invokes community and identity as key analytical tenets” (Glover, 

2011). Securitisation refers to the presentation of community identity being threatened by 

dynamics such as population movement and, in the case of this study, ‘terrorism’ (Williams 

2003, quoted in Glover 2011). As posited by Stritzel (2014, 14): “The emphasis on threat and 

societal identity- its sense of we ness-reflects the Copenhagen School’s focus on a particular 

type of speech act and thus a specific security-one which understands the politics of enmity. 

The essence of security in this understanding is the existential threats and the production of the 

‘other’ as a political enemy.” Thus, the speech act is a security act, and securitisation depends 

on a specific rhetorical structure that identifies threats, proposes emergency action, and effects 

inter-unit relations by breaking free of rules (Williams 2003 quoted in Glover, 2011). Further 

drawing on Williams, Glover (2011) argues that “the success of the securitising speech act 

depends on an adherence to the internal linguistic rules of the act and the legitimate 

positionality of the actor uttering the act,” and acceptance by a relevant audience. Buzan et al. 

(1998) note that merely speaking about security does not guarantee success. The success of the 

securitisation move is determined by the audience of the speech act, who must accept that 

something is an existential threat to a shared value (Buzan et al., 1998 quoted in Glover, 2011). 

Thus, to be able to “convince an audience to take extraordinary measures, the securitising actor 

must draw attention and often exaggerate the urgency and level of the threat, communicate a 

point of no return, i.e. if we do not tackle this problem, everything else will be irrelevant”, and 

offer a solution which is often framed militarily (Eroukhmanoff, 2017:104).  
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This was reflected in the rhetorical justification for the military invasion of Iraq by the George 

W. Bush regime following the 9/11 attacks on the US, where it accused Iraq of possessing 

Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs) and harbouring terrorists. Bhatia (2009:281) suggests 

that during this period, terrorism had to a greater extent become illusively synonymous with 

WMDs. This view is shared by Fairclough (quoted in Bhatia 2009:281), who notes: “One 

important shift in the would-be hegemonic discourse in the period since September 11 is the 

constitution of a relation of equivalence between ‘terrorism’ and ‘weapons of mass destruction’ 

as co-members of the class of ‘threats’”. However, even though many countries had nuclear 

weapons, it was only when they were owned and produced by nations on George Bush’s ‘axis 

of evil’ that they were considered WMDs, perpetuators of terrorism (Bhatia, 2009). Hence, in 

his subsequent speeches, Bush used labels such as ‘the designs of evil men’ and the ‘man-made 

evil of international terrorism’, which leads to the interpretation that terrorism is being 

upgraded to an international level threat to lure allies and support in the GWoT (Bhatia, 

2009:282). Bhatia (2009:282) further contends that by labelling Saddam Hussein ‘evil’, the US 

gave an “emotional and frightening depiction of a brutal leader who could use such weapons 

for blackmail, terror, and mass murder.” 

The Iraq issue was elevated to an international crisis that required immediate action, and 

indeed, the US, with the support of Britain, Australia, Denmark and Poland against the 

objections of the UN, invaded Iraq on 19 March 2003. It could be argued that the issue was, to 

a greater extent, securitised as all three aspects of a successful securitisation are evident in this 

case. The first step in the identification of an existential threat is the US’s unfounded claim of 

WMD in Iraq and the harbouring of terrorists. Given that the US had recently suffered a 

devastating attack on 9/11, and had subsequently activated the ‘War on Terror’ as a defence 

mechanism, it managed to convince its allies (Elving, 2023)  (audience) about the urgency and 

threatening nature of the matter (second stage of securitisation) and they broke international 

law and the principles of the UN Charter by invading Iraq without the authorisation of the 

UNSC (third stage of securitisation- effects on inter-unit relations by breaking free of rules 

(Buzan et al.,1998)). However, the fact that the UN did not authorise the invasion and it was 

contested by some of the US Congress (Elving, 2023), it can be concluded that there was partial 

securitisation in the Iraq case. The invasion also had a dire impact on that state as it led to the 

destabilisation of the country and created fertile ground for the emergence of various armed 
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groups5, which have been labelled terrorists by the US and its allies. Rogers (2011:19) points 

out that the three-week invasion of Iraq, meant “to terminate the Saddam Hussein regime 

evolved into a bitter and complex seven-year war involving sustained opposition to coalition 

forces, protracted inter-communal violence and the emergence of groups affiliated with the al-

Qaeda movement.” This sentiment is shared by Schmidt (2021), who points out that the al-

Qaeda-affiliated group was later transformed by its leaders into the Islamic State in Iraq. Thus, 

instead of rooting out 'terrorism' and promoting stability and democracy in the target states, the 

US-led Global War on Terror has created a conducive environment for violence to prosper and 

contributed to the destabilisation of those countries. To date, there has not been a solution to 

the political instability that resulted from the US invasion of Iraq.  

As revealed in the above example, securitisation may have dire implications in some instances 

as it “changes the way everyday politics is conceived and limits the time for discussion and 

debates which may be counterproductive if they paralyse action” (Bigo, 2008:126). In the case 

of Iraq, securitisation theory does not debunk the existence of WMD, but it questions the 

processes by which Iraq under Saddam Hussein came to be perceived as a threat to the US and 

global security. The use of securitisation theory reveals that the politics of terrorism and 

counterterrorism are concerned with “threat magnification and that the violence caused by 

attacks is out of proportion to the number of deaths it is responsible for” (Eroukhmanoff, 

2017:109). To illustrate this argument, Eroukhmanoff (2017:109) points out how the victims 

of ‘terrorist’ attacks in Western Europe were higher in the 1970s and 1980s due to violence 

perpetrated by movements such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) than those currently 

perpetrated by ‘Islamic terrorists.’ Yet, leaders of European countries claim that the world has 

never experienced such ‘barbarity’, ‘horror’ and ‘atrocity’ (Eroukhmanoff, 2017:109). 

According to Eroukhmanoff (2017:109): “This threat magnification demonstrates the 

exceptionality of the threat, which, in turn, requires urgent and extraordinary responses. 

Thinking of terrorism in this way is not only detrimental to the deliberative process but also 

limits our understanding of terrorism more generally.” 

 

5 This is another indicator of successful securitisation as repression by authorities tends to radicalise 
social movements that tend to justify their violence as self-defence.  
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The securitisation process can also have a negative impact as it “reframes the options for a 

solution by moving the scope towards quick and coercive options, often police and military 

options, and by delegitimising long-term solutions and negotiations” (Bigo, 2008:126). As 

such, Buzan et al (1998:29) contend, “security should be seen as a negative, as a failure to deal 

with issues of normal politics.” Therefore, in most cases, desecuritisation is the recommended 

approach that can facilitate a return to normal life (Bigo, 2008:126). In Buzan et al.’s words, 

desecuritisation “would therefore bring issues back to the haggling of normal politics” (Buzan 

et al, 1998:29). Although there is no consensus on desecuritisation among scholars, some 

securitisation theorists such as Floyd (2007) and Bourbeau and Vuori (2015) argue in favour 

of it. Floyd (2007) posits that desecuritisation is a positive step that policymakers should strive 

towards. Wæver (quoted in Bourbeau and Vuori, 2015:186) expressed the same sentiment, 

contending that desecuritisation can be achieved through options such as avoiding “talking 

about issues in terms of security, by keeping responses to securitised issues in forms that do 

not create security dilemmas or other vicious spirals, and by moving security issues back to 

normal politics.” Although security policies may aim at desecuritisation, the process of 

desecuritisation can also occur independently of the actions of the securitising or desecuritising 

actors (Bourbeau and Vuori, 2015). As de Wilde (quoted in Bourbeau and Vuori, 2015) posits, 

this actor-independent desecuritisation occurs because the problem may be resolved, 

discourses may change due to a loss of interest or audiences, and the loss of the original referent 

object.  

However, desecuritisation is not a straightforward process as it can occur alongside 

securitisation. It is generally a process that follows securitisation, but “this conceptualisation 

is in fact very frequently empirically falsified and, instead, desecuritising moves come with 

securitising moves” (Austin and Beaulieu-Brossard, 2017:2). Hence, scholars such as Rita 

Floyd and Claudia Aradau (quoted in Hansen, 2012) argue that there is still further research to 

be done on desecuritisation. They maintain that the concept is “largely under-theorised and 

open to interpretation,’ and is undermined analytically or politically by insufficient attention to 

politics in the theory of securitisation” (Austin and Beaulieu-Brossard, 2017:2).  

Despite the weaknesses mentioned above of desecuritisation, the concept is crucial for this 

study, which examines the impact of the designation of the terrorism label on the political 

violence perpetrated by the armed group in Cabo Delgado. Desecuritisation should be explored 
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in this case to return the region to normal life and issues back to the ‘haggling of normal 

politics.’ But to what extent will this desecuritisation be made possible or successful in the case 

of Cabo Delgado?   

2.5.2. Criticisms of securitisation theory 

Securitisation theory has faced criticism. One of the criticisms levelled against the theory is 

that it is biased in favour of the states, as elites or politicians can use their position of authority 

to claim to represent the state, garner public support and impose emergency measures 

(Mcdonald, 2008:69). Wæver (quoted in Mcdonald, 2008:69) argues: “This is less a normative 

choice for the Copenhagen School- a belief in which the study of security should be focused-

than an analytical one based on the commitment to the idea that ‘at the heart of the (security) 

concept we still find something to do with defence and state.” However, as Mcdonald (2008) 

notes, advocates of the theory have defended it, arguing that nothing in the securitisation 

framework prevents it from being applied to groups other than states. 

Scholars such as Roe (2012) have suggested categorising arguments against the securitisation 

of issues into those concerning process and those concerning outcome. Roe holds that 

arguments about process focused mostly on the proper functioning of democracy, where 

“judgement has centred on the argument that the panic politics of securitisation disrupts, if not 

destroys completely, the openness and accountability that defines the legislative role in the 

liberal democratic context” (Roe, 2012:250-1). On the other hand, as posited by Roe (2012), 

arguments about the outcome manifest in two forms, namely, definition by consequentialist 

ethics and a deontological approach. In definition by consequentialist ethics, judgements over 

positive/negative consequences are based on the efficacy of the securitising actor’s choice of 

either a politicised (desecuritised) or a securitised mode of politics (Roe, 2012). Roe posits that 

the other form is marked by a deontological approach, where “value judgements are predicated 

less on the relative effects of security and more on the very quality of security as a political 

mode” (Roe, 2012:251). In terms of process, Pretorius and Anciano (2023:53) quote 

Huysmans, who argues that: “exceptionalism puts representation under pressure by speeding 

up decisions… Calls for speed not only question the viability of deliberation and a contest of 

opinion; they also support strengthening executive-centred government and suppress dissent.”  

As for outcomes, Pretorius and Anciano (2023) argue that despite the urgent attention and 

mobilisation of resources that can be had by securitising an issue, it does not guarantee better 
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outcomes than if the matter were dealt with through politicisation. They posit that national 

security logic often favours short-term strategising to address threats quickly, allowing a return 

to ‘normal’, but some issues, such as environmental concerns or the HIV epidemic, may require 

longer-term policy horizons and behavioural change (Pretorius and Anciano, 2023:251). 

Securitisation theory has also been criticised for its Eurocentricity. According to Mcdonald 

(2008), the Copenhagen School defined “security in opposition to a conception of politicisation 

or normal politics that is defined by the rule of law, open political deliberation, and is ultimately 

suggestive of a Western liberal democratic state.” As such, the framework's applicability 

becomes problematic, especially in non-democracies where the political and security realms 

overlap (Nyman & Zeng, 2016). This sentiment is expressed by Howell and Richter-Montpetit 

(2019:1), who contend that securitisation theory is not only structured by Eurocentricism but 

by “civilizationism, methodological whiteness, and antiblack racism.” They assert that classic 

securitisation theory advances a conceptualisation of ‘normal politics’ as a reasoned, civilised 

dialogue, and of securitisation as a potential regression into a racially coded, uncivilised ‘state 

of nature’ (Howell and Richter-Montpetit, 2019). Securitisation theory justifies this through “a 

civilisationist history of the world that privileges Europe as the apex of civilized 

‘desecuritization’, sanitizing its violent (settler-) colonial projects and the racial violence of 

normal liberal politics” (Howell and Richter-Montpetit, 2019:1). Thus, with Europe 

exonerated, formerly colonised regions such as Africa are perceived as a threat to Europe, as 

securitisation theory seeks to protect Western ‘progress’ and normal politics from excessive 

securitisation and a potential fall into primal anarchy (Howell and Richter-Montpetit, 2019). 

As such, scholars such as Pretorius and Anciano (2023:54) suggest that, even though Weaver 

and Buzan (2020) have written an extensive response to this criticism that securitisation is 

racist, the theory should be applied reflectively to an African case study.  

Some scholars, such as Stritzel (2014) and Mcdonald (2008), have argued that the Copenhagen 

School has left so many unanswered questions. Stritzel (2014:12) in particular argues that the 

Copenhagen School “has so far provided only hints on how to study securitisation. This has 

led to very diverse applications, interpretations, misrepresentations, modifications and critique 

in recent years.” However, despite numerous criticisms levelled against the concept, 

securitisation opened a theoretical space that can provide a solid foundation and basic 
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framework for reflections on the evolution of threats and processes of discursive transformation 

(Stritzel, 2014).  

In the context of Mozambique, securitisation through speech acts has been crucial in justifying 

military action against those seen as responsible for violence – or ‘terrorists.’ Such a label tends 

to influence public perception, thereby helping relevant actors garner the support needed for 

retaliatory measures.   

2.6. Conclusion 

The chapter discussed the theoretical framework guiding this study. The study is grounded in 

Constructivism and securitisation theory, which uses Constructivism as a basis for 

understanding how perceptions and threats are created and can be applied to study the 

securitisation of violence. This makes the theory a suitable theoretical lens to examine the 

confluence of factors that made the terrorism label possible in the case of Cabo Delgado. The 

chapter argued that by focusing on the role of ideational factors and the social construction of 

world politics, Constructivism presents a broader social theory that informs how the study of 

security may be approached. Constructivism is an appropriate approach to help respond to the 

research questions in this study, which go beyond the obvious and challenge the terrorism 

framing of political violence, as well as the implications of that framing on the responses of 

various actors, particularly states.  

The chapter revealed that securitisation, in particular, can have serious implications, as it 

influences perceptions of everyday politics and alters the range of solutions by shifting the 

focus towards quick and coercive measures, such as military intervention. Consequently, the 

Copenhagen School regards securitisation as highly problematic because it dismisses normal 

political processes and suggests that, in most cases, de-securitisation is the best approach to 

restore normalcy. For this study, securitisation theory provides a useful lens for analysing how 

violence is securitised when the terrorism label is applied, and the responses it enables, such as 

deploying the regional force, SAMIM, and Rwandan forces to assist the Mozambican 

government in eliminating perceived security threats. Additionally, it highlights which tools 

might be excluded in responding to violence and considers the potential for de-securitisation 

to enable the region’s return to what Buzan et al. (1998:29) describe as the “haggling of normal 

politics”. The chapter also notes that although Constructivism and securitisation have 
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significantly contributed to the study of security and international relations, they have also 

faced criticism. Nevertheless, despite these critiques, both theories provide an important 

framework for addressing the research questions in this study. The next chapter will critically 

examine the concept of terrorism, providing an overview of its various definitions and 

illustrating how it has historically been interpreted differently depending on the context in 

which it was used.  
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Chapter 3: Conceptualising terrorism 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter critically analyses the concept of terrorism, providing an overview of how it has 

been defined and applied historically to mean different things depending on the context. The 

chapter, therefore, focuses on the following sub-questions of the study: (i) How have critical 

scholars made sense of the applications of the term terrorism? and (ii) How has the label of 

terrorism been used historically to convey meaning and with what consequences? Historical 

knowledge of the conceptual treatment of terrorism puts contemporary usage of the term in its 

proper context. This chapter will outline definitions that have been suggested by different 

scholars and institutions, such as the United Nations and government agencies of powerful 

states, for example, the United States. Furthermore, it will focus on the definitional challenges 

and the implications of the failure to generate a universally accepted definition of terrorism. 

3.2. The concept of terrorism and definitional challenges  

Terrorism is an old phenomenon that has been used as a means of struggle by many societies 

throughout history. A case in point is that of the Jewish zealots who systemically waged attacks 

on the Roman Empire and attempted to drive out the Greek political figures and religious 

leaders in 40 to 70 AD (Sitoe, 2023:3). In the Middle Ages, as the concept evolved, it became 

associated with individuals, one of the most prominent being Genghis Khan, an early 13th-

century military leader known for ruthlessness in destroying enemy tribes in what is now 

Mongolia (Forst, 2008:44). Although he has been praised for establishing order in his 

homeland, “he developed considerable notoriety for ravaging conquered enemies– first in 

China and then at fronts to the west. By the time of his death in 1227, his empire extended to 

Persia, Baghdad, Afghanistan, and much of Eastern Europe” (Forst, 2008:44). Modern 

terrorism, as we know it, is rooted in the 18th-century French Revolution, where it was used to 

refer to the use of terror by the revolutionary government against citizens. The Reign of Terror, 

led by the French lawyer and statesman Maximilien Robespierre, was partly caused by a rivalry 

between leading political parties in France, the Girondins and the Jacobins (McKelvie, 2021).  

As McKelvie (2021) notes, the Reign of Terror was characterised by the arrest and execution 

of thousands of people between September 1793 and July 1794. Over the years, the concept 

has evolved, and today, it generally refers to “individual acts of violence separated from a war 
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or civil war context but carried out for certain political ends” (Halliday, 1987:141). In Europe, 

in particular, the shift from ‘state terrorism’ to ‘terrorism’ by individuals was pioneered by 

anarchists, driven by socialist agendas in the mid-nineteenth century. Although they emerged 

peacefully in France in 1809, led by Pierre Joseph Proudhon, they soon evolved into a 

revolutionary movement and began engaging in violent activities, including attacks on factories 

and, at times, police and security forces in Germany, France and Austria (Forst, 2008:44). Forst 

(2008) notes that, besides Proudhon, other prominent figures in the anarchist movement include 

Karl Heinzen (1809–80) in Germany, Mikhail Bakunin (1814–76) in Russia, and, perhaps most 

significantly, Karl Marx (1818–83). Although the movement failed to garner popular support 

from mainstream European populations, who disapproved of the violent tactics, its influence 

spread to the US, leading to the assassination of President William McKinley in 1901 (Forst, 

2008:44). 

The definition of terrorism has been highly contested, making it challenging to establish a 

universally accepted definition. The desire to generate a universally accepted definition is 

rooted in the interests of various stakeholders in the international system. Richards (2014:213-

14) posits that, from a policymaking perspective, the desire for a universally accepted definition 

was concerned with forging global collaboration in the fight against terrorism. For academics, 

however, it was driven by the advancement of theoretical understanding of the phenomenon. 

Therefore, the challenge of formulating a universally accepted definition of terrorism lies in 

the “subjective application (or non-application) according to where one’s interest lie” 

(Richards, 2014:114). As a result, a lack of consensus on what terrorism really is has led to the 

generation of numerous definitions, both legal and academic (Erlenbusch, 2014:470).  

In passing Resolution 1566 in 2004, the UN Security Council, for example, defined terrorism 

as “criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or bodily 

injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general public 

or a group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a population or compel a government or 

an international organisation to do or to abstain from doing any act” (UNSC, 2004 quoted in 

Sibanda, 2020:4).  Scholars such as Chukwurah, Okechukwu, and Nmire (2015:371), in turn, 

view terrorism as “a deliberate and systematic use of violence to destroy, kill, maim and 

intimidate the innocent to draw national/international attention or make demands which 

ordinarily may be impossible or difficult to achieve under normal political negotiation or on 
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the battlefield against a government army.” Different governments have also coined their own 

definitions of terrorism; however, the severity of definitional challenges is particularly evident 

in the US, where various government agencies with counterterrorism missions employ different 

definitions. Schmid (2004:377) outlines these definitions based on the findings of the 

Subcommittee on Terrorism of the United States House of Representatives. For instance, the 

United States House of Representatives Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence uses this 

definition: “Terrorism is the illegitimate, premeditated violence or threat of violence by 

subnational groups against persons or property with the intent to coerce a government by 

instilling fear amongst the populace” (Schmid, 2004:377). For the State Department, on the 

other hand, “[t]errorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against 

noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to 

influence an audience” (Schmid, 2004:377). Even though these definitions differ, the common 

denominator in them is the violence perpetrated against innocent civilians to create fear to 

compel the elite to do or abstain from doing something. This is but a few definitions of terrorism 

in a long list.  

The concept of terrorism has been evolving over the years. This evolution aligns with the 

constructivist perspective that terrorism lies in the eyes of the beholder. This study, grounded 

in the Constructivist perspective, does not regard terrorism as a physical fact but as “a social 

construction through human interaction” (Spencer, 2012:2). As Richards (2014:213) contends: 

“Often used as a pejorative label, a common and formidable obstacle to an agreed definition 

has been its subjective application (or non-application) according to where one's interest lie 

[sic], and this has obfuscated a more dispassionate and analytical approach.”  Thus, terrorism 

is understood or intuitively defined through certain acts committed by individuals perceived as 

‘terrorists’ (Jackson, 2016:5). As Spenser (2012) posits, the Constructivist perspective does not 

dispute that terrorism involves real people conducting real actions, but the meaning and 

significance given to ‘these people’ and their actions is a matter of interpretation. Weinberg 

(2005:3) defines terrorism as “a deliberate creation and exploitation of fear through violence 

or threat of violence in the pursuit of political change.”  In this sense, terrorism transforms the 

victims of injustice into perpetrators (Okoye, 2017:37). Okoye (2017) further posits that 

terrorism depends on labelling, who is labelling what and by whom. From a government’s 

perspective, for example, the non-governmental perpetrators of violent acts intended to effect 
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political change may be regarded as ‘terrorists’, while supporters see them as ‘freedom 

fighters.’ 

Jackson (2004:5) posits that the “ambiguity of the term has led to its application to cases 

previously described as hijackings, bombings, assassinations, kidnappings and sabotage.”  

Thus, as Rapin (2011:163) holds, the term terrorism has been extensively applied in cases of 

violence as long as it involves civilians. Even though the term terrorism was already commonly 

used in numerous contexts “to become almost meaningless” prior to the 9/11 attacks, the 9/11 

events triggered carelessness in the employment of the term in public and political discourse 

(Richards, 2014:214). Thus, as already alluded to above, the failure to generate an uncontested 

definition of the term terrorism has exposed the term to abuse by various actors who have 

conveniently defined it to serve their interests (Richards, 2014:214). As Saul (2006:3) 

commented: “The more confused a concept, the more it lends itself to opportunistic 

appropriation.” Such appropriation may hinder an adequate understanding and responses to 

violent acts committed for political purposes. 

3.3. Contextual application of the term terrorism  

This section examines the application of the term 'terrorism' in selected historical examples, 

illustrating how its meaning varies across contexts.  The application of the term has ranged 

from the ‘freedom fighters’ during liberation wars across the globe, “protesters in Thailand, 

Tunisia and Libya, to the Israeli attack on a flotilla of ships attempting to break the Israeli 

blockade of Gaza, to the US invasion of Iraq and the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, to the U.S. 

drone attacks in Pakistan, to Western and North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) 

airstrikes against Libya, to Syrian rebels attempting to overthrow the Assad regime, and to 

Wikileaks founder Julian Assange who was described by U.S. Senator Mitch McConnell as a 

‘high-tech terrorist’” (Richards, 2014: 214).  

In Northern Ireland during the period of political violence (1969-1998), the contradiction in 

the use of the term terrorism to describe the violence perpetrated by the Provisional Irish 

Republican Army (Provisional IRA or PIRA) could not be ignored. The PIRA was a movement 

aimed at liberating Northern Ireland from British control. The British were quick to label 

‘terrorists’ the organisation seeking to establish a united Ireland through violence (Rogers, 

2008:174-75). On the contrary, as Rogers posits, to the supporters of Irish unity in both 
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Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, the IRA was celebrated and perceived as a 

liberation movement seeking to liberate Northern Ireland from British control. However, when 

the peace process in the country became fruitful in the period between 1997 and 2007, the same 

individuals associated with the IRA,6 labelled ‘terrorist’ were incorporated in a power-sharing 

arrangement (Rogers, 2008:175). This is evidence that the label plays a particular role and that, 

at the government’s application, the term can be renegotiated as contexts change. As Richards 

(2014:214) posits: “Whether or not any of these should be classified as terrorism (or terrorists) 

the point is that the label is all too often used without any real rigor as to what terrorism is and 

what its parameters are.” Moreover, the use of the term or designation of groups as “terrorists” 

reflects power relations as would be demonstrated later in the study.  

3.3.1. The African Context Pre-9/11 

In Africa, the use of the terrorism label dates to the colonial era, where the colonial regimes 

used it to serve a functional role to delegitimise the “liberation struggle movements”. Halkides 

(1995:255) notes that “in nations such as Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia, groups and 

regimes supported by the U.S. have generally been treated as freedom fighters while anti-

imperialist forces have been called terrorists.” Similarly, as he further posits, in Southern 

Africa, the apartheid regime, despite its violence against black Africans, was not labelled 

‘terrorists’, yet movements fighting against the apartheid system and other liberation 

movements in the whole region were treated as terrorists (Halkides, 1995).  It is only relatively 

recently that the West’s perception of “terrorism” in Africa shifted focus to Islamist jihadism 

following attacks on the US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, killing 

over 200 people (Vines and Wallace, 2021). This section examines two historical cases in the 

African context in which the term terrorism was applied for a functional purpose: the 

Zimbabwean liberation struggle and the ANC in South Africa.  

In the case of Zimbabwe, the Rhodesian government and its allies called the conflict a ‘Terrorist 

War’ to dehumanise the liberation movements that were fighting oppression in that country. 

According to Crowther (1995), ‘Terrorist War’ refers to the “use of violence for political aims.” 

 

6 It is important to note that despite these developments, Britain has not formally removed the group from 
its list of designated terrorist organisations. 
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Godwin and Hancock (1993:11) give a Rhodesian perspective of the application of the terror 

label, pointing out that the view of Rhodesians was that “terrorists were communists, 

malcontents, and murdering thugs-the Godless embodiment of evil-who made cowardly attacks 

on defenceless tribesmen and farmers’ families, ran away from the security forces, and were 

interested only personal power or in advancing the cause of Soviet or Chinese communism.” 

This label portrayed the violence of these groups as senseless and with no clear goals or moral 

values (Pfukwa, 2007:16). Dzimbanhete (2017) debunks the narrative, labelling it a product of 

propaganda peddled by the Rhodesian government to alienate the ‘freedom fighters’, and this 

propaganda became pervasive to the extent of permeating the different versions of Zimbabwe’s 

decolonisation process.  

The Ministry of Information, Immigration and Tourism of the Rhodesian government 

disseminated propaganda in a booklet called Anatomy of Terror, which catalogued incidents of 

the alleged murder of rural peasants by the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army 

(ZANLA) fighters (Dzimbanhete, 2017:297). According to Dzimbanhete (2017:297), the 

documentation titled ‘A chronological sequence of terror’ listed alleged terrorist atrocities daily 

and displayed grisly pictures of villagers who were victims of ZANLA’s ‘terrorism’. Although 

the Rhodesian Ministry of Information went as far as accusing the armed group of rape and 

sexual exploitation of rural women during the liberation war, Dzimbanhete (2017) disputes this 

claim, arguing that the ZANLA forces avoided such atrocities so as not to be alienated from 

the rural populace, who supplied them with clothing, food, and information about Rhodesian 

security forces. The ‘freedom fighters’ made it clear to the rural populace that they were 

fighting to free them from the injustices of the colonial masters and sought their cooperation. 

As stated in a ZANLA training document, “the principal objective of our revolution is the 

seizure of power by means of destruction of the racist political-military machine and its 

replacement by the people in arms in order to change the existing economic and social order” 

(Moorcraft and McLaughlin, 2010:75). Just like in some cases where the terrorism label has 

been applied, the international community was divided over the designation of the ‘freedom 

fighters’ as terrorist. While the Rhodesian government won the support of its colonial peers in 

South Africa (the apartheid regime and Portuguese in Mozambique), it faced a backlash from 

Britain and the United Nations, which resulted in sanctions. 
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In a similar vein, the prominent leader of the ANC, Mandela, is another classic case of 

showcasing the instrumentalisation of the terrorism label in Africa. Once branded a terrorist in 

the 1980s by Western leaders such as Regan and Thatcher, and Dick Cheney for the violent 

activities of his movement, Nelson Mandela in the twenty-first century is celebrated as an 

iconic figure of modern times (Boehmer, 2005). Although Presidents Carter and Reagan and 

the US Congress had all imposed sanctions on the white minority government of South Africa 

due to its policy of racial apartheid, in 1986, President Reagan had a change of heart. The US 

now believed the apartheid regime’s claims that “the ANC’s operations…which heretofore had 

sought to avoid civilian casualties had abruptly changed”, becoming indiscriminate (Windrem, 

2013:2).  

Due to the Cold War dynamics, President Reagan portrayed Nelson Mandela, a prominent 

leader of the ANC, as “an enemy bent on spreading communism” (Little, 2018). As a result, 

the US Department of Defence added the ANC and Nelson Mandela to a list of “key regional 

terrorist groups” in 1988 (Windrem 2013 and Elliot 2013). In support of his ally, Reagan stated 

in a 1986 speech: “The South African government is under no obligation to negotiate the future 

of the country with any organisation that proclaims a goal of creating a communist state and 

uses terrorist tactics and violence to achieve it” (Little, 2018). In the following year, 1987, 

Margaret Thatcher, the then Prime Minister of Britain, proclaimed that: “The ANC is a typical 

terrorist organisation…. Anyone who thinks it is going to run the government in South Africa 

is living in cloud-cuckoo land” (Bevins, 1996). This discredited the ANC and halted any 

possible diplomatic negotiations.  

However, despite the brutality and suppression of the apartheid system, Mandela emerged as 

an advocate for freedom and had a good grasp of the “discourse of human rights and 

democracy” prior to these issues being elevated to significant global norms (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 

2014:906). Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2014:906) contends that “while for many political actors and 

leaders, the discourse of democracy and human rights became a major issue at the end of the 

Cold War, Mandela had already vowed to die for democracy and a free society as early as the 

1960s.” Furthermore, despite the persecution by the apartheid regime, and being labelled a 

terrorist by some Western leaders, Mandela expressed his admiration for Western democracy 

and described himself as “being something for an Anglophile” and confessed: “While I 

abhorred the notion of British imperialism, I never rejected the trappings of British style and 
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manners” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2014: 907). However, some powerful Western leaders at the time 

overlooked Mandela’s liberal attributes because they did not align with their interests, which 

were influenced by Cold War dynamics. As Hopf (1998) posits, choices are shaped by the 

“webs of understanding of the practices, identities and interests of other actors”, particularly 

dominant actors, prevailing in a specific historical context. As such, just like the other examples 

given above, as the interests of relevant powers changed, so did perceptions towards Mandela. 

The same Western powers that had previously branded Mandela a ‘terrorist’ then imposed 

sanctions on their former ally, the apartheid regime. As argued by Constructivists, an 

understanding of how interests are constructed is crucial in explaining a variety of global 

events, as was evident in the development of sanctions against apartheid South Africa. 

Although a confluence of factors contributed to the imposition of sanctions against the 

apartheid regime, scholars such as Klotz (1995b) argue that these sanctions cannot be fully 

understood without considering the shift in the interests of the dominant powers in the 1980s, 

particularly those of the US.  

In summary, as indicated earlier in the study regarding events and actors labelled 

‘terrorism/terrorists’, “whether or not any of these should be classified as terrorism (or 

terrorists), the point is that the label is all too often used without any real rigor as to what 

terrorism is and what its parameters are” (Richards, 2014:214). The section revealed how a 

confluence of factors in selected historical cases has made a narrative stick. However, 

whenever these factors changed, the narrative fell apart or was deliberately rearticulated to fit 

the interests of powerful states or the zeitgeist.  

3.3.2. Colonial terrorism and state terrorism 

The labelling of these armed groups as terrorists also demonstrates the inconsistencies of 

terrorism labelling. While the world generally condemned and Western media publicised the 

political violence of the ‘liberation movements’ in third-world countries, atrocities perpetrated 

by the colonial forces in these regions are often omitted in terrorism debates (Hübschle, 

2010:9). These sentiments are also expressed by Hübschle (2010), who argues that most of 

Africa has suffered from prolonged colonial and state-sponsored violence throughout the 20th 

and 21st centuries, and there has been little regard for humanitarian law, with many war crimes 

committed. Thus, she introduces the concept of ‘colonial terror’, which refers to the form of 

‘terrorism’ that has been historically perpetrated by state actors (colonial powers) to enforce 
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their will on indigenous peoples (Hübschle, 2010). She posits that ‘colonial terror’ should be 

regarded as a distinct form of ‘state terrorism’, discussed below, that was perpetrated during 

both the colonial and post-colonial eras.  

Blakeley (2009:53) contends that while the initial objective of colonialists was to establish 

control and acquire maximum territory to be able to increase global dominance, when that was 

achieved, colonial violence was utilised to terrorise ‘natives’ under imperial control. Even 

though Eurocentric interpretations of colonial history depict Africans as ‘wild savages’ only 

waiting to be “brought to light by Western civilisation as espoused by colonial the masters, 

often those same colonial masters failed to adhere to the most basic rules of engagement” 

(Hübschle, 2010:9). The brutality of these colonial powers was manifested in countries such as 

German South West Africa (Namibia), South Africa and the Congo Free State. In German 

South West Africa, for instance, when the Herero people tried to rebel over their grazing land 

that was appropriated by the colonial forces, the German emperor responded militarily, 

appointing Lieutenant-General von Trotha, well known for hard handedness in military 

operations (Hübschle,2010:9). Lieutenant-General von Trotha issued the infamous 

‘extermination order’ through which he ordered the Herero to be driven into the arid Kalahari 

Desert. He also ordered his colonial forces to poison the few waterholes and stationed some in 

guard posts along the border to shoot any Herero people attempting to escape. Thus, the 

rebellion was suppressed at the expense of many members of this tribe who lost their lives in 

the process. 

In summary, situating the concept of terrorism within the historical context of colonial practices 

enables us to understand the inconsistencies in its application, as well as how meaning is 

negotiated, contested, and appropriated, with its attendant consequences. 

3.3.3. Contemporary state terrorism and the War on Terror 

State terrorism is a highly contested concept, and for decades, there have been scholarly debates 

on whether a state can be categorised as a terrorist actor. Although there is a noticeable increase 

in the literature on state terrorism, the concept of terrorism continues to be widely used with 

respect to non-state actors (Wilkinson, 1981:467). While some scholars, such as Wright 

(quoted in Shearer, 2020:2), argue that “there is no moral equivalence between non-state actors 

and state violence, due to states claim to a monopoly on violence”, Blakeley (2012) thinks 
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otherwise. According to Blakeley, states have been notorious for using violence to coerce 

citizens into complying with the will of the elite and suppressing opposition. Therefore, when 

employed this way, political violence by the state then constitutes terrorism (Blakeley, 2012). 

Blakeley (2012:1) contends that: “A defining feature of state terrorism, and that which 

distinguishes it from other forms of state violence, is that it involves the illegal targeting of 

individuals that the state has a duty to protect with the aim of instilling fear in a target audience 

beyond the direct victim.” Thus, she challenges the monopoly on legitimate violence bestowed 

on the state, arguing that any state claim to the legitimate use of force is “neither a justification 

for excluding state terrorism from studies of terrorism, nor, more importantly for affording 

states the right to use violence in any way they choose” (Stohl, 2006: 4-5). 

Stohl (2006) contends that states and their agents’ sole claim to legitimate use of brute force 

does not prevent abuse of power, as that violence (and its threat) could be used in a manner 

that aligns with notions of terrorism, mass killing, genocide and other forms of repression. This 

abuse of the legitimate monopoly on violence has been witnessed in countries such as Libya, 

Zimbabwe, Nepal and Uzbekistan. In Nepal, a report by the United Nations Working Group 

on Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances (WGEID) revealed that the country recorded “the 

highest number of new cases of disappearances in the world, more than 1234 cases of 

‘disappearance’ perpetrated by security forces since May 2000” (Stohl, 2006:3). Similarly, as 

Stohl (2006:3) further posits, in 2005 the Uzbek government forces waged an attack on 

unarmed protesters as they fled a demonstration in Andijan, in eastern Uzbekistan, killing 

hundreds of people. According to Stohl (2006), to date, the government of that country has not 

investigated the incident or held the perpetrators accountable for these atrocities. Thus, 

confining the concept of terrorism to non-state actors limits our understanding of the concept 

of terrorism. It is evident from these cases, as held by Stohl (2006:5), that: “It is also the case 

that ‘legitimate’ regimes and governments, recognised by the international community, also 

may abuse their legal monopoly of force and violence, both at home and abroad.”  

Moreover, some state violence, especially towards its citizens, is aimed at having a terrorising 

effect and leads to more casualties than non-state terrorism does (Bakeley, 2012). Thus, 

eventhough the “existence of the state is based on its monopoly of coercive power”, and 
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legitimacy7, the impact of the violence it perpetrates is the same as that perpetrated by non-

state actors (Bakeley, 2012:1-2). Assuming otherwise is problematic because then ‘terrorism’ 

and violence perpetrated by the state are differentiated based on the perpetrator of the act 

instead of the nature of the act itself (Bakeley, 2012). Furthermore, as argued by Blakeley 

(2021), it incorrectly assumes that since states claim a monopoly on the use of violence in the 

interest of their survival, any state deployment of violence is permissible or legitimate.  

Therefore, as Wilkison (1981:468) earlier commented: “The only consistent moral position for 

a liberal democrat must be unequivocal opposition to both the terror of regimes and terrorism 

by factions.” 

3.4. Terrorism post-9/11 

Following the 9/11 attacks, the US embarked on military invasions of states suspected of 

supporting groups and individuals perceived as ‘terrorists’. This was done under the guise of 

the GWoT. The GWoT was a term used by the US government under George W. Bush to 

describe the country’s national security policy following the attack (Reese and Lewis, 

2007:777). Reese and Lewis (2007:777) argue that “the cultural construction and political 

rationale supporting this slogan represent a powerful organising principle that has become a 

widely accepted framing, laying the groundwork for the invasion of Iraq.” Since then, power 

dynamics have presented themselves in international security with the sovereignty of other 

states compromised through unilateral intervention, as seen in the invasion of Iraq by the US, 

the invasion of Afghanistan by the US and its allies, and the establishment of US military bases 

in countries such as Kenya.  

The GWoT set a new trend in the global security regime and perception of terrorism. As already 

alluded to earlier in the thesis, the GWoT has resulted in a shift in the US’s security discourse, 

characterised by “a move from defence to prevention or from danger to risk”, thereby 

“institutionalising a permanent state of exception” (Munster, 2004:141). Munster (2004:14) 

notes that this shift in the US’s security politics declares the US as “the sovereign of the global 

order: they allow the United States to exempt itself from the (international) framework of law, 

 

7 The state must and can legitimise its violence to audiences. If the audiences accept the state’s 
explanation why torture etc is necessary, state violence is legitimate and not terrorism, even if it terrorises. 
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while demanding compliance by others.” The US has been seen deploying exceptional 

measures in the context of terrorism, which are not covered by law under normal conditions 

(Erlenbusch, 2014). A case in point is that of detention camps such as Guantanamo Bay, and 

‘exceptional legislation’ such as the US PATRIOT Act or the UK Terrorism Acts (Erlenbusch, 

2014:478). These illiberal practices under the auspices of the GWoT have led to criticism of 

the US and its allies, such as Britain, with some scholars and analysts viewing terrorism “as 

the unavoidable product of Western politics, the despotism of liberal universalism or global 

capital” (Erlenbusch, 2014:477).  

Haspeslagh (2013:192) asserts that, although the terrorism designation of some armed groups 

existed before 9/11, the post-9/11 period saw the process intensify, and it was now, as noted 

by Bhatia (2005), adopted by multilateral institutions such as the European Union and the 

United Nations. Bhatia (2005) posits that the GWoT has become the new “dominant 

framework.” He compares the GWoT to the Cold War, arguing that: “The War on Terror sees 

its transnational element transplanted on local conflicts in which both government and non-

state armed actors present their acts” (Bhatia, 2005:7). The US and its allies have been accused 

of instrumentalising the GWoT to pursue their ‘imperialistic’ agendas. Scholars such as Rogers 

(2011) contend that there is an economic incentive to designate armed groups in a region as 

terrorists. He argues that the US intentions in the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq were purely 

based on self-interest. In Afghanistan, for instance, the US expectation was a successful 

transition to a pro-Western state, aided mainly by European powers, with recovery from war 

facilitated by a continuing military presence, including two US bases at Bagram and Kandahar 

(Rogers, 2011). The added advantage for the US is that the war on the Taliban led to the 

establishment of basing facilities in several countries in Central Asia, thereby placing it in a 

strategic position. Unfortunately for the US, the outcome of the invasions in these countries 

did not yield the intended outcomes.  

Yetiv (2011) gives a comprehensive analysis of the interconnectedness of globalisation, 

terrorism, and oil by examining how a small group, Al-Qaeda, came to be perceived as a threat 

to the US and global security. In the Petroleum Triangle, Yetiv argues that the Middle East oil 

and globalisation combined to escalate the perceived threat of ‘transnational terrorism’ (Yetiv, 

2011). On the one hand, globalisation facilitated activities that otherwise could have been 

difficult and expensive, while on the other hand, oil has helped to finance ‘terrorist’ operations. 
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As such, the region has been elevated to great importance concerning the global economy, 

which has intensified the interests of states such as the US in maintaining stability in the region 

(Yetiv, 2011:164-65). Yetiv posits that these states are prompted to maintain their presence in 

the Middle East to protect their oil interests from the perceived terrorist threat. This is true 

about the US, where, despite increasing public opposition to the GWoT, there was no 

substantive change in policy (Rogers, 2008). This is because “over 60 per cent of the world oil 

reserves are located in and around the Gulf”; hence, the US withdrawal in the region seemed 

highly unlikely (Rogers, 2008). 

3.4.1. GWoT in the African context 

The GWoT has been so extensive that no part of the Global South was spared. In Africa, 

scholars such as Abrahamsen (2005), Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Ojakorotu (2010), and De Oliveira 

and Cardoso (2020) generally agree that 9/11 and the US’s invocation of the GWoT 

significantly shifted Western perceptions of Africa. Abrahamsen (2005) points out the 

following shift.  

African countries where U.S. forces are deployed under AFRICOM 

 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



68 

 

Africa, which was previously perceived as a humanitarian case, is now also seen as a threat to 

international peace and security, particularly by the US and its Western allies. De Oliveira and 

Cardoso (2020:535) express a similar sentiment, arguing that the justification for this shift in 

perception was primarily shaped by a “discourse which claims that there has been an increase 

in the number, intensity, and diversity of security threats in Africa, which would also be seen 

as threats to the Western powers themselves”. This discourse emanates from the premise that 

Africa consists of weak and failed states that can be a fertile ground for ‘terrorism’ to prosper. 

Ottaway and Mair (quoted in Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Ojakorotu, 2010:99) argue that ‘failing’ 

and ‘failed’ states threaten global stability and the well-being of their citizens. In the global 

arena, they harbour ‘terrorist organisations’ and enable illegal arms deals, drug trafficking and 

breeding grounds for dangerous diseases. “Regionally, they can spill instability well past their 

borders and create a conflict dynamic affecting neighbouring countries. Domestically, they 

cannot provide security for their citizens or deliver essential public goods” (Ottaway and Mair 

quoted in Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Ojakorotu, 2010:99). Thus, following the 9/11 attacks in 2001, 

President George W. Bush openly created the impression that war was the only solution to the 

security threat. He declared: “Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end 

there.  It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and 

defeated” (The George W. Bush Presidential Library, n.d.). Therefore, as Abrahamsen 

(2004:677) notes: “Justified as part of the ‘war on terrorism’, the United States increased its 

presence in Africa, particularly in the Horn of Africa, in the oil-rich states and the Sahel, which 

is regarded as a buffer zone between the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa, as other 

contributions have brought out.” Economically, this meant that a long-term association with 

these states would give the US geopolitical influence in a region rich in fossil fuels and 

otherwise susceptible to influence from its two potential competitors, Russia and China 

(Rogers, 2011:17).  

In terms of security, framing Africa as a security risk and threat to global peace led to the 

establishment of the United States Africa Command (AFRICOM) on 1 October 2007, with its 

headquarters in Stuttgart, Germany. It was defined as “a new unified combat command of the 

United States Department of Defence to be responsible for USA military operations in and 

military relations with fifty-three African nations in [sic] the exception of Egypt. The 

justification for this interventionist move was containment of terrorism” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and 

Ojakorotu, 2010:95). Although the US had no bases or permanently stationed personnel in 
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Africa before 2006, AFRICOM has since expanded its military presence to over 29 bases and 

outposts across 15 African countries (Walldorf, 2023:2). This has enabled it to intervene in 

most conflicts on the continent and to monitor potential threats. A case in point is Boko Haram 

in LCB, where the US House of Representatives stated: “It is our duty to examine all threats to 

the US homeland. Boko Haram’s recent escalation has prompted us to examine the group’s 

potential, intent and capability to attack United States interests and the US homeland” (US 

House of Representatives, 2012:2). Over a decade later, the US stance remains firm, as 

reiterated by the 2022 National Security Strategy (NSS), which states that the country’s priority 

in its counterterrorism policy is to “disrupt and degrade terrorist groups that are plotting attacks 

against the United States, our people, or our diplomatic and military facilities abroad” 

(Walldorf, 2023:5). Thus, as Walldorf, (2023) notes, there are now an estimated 6500 US 

troops, civilians and contractors on the continent under AFRICOM, a presence that has been 

criticised by some scholars. Schmidt (2021:2), for example, argues that this has had a 

devastating impact because Western powers have played an outsized role in interventions that 

have suppressed indigenous voices in the name of promoting democracy and human rights. 

The US, in particular, has been accused of using its aid in the GWoT to reward its allies, 

“through military spending at the expense of development programmes”, which could have 

helped to prevent poverty-stricken communities from participating in and supporting ‘violent 

extremism’ (Ewi, 2021).  

Some scholars, such as Walldorf (2023), have expressed sentiments similar to those above, 

arguing that US security assistance is at times exploited by some US partners in Africa, mainly 

authoritarian regimes, which divert it away from ‘counterterrorism’ towards civilian control 

and opposition suppression. A case in point is that “the U.S.- armed and trained contingents of 

Somali soldiers are regularly diverted from counterterrorism operations by the Somali 

government to domestic ‘law enforcement’ objectives, like personal protection of political 

elites, roadblock policing, and attacks on political opponents” (Walldorf, 2023:10). Such 

misuse of US security support leads to unintended consequences such as exacerbating political 

violence. This view is shared by Schmidt (2021:4), who contends that case studies from the 

African continent demonstrate that external military operations have not promoted security but 

rather exacerbated crises and hindered peace prospects. Furthermore, like elsewhere in the 

Global South, where the US’s interventions have resulted in casualties, the use of drones, 

although effective in disrupting ‘terrorists’ organisations, have had unintended results. It is 
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believed that it “produced extensive collateral damage over the past decade and a half in Africa. 

The vast majority of U.S. drone and air strikes in Africa have been in Libya and Somalia. The 

numbers of civilian deaths from drones in these two countries are murky because of poor 

reporting by AFRICOM, but reliable estimates put deaths in the thousands. Whether this type 

of collateral damage aids terrorist recruitment is a debatable topic, but it certainly can’t help 

the U.S. cause” (Walldorf, 2023:11).  He further argues that the US’ mere presence and direct 

military action in these African countries have also caused discontent and triggered ‘anti-

Americanism’, which creates a fertile ground for recruitment by the armed groups (Walldorf, 

2023:11). These interventions also create power vacuums that are filled by armed groups 

(Goepner, 2016:118). This was evident in Libya, where a US-led intervention resulting in 

regime change has destabilised this country with no hope for peace in the near future.  

While it is indisputable that the US has provided the resources and training desperately needed 

to curb violence perceived as terrorism in Africa, its justification has been disputed by some 

scholars.  Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Ojakorotu (2010) dispute the nexus between weak states and 

terrorism, arguing that it is more complex than presumed and that those advocating it make 

such a causal connection to justify their agendas. They further problematise this connection, 

arguing that “the main weakness of the argument that connects weak states with global 

terrorism is that the security of Africa itself is not emphasised. What is emphasised is the 

security of the Western and American nations” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Ojakorotu, 2010:99). 

This is true, considering that counterterrorism strategies are primarily military, which 

overlooks the root causes of the violence and facilitates the emergence of the armed groups. 

This has led to persistent conflicts despite the intervention of the US and its Western allies. 

The justification for the potential threat has also been disputed by some scholars. Walldorf 

(2023), for instance, argues that the only ‘terrorist’ organisations capable of threatening the 

national interests of the US and its allies are those with a global reach. “Meaning a 

demonstrated intent—notably, by an attack or attempted attack—to strike the United States and 

its closest democratic allies in Europe and Asia. Today, very few Islamist terrorist groups meet 

this global reach threshold of intent. The main exceptions are ISIS central in Iraq/Syria (which 

attacked Paris, Brussels, and San Bernadino), Al-Qaeda central in Afghanistan (which attacked 

New York City; Washington, DC; London; and Madrid), and ISIS-Libya (which attacked 

Manchester, England)” (Walldorf, 2023:5). He notes that in Africa, only ISIS-Libya has had 

that capacity to pose such a threat; the rest of the groups are mainly ‘local insurgencies’ driven 
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by local interests that have nothing to do with the US. As would be demonstrated in the study, 

these groups only become internationalised once the US and partners designate them as 

international terrorist organisations. Therefore, the terrorist label and GWoT, as argued in the 

preceding section, only serve to push the agendas of influential powers. 

Similarly, in the case of Cabo Delgado, the study contends that the use of the term terrorism to 

describe the violence is not neutral or innocent, particularly the fact that it coincided with the 

discovery of LNG. This will be explored in chapter six. 

3.5. Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the definitions of the concept of terrorism and how it has 

been applied in various contexts to serve a certain purpose. The chapter revealed that terrorism 

is a highly contested concept, difficult to define; hence, no universally accepted definition 

exists. The lack of a universally accepted definition of the term terrorism has led to its misuse 

by some actors, both state and non-state, who have defined it in ways that serve their own 

interests.  

This chapter revealed that situating the concept of terrorism within the historical context of 

colonial and Western practices enables us to show how the label functions, the power it holds 

and what it makes possible or impossible. This is crucial for this study, which analyses the use 

of the terrorism term to describe the violence in Cabo Delgado, as meanings attached to the 

terrorism label change over time depending on the prevailing narrative at the time. Moreover, 

actors choose what they label as terrorism and perceive as a security threat and when they 

change that framing to achieve other ends. Of great significance for this study is how the 

concept has been instrumentalised historically, from ancient times, to the colonial period and 

to the current period of post-91, and how it continues to be the tool of the powerful in the 

international system. This is evident in the inconsistency in applying the terrorism term across 

contexts. The next chapter focuses on the case study. It is a descriptive chapter that focuses on 

the origins and rise of ASWJ from being a secular group to being designated as a terrorist 

organisation. The chapter will also provide an overview of the group’s operations in Cabo 

Delgado and how they were framed as a terrorist organisation by the Mozambican government.  
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Chapter 4: Framing the violence in Cabo Delgado: A case study 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the case study of Cabo Delgado to enhance the understanding of the 

violence perpetrated by ASWJ, which some analysts, observers and government officials have 

labelled as terrorism. It is descriptive in nature, focusing on the emergence and expansion of 

the group from being a local religious group to being designated as a terrorist organisation. The 

chapter will also provide an overview of the group’s violent activities, how this violence was 

framed as terrorism by the Mozambican government, thereby directing the responses to it.  

4.1.1. Background 

Political Map of Mozambique. Source: worldatlas.com 

Mozambique is a country in southeast Africa situated along the Indian Ocean. It shares borders 

with countries such as Zimbabwe, South Africa, Malawi, Tanzania, Eswatini and Zambia. 

Mozambique is popular for its vast natural resources and extensive coastline, which separates 

mainland Africa from the island of Madagascar (Sheldon and Penyenne, 2025). Sheldon and 

Penyenne (2025) posit that the extensive coastline has allowed Mozambique to actively 

participate in the maritime economy of the Indian Ocean. The country, which was under 
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Portuguese influence from the arrival of Vasco da Gama in 1498 and the establishment of 

Portuguese settlement in 1505, gained its independence in 1975. However, soon after gaining 

independence (1977-1992), it was torn by a civil war that lasted over a decade, resulting in the 

death of over a million people. Although the civil war ended over two decades ago and despite 

Mozambique’s natural resource abundance and its crucial role in the maritime economy of the 

Indian Ocean, “it remains one of the poorest countries in the world, ranked 181 out of 189 

countries on the Human Development Index” (United Nations Development Programme, 

2025). 

Although Mozambique has been rated one of the poorest countries in the world, Cabo Delgado, 

a northeastern province of the country that borders Tanzania, is believed to be worse off than 

the rest of the country. The province is inhabited by over two million people, comprising three 

ethnic groups: Macau, Mwani, and Maokonde, with the Mwani being the minority Muslim 

community (Makonye, 2020). Cabo Delgado has long been characterised by political 

marginalisation and underdevelopment (Zenn, 2020). Unemployment is also rife in the 

province, with the unemployment rate estimated to exceed 88% (Makonye, 2020). The 

combination of these factors is believed to be driving and fuelling the political violence in the 

region. Mozambique has been prone to political violence since attaining independence in 1975, 

following a civil war between the ruling party, FRELIMO, and the main opposition party, 

RENAMO. RENAMO and the Somali pirates were the dominant security threats to the 

Mozambican government until October 2017, when an armed group popularly known as ASWJ 

attacked Cabo Delgado. The entry of ASWJ has changed the conflict dynamics in the country 

and further complicated the volatile political and security situation.  

4.2. The emergence of ASWJ 

Mutasa and Muchemwa (2021:5) trace the group’s emergence to the period around “the year 

2000, when some young men with both the Islamic Council and the Islamic Congress of 

Mozambique” embarked on developing a different version of Islam. Morier-Genoud (2018) 

states that the group that emerged as a non-violent sect later transformed into a more radical 

group whose objective was to radicalise the inhabitants of the province. The organisation is 

anti-Western and anti-Christian and even though there are “variations to each group and name, 

intrinsically, they share the same broad objective of radical fundamentalism and the 

establishment of an Islamic Caliphate” (Mutasa and Muchemwa, 2021:5). Mutasa and 
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Muchemwa (2021:5) posit that this desire emanated from the belief that “the world is becoming 

more evil and more corrupt because those of the ‘right faith and beliefs’ are overwhelmed by 

nonbelievers and hence those who adhere to this belief are convinced that only an Islamic 

Caliphate will solve the problems.” To ASWJ, the Caliphate not just as a religion but an 

acceptable “way of life” (Mutasa and Muchemwa, 2021:5). 

The group that is locally known as al-Shabaab8 staged its first attack on October 5, 2017. Since 

then, ASWJ’s violent activities have been disruptive in the province of Cabo Delgado. This 

violent operation by ASWJ has resulted in more than 6500 fatalities and the displacement of 

more than 950000 people (Crisis 24, 2023). Although the organisation’s ideology, recruitment, 

and tactics are still evolving, ASWJ’s ideology is believed to have been initially influenced by 

radical Islamist preachers in Kenya and Tanzania, but by June 2019, the group started 

manifesting some ‘affiliation with IS’ (Dembele, 2020:2). The consensus among scholars who 

have researched the emergence of the group (Morier-Genoud 2018; Dembele 2020 and Mutasa 

and Muchemwa 2021) is that ASWJ advocates for the revival of traditional Islamic values and 

adoption of the Sharia rule. It believes that the Islam practised in the country’s mosques is a 

corrupted version of Islam. As such, ASWJ intends to “establish a Sharia-based political order” 

(Morier-Genoud, 2020:5). It is important for our understanding of ASWJ to note that there is 

a differentiation between Islam and Islamism. Tibi (quoted in Morier-Genoud, 2020:5) holds 

that although “the two concepts are connected, Islam is a religion while Islamism is a political 

ideology, a form of ‘religionised politics’, aiming at establishing a sharia-based political order.” 

Even though ASWJ emerged as a Salafi group,9 it has since abandoned most of the beliefs of 

Salaf-Jihadism, adopting instead “vague demands for increased political and religious” 

inclusive established structures (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2022). Thus, even though the conflict 

has religious undertones, it is not solely a religious issue; political and socioeconomic factors 

have also contributed to the conflict. 

 

8 It is important to note that the reference to the group as Al Shabab does not imply that ASWJ has an 
affiliation with the Somalian terrorist organisation, Al Shabab.  
9 For a detailed discussion on Salafi Jihadism, see Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2021, 438-440). 
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The group differs from prominent organisations designated as terrorists, such as IS and Boko 

Haram, as it has no known leadership. The belief is that the group’s lack of coordination 

manifests in the way it conducts its attacks. Dembele (2020) notes that the group is broken into 

relatively autonomous cells, which conduct operations independently. Morier-Genoud 

(2020:400) shares the same sentiments, pointing out that these cells have no intentions to 

change the ‘political order’; rather, they withdraw from it and delink from society to be able to 

implement Sharia rule within their own cells. This disconnection from society is evident in the 

way the group demands that its members disengage with non-religious legal systems, 

education, and health. ASWJ has provided such services in their mosques, thereby developing 

a ‘counter society’ (Morier-Genoud, 2020:400). The group operated as a religious sect for a 

while before engaging in ‘violent extremism’ from 2017 onwards. 

ASWJ’s transformation from a peaceful religious sect has drawn interest from various scholars 

and commentators. Morier-Genoud (2018) and Mutasa and Muchemwa (2021) have likened 

the shift to that of Boko Haram of Nigeria, which turned into one of the deadliest organisations 

under the nose of the Nigerian government. However, authors such as Heyen-Dubé and Rands 

(2022) have disputed this comparison, arguing that ASWJ’s ideology is neither sophisticated 

nor communicated systematically. They contend: “Unlike Salaf extremists, who have gone to 

great lengths to rationalise and publicise their views, [the violent extremists] have remained 

remarkably discrete about their ideological foundations. They have also struggled to spread 

their message consistently and in a sophisticated manner, their highly limited propaganda being 

subpar compared to IS, Al-Shabaab, or Boko Haram” (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2022:445). The 

consensus among observers and scholars is that AWSJ’s shift to violent activities is due to the 

Mozambican government’s hard-handedness, similar to that witnessed in the case of Boko 

Haram, which fuels the crisis. Morier-Genoud (2020:404) points out that ASWJ’s shift to 

violent activities was attributed to the “increased opposition and repression by mainstream 

Muslim organisations and the state- with the tipping point reached around 2016.” He believes 

that the repression convinced the group to shift its “strategy to achieve its goal of living in a 

Sharia-based political order from withdrawing from society to attacking the state, in order to 

change the way society operated” (Morier-Genoud, 2020:405). This could be true based on 

previous experiences with ‘terrorism’ on the continent, particularly the Boko Haram case, 

where the government’s hard-handedness and repression led to the escalation of the group’s 

violence. 
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Although it is undeniable that the government response has contributed to and worsened the 

crisis in northern Mozambique, some observers and scholars, such as Dembele (2020), have 

linked the group’s shift to violent ‘extremism’ with its affiliation with IS. He argues that its 

affiliation with IS changed the dynamics of its insurgency with recent attacks targeting 

Christians (Dembele, 2020:2). While there is a consensus among scholars and observers that 

foreign elements are supporting the group, particularly Tanzanians, the IS link has been a bone 

of contention. Fabricius (2020) and Morier-Genoud (2020) are of the view that there is a 

connection between ASWJ and IS, which has contributed to the growing strength of the group.  

This link is attributed to the claim made by IS through the Islamic State Central Africa Province 

(ISCAP), which claimed responsibility for some attacks in northern Mozambique (Fabricius, 

2020). Morier-Genoud (2020) and Vines (2020) add that the flying of IS’s black flag by the 

group and the publishing of photos and videos by IS are an indication of ASWJ’s allegiance 

with the group. However, the extent of the connection remains unclear. 

Although the scholars mentioned earlier have provided some evidence to support their view of 

the IS connection in ASWJ’s case, scholars such as Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022) argue that 

even though it is indisputable that the group has been successfully “dominating certain territory 

in the last few years, key questions about the nature of the movement, its ideology, and its 

political links to global Salafi-Jihadism- in particular Islamic State (IS)-remain”. This 

sentiment is echoed by scholars such as Sitoe (2023), who argues that categorising the armed 

group based on the way its members present themselves is problematic, as there are other 

aspects of terrorism and IS that are absent in ASWJ’s operation. “More than four years after 

the violence began, not only has the group not declared its objectives and identity, but its 

leadership is still hidden, which makes us stray from the already known terrorist pattern” (Sitoe, 

2023:1). Morier-Genoud (2020) argues that despite evidence indicating a connection between 

ASWJ and IS, the strength of the connection is unclear, as data is scarce. Furthermore, there 

has also not been any technological shift that could indicate the complete assimilation of ASWJ 

into IS (Morier-Genoud, 2020:406).   

Despite the numerous debates and existing literature on ASWJ, many aspects of the group 

remain unclear. The next section examines factors that contributed to the emergence, expansion 

and substance of the armed group. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



77 

 

4.3. Drivers of the violence in Cabo Delgado  

Several factors have been identified by scholars as drivers of violence in Cabo Delgado, 

including colonial legacy, religion, socioeconomic and political marginalisation and struggle 

for the control of natural resources. Although much of the available literature analysing the 

recent violence in Mozambique focuses on the emergence of the ASWJ in recent decades, a 

better understanding of the conflict would require understanding the historical scope of the 

conflict, dating back to the colonial era. 

4.3.1. Colonial Legacy 

Like most conflicts on the continent, the emergence and development of the armed conflict in 

northern Mozambique have been linked to historical factors stemming from the colonial 

experience. The colonial legacy is a significant driver of these conflicts, as the historical 

arrangements by the colonial masters continue to cause tension in post-colonial Africa. 

Mozambique has not been an exception in this regard, as Cabo Delgado is divided along ethnic 

and religious lines dating back to the colonial era. According to Morier-Genoud (2020:406), 

“these are not essential divisions, but social and historical constructs which have crystallised 

over time.” In a similar vein, Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2021:11) point out that the 

implementation of colonialism changed the dynamics of the region, which saw the Mwani, who 

were the dominant and prosperous ethnic group and controlled the political arena of the region, 

being relegated to an inferior position and the minority Christian Makonde taking over 

dominance. The Mwani resented the new arrangement, given their previous powerful position 

in the region (Morier-Genoud, 2020:406). The Portuguese viewed the Mwani and their Islamic 

religion with suspicion until the time of the liberation struggle, when their intelligence resorted 

to collaborating with the Swahili Muslims to weaken the influence of FRELIMO in Cabo 

Delgado (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2021:11). Barnett (2020) elaborated that: “Playing on 

regional, ethnic, and ideological division, the Portuguese succeeded in co-opting many Muslim 

leaders, including in Cabo Delgado, as a counterweight to FRELIMO.” As would be expected, 

this marriage of convenience later backfired. Barnett (2020) and Heyen-Dubé and Rands 

(2022:446) point out that, due to the Mwani’s relationship with the Portuguese, upon attaining 

power in 1975, FRELIMO targeted them, labelling them ‘collaborators’ and sidelining and 

excluding them from governance. This has caused tension and resentment in the region, which 

has partly contributed to the emergence and expansion of ASWJ. 
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4.3.2. Poor governance 

While the colonial divide may have contributed to the marginalisation of the Cabo Delgado 

region, the post-colonial government did not fare well either in addressing pressing issues or 

in maintaining a monopoly on the use of force. This view has been expressed by the majority 

of the respondents interviewed for the study. Expert E commented: “What is the thicker layer 

that causes the violence in Cabo Delgado? Because it has got to do with FRELIMO, the history 

of FRELIMO. It has got to do with how FRELIMO approached the region of their origin after 

the liberation struggle and how some of the people in Maputo simply ignored their own people, 

and then the discovery of LNG.”10 During FRELIMO’s 45 years in power, “the nation has 

experienced both one of the bloodiest civil wars in modern history and drastic political and 

economic changes which have transformed the country from being a socialist one-party state 

into a neoliberal democracy” (Dembele, 2020:5). The civil war (1977-1992) was waged 

between the ruling FRELIMO, and the opposition group the Mozambique National Resistance 

(RENAMO) over FRELIMO’s Marxist policies (Dembele, 2020:5). These tensions continue 

to create an unstable political environment, with Cabo Delgado bearing the brunt both of the 

struggle for independence and civil war (Dembele, 2020:5). This has resulted the fragility of 

the state, which has depleted the citizens’ trust and confidence in the government’s ability to 

fulfil its social contract in (Gavin, 2020). This sentiment was echoed by Academic D, who 

argues: 

The expansion of ASWJ in Cabo Delgado has been strengthened by the absence of good 

governance in that province. It is not only the absence of good governance, but also the 

deliberate manipulation and the exploitation of local populations, neglect and exploitation 

by the politicians from the South. Once you discover gas or a significant activity taking 

place, and local populations realise that they are not the beneficiaries but exploited 

workers and that others who come in from the outside benefit from this economic 

development, they become desperate, and they turn to other forms of political and social 

expression. This is creating sort of the attractive ground for radical organisations or 

members to mobilise, radicalise and sign especially the young people up to join an 

extremist cause.11 

Corruption is deeply entrenched in Mozambique, with the country characterised by a political 

culture that allows the elite to commit crimes with impunity (Gavin, 2020). In Cabo Delgado, 

 

10 Interview with Expert E, 13 May 2024. Zoom. 
11 Interview with Academic D, 28 November 2023. Google Meet. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



79 

 

particularly, “the corruption that the organized crime promotes, reportedly ensnaring state 

actors including the police, has exacerbated the public’s distrust of government” (Pirio et al., 

2019:4). A similar sentiment was expressed by the respondents interviewed for this study who 

argue that the central government of Mozambique is entirely responsible for the instability and 

violence in Cabo Delgado. For instance, Expert A commented: “There has to be a complete 

restructuring and acknowledgement by Maputo that what has happened since independence 

and up until now lies in Maputo government neglect, organised crime, neglect of local 

communities and their position within Mozambique, and the lack of equal citizenship in 

Mozambique is central to all these matters.”12  

Poor governance, coupled with corruption and limited state presence, created a security 

vacuum that ASWJ has sought to fill. As Academic F noted: “It is a very difficult area to 

survive in and together with identity politics and challenging governance issues, it causes such 

frustrations that is easily prone to violent behaviour, mostly among younger people who have 

dreams. Nowadays, young people are connected to the world; they see what is going on in the 

rest of the world and they have aspirations to progress in their lives. So, they are frustrated by 

the combination of factors.”13 Habibe et al. (2019:23-24) supported this view in their study by 

stating: “Our local sources revealed that a significant part of the people who joined the Al-

Shabaab group were poor unemployed youth, many of them from poor families, who dropped 

out of school or simply attended the daaras and carried out their activities as informal vendors 

in the village headquarters…With no job opportunities, living in poverty and with difficulties 

in social integration, these young people saw in the Al-Shabaab group the possibility of 

satisfying their own and their families’ basic needs.” Similar to cases such as Boko Haram in 

the LCB, ASWJ positioned itself as an alternative to some community members in Cabo 

Delgado, who are desperate for political and economic inclusion. ASWJ’s emphasis on 

inclusivity and “increased political participation is reflected in the propaganda of the 

movement, with repeated calls to expel the ‘Maputo invaders’ and to fight the government that 

‘humiliates the poor’” (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2022:447). The message and promises of the 

armed group resonated with these historically impoverished and marginalised communities. As 

noted by Manaker (2020), “early ASWJ recruits included disempowered and impoverished 

 

12 Interview with Expert A, 5 July 2023. Google Meet. 
13 Interview with Academic F, 10 July 2024. Zoom. 
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male youths in Mocímboa da Praia who looked to Islam as a means of challenging the state 

and its economic structures. From there, the group developed by articulating a message that 

resonated with the underserved population in northeast Mozambique.” ASWJ demanded that 

its members disconnect from society by disengaging with non-religious legal systems, 

education, and health. The group has provided such services in its mosques, thereby developing 

a ‘counter society’ (Morier-Genoud, 2020:400). ASWJ has been able to capitalise on discontent 

in Cabo Delgado and stepped in to fill the vacuum left by the government’s failure to provide 

basic services. 

4.3.3. Religion 

Scholars such as Mutasa and Muchemwa (2021:5) trace the emergence of ASWJ “historically 

in the state policy towards not just Muslims but religion in general.” After attaining 

independence, the FRELIMO government adopted a strong Marxist-Leninist ideology, leading 

to the suppression of religion in Mozambique (Bonate 2007 and Mutasa and Muchemwa 2021). 

Religious persecution persisted until there was a threat of religion aligning itself with the 

opponent, RENAMO, leading to some form of liberalisation. Morier-Genoud (2020:406) 

points out that the religious sphere was also fast-changing as tensions within the Muslim 

communities emerged with the advent of the Wahhabi institution in Cabo Delgado. 

Furthermore, the 1980s civil war created more division among the Muslims, as concerns for 

Muslims garnering support for the opposition RENAMO from foreign, predominantly Muslim 

nations forced the ruling party to loosen its approach to Islam (Sicard, 2008:482). As explained 

by Bekoe et al. (2020), this stance by the government led to the formation of the Islamic 

Council of Mozambique, which favoured the elite Muslims14 residing in the Capital, Maputo, 

with the backing of the FRELIMO government. A parallel group was formed by the Africanist 

and Sufi representatives (Bonate, 2007). Bekoe et al. (2020) argue that “despite the fluctuating 

political fortunes of Muslims through colonial rule, independence, and the civil war, Islam has 

remained resilient in northern Mozambique.”  Since then, growing tensions have developed 

between the two groups, contributing to the emergence of ASWJ. Heyen-Dubé and Rands 

(2022:445) posit that limiting freedom of religion motivated ASWJ to resort to ‘violent 

 

14 The Maputo-based elite comprised mainly of Muslims of South Asian or Middle Eastern descent. 
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extremism’ to contest their powerlessness and increase their participation in governance. 

Furthermore, the central government’s hard-handed approach in efforts to eliminate ASWJ 

worsened the religious tensions and resentment in the region, as the police carried out 

indiscriminate, random arrests of Muslims and closed down mosques (Dembele, 2020:17).  

4.3.4. Socioeconomic drivers 

There is a prevailing narrative that socioeconomic drivers rooted in the country's history have 

motivated the rise and expansion of the armed group in northeastern Mozambique. Scholars 

such as Meyer (2019) point out that colonialism developed modern political, economic, and 

social systems that ingrained inequality by favouring one group over the other. Upon attaining 

independence, the ruling party, FRELIMO, also failed to address this inequality, and as 

mentioned earlier in the study, poor governance worsened the situation. According to Meyer 

(2019), left unaddressed, social grievances emanating from inequalities weaken national 

security and stability, creating a conducive environment for violence. In Cabo Delgado, poor 

socioeconomic conditions, including dilapidated health facilities, the poorest schools, poor 

sanitation, and high unemployment rates, continue to prevail (Dembele, 2020). Heyen-Dubé 

and Rands (2022:453) observe: “Due to a lack of opportunities, a significant proportion of 

young men in the province are stuck in a state of perpetual adolescence. They cannot get an 

education due to lack of resources: they cannot start a business due to the lack of capital, and 

they cannot even get married because they lack the funds to pay bride money.” Thus, the 

frustration that has accumulated over decades has become a ‘grievance’ driver of violence in 

Cabo Delgado. As contended by Collier and Hoeffler (2004),15 armed conflict takes place when 

grievances are so severe that people are motivated to engage in violence. In the case of Cabo 

Delgado, “narratives of grief directed at the government are created when patterns of inequality 

and poor service provision seemingly target a specific group in the population” (Meyer, 2019). 

The region has been marginalised since the colonial era, leading to acute frustration among its 

 

15 Collier and Hoeffler (2004) created a theory that compares two contrasting drivers of rebellion: greed 
and grievance. While greed refers to the greedy behaviour of the rebel group as motivation to wage an 
armed conflict against the government, grievance refers to the feeling of exclusion and relative deprivation 
as motivation to engage in violence.  
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citizens. This sentiment has been echoed by most of the respondents, with Academic A 

commenting: 

I think it’s also important in this context to understand that there are larger political 

grievances that are driving these conflicts. So, in northern Mozambique and many of the 

other places, especially in Africa, where we have this problem, it’s essentially centre-

periphery tensions. People on the periphery that have been marginalized, have been left 

out of the mainstream politics and economic gain and people who have been neglected for 

generations and then eventually there’s such a lot of frustration that builds up and people 

are frustrated because they can’t achieve their aims politically that they then resort to some 

form of violence to get attention or to pursue their political aims.16 

In the context of Cabo Delgado, economic opportunities and financial integration were the 

main “mobilising factor for young people in those regions, more than religion itself” (Sitoe, 

2023:10). 

The socioeconomic marginalisation of the region has also been exacerbated by the growth of 

an illegal economy that involves illicit mining, poaching, and drug trafficking, attracting non-

citizens from numerous African countries (Morier-Genoud, 2020: 406). The influx of Africans 

from other regions of the continent and the Philippines created tensions with the local 

inhabitants as their presence heightened local frustration over unmet economic benefits 

(Opperman 2018; Pirio et al. 2019; Estelle and Darden 2021). However, as explained by Estelle 

and Darden (2021), the importation of labour from outside the region is unavoidable due to the 

low literacy rate amongst the local population. Opperman (2018) points out that there is also a 

security threat posed by the collaboration between ASWJ and organised crime networks that 

should not be underestimated or ignored, as it gives them access to weapons. Furthermore, the 

illegal economy in the region also allows the armed group to finance its operations “through 

the selling of illegally mined rubies and other precious stones” (Opperman, 2018). It was under 

these socioeconomic conditions in Cabo Delgado that AWSJ emerged, claiming to offer its 

members economic opportunities which it believed the central government and foreign 

investors could not provide (Opperman, 2018). Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022:454) note: “For 

many disenfranchised young men, often those who have failed to establish themselves, this 

radical discourse of social justice framed in a novel way is an appealing proposition, and offers 

 

16 Interview with an Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet.  
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them the opportunity to ‘do something’ with their life and better themselves and their 

community.” As such, the armed group has successfully exploited the region's socioeconomic 

conditions, recruiting in areas such as Nampula and Niassa (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2022).  

4.3.5. Struggle for the control of natural resources 

The abundance of natural resources has been a key driver of conflict in several regions of the 

world, notably the Middle East and North Africa, which are home to rich oil deposits. Hunziker 

and Cederman (quoted in Dreher and Kreibaum, 2016:2) contend that “violent reactions of 

ethnic groups become likely when members of the group feel themselves deprived of their fair 

share of gains from natural resources.”  

 

LNG extraction in Cabo Delgado. Source: gogel.org 

In Cabo Delgado, the recent discovery of LNG is believed to have further fuelled the crisis. 

The LNG was discovered by prospectors from Anadarko, a Texas company; however, the 

extraction licence was awarded to TotalEnergies and its partners, who expressed their interest 

in investing $20 billion in the project in 2019 (Neiman, 2024).  Foreign investments in the 

region raised locals’ expectations of economic growth; however, this growth has not 

materialised, with some escalating to violence (Valoi, 2016). Although the development of 
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projects has turned the province into a hive of activity and raised high expectations among 

locals, to date, there have been no material benefits for the local community (Neethling, 2021).  

Natural resource extraction has been known for ‘exerting externalities’ on local inhabitants, 

resulting in grievances (Dreher and Kreibaum, 2016). These externalities, as Hunziker and 

Cederman (quoted in Dreher and Kreibaum, 2016) posit, include pollution, reorganisation of 

land rights, disruption of the labour market as a result of demand away from unskilled labour, 

centralisation of state power and large-scale-in-migration. This is evident in Cabo Delgado, 

where areas that were once levelled villages are now occupied by “a port and an airport, along 

with a power station, street grid, emergency room and hundreds of cabins built to enclose 

TotalEnergies managers and gas workers within fortress-like” (Neiman, 2024). Furthermore, 

as Expert B noted, “Qualified people were brought in from somewhere within the country and 

abroad to work in that area. This completely changed the lifestyle in that area. The locals who 

are poor and were used to living in their poverty, now discovered that there's a different way 

of living, as someone like me can be driving a truck or a nice car, can hold a nice iPhone and 

even get our gas here. So that created the kind of frustration locally, which facilitated the 

radicalisation.”17  

In Cabo Delgado, communities feel aggrieved as they lost their traditional land through 

resettlement to accommodate LNG infrastructure development (Estelle and Darden, 2021). 

Aside from political instability, the discovery of LNG in northern Mozambique in 2011 has 

heightened feelings of relative deprivation among the people of Cabo Delgado, mainly young 

supporters of ASWJ (Dembele, 2020:17). Initially, as mentioned earlier in the study, the gas 

discovery led many inhabitants of the region to believe that employment opportunities and 

public infrastructure projects would soon benefit the marginalised and poor region (Dembele, 

2020). However, the gas projects have created few jobs and have mostly resulted in 

displacement and disillusionment among locals (Dembele, 2020:17). Dembele notes: 

“According to a 2016 report by the exploration company Anadarko, over 550 families needed 

to be physically relocated; 952 families would lose access to their farmland and over 3,000 

individuals would lose access to fishing grounds to make way for the gas facilities and its 

operation” (Dembele, 2020:17). Neiman (2024) echoes a similar sentiment pointing out that 

 

17 Interview with Expert B, 4 October 2023. Google Meet. 
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the Afungi site, for example, has been cleared of 66 square kilometres of “mudbrick houses, 

coconut palms and verdant farmland”, and the inhabitants resettled in Quitunda. A study 

conducted by Assessment Capacities Projects (ACAPS) in 2023 revealed that those evicted 

(without sufficient compensation) are mostly farmers and fishermen, resettled in arable land 

already occupied by other communities and used for agricultural activities, thereby leading to 

tensions. Furthermore, some fishermen can no longer have easy access to the sea, as gas drilling 

and development have affected fishing stocks (Assessment Capacities Projects, 2023). The 

government’s and corporate responses to local disgruntlement worsened the situation. In a bid 

to protect the projects, the government and private businesses introduced tighter controls which 

led to a loss of revenue for artisanal mining and illegal logging (Estelle and Darden, 2021:7).  

These losses and allegations of human rights abuses by a UK-based mining company created 

grievance drivers for ‘violent extremism’ in the region (Neethling 2021 and Estelle and Darden 

2021). This sentiment is shared by most of the respondents, with Academic A commenting: 

“The most recent trigger has been the exploitation of natural resources in the area in the sense 

that the people from the region are not gaining from those natural resources, but that all the 

benefits are going to the people at the centre in Maputo.” 18  

In addition to the struggle for control of natural resources in Cabo Delgado, various forms of 

illicit activity involving government officials occur there. Cardoso (2021) notes that the East 

African coast has historically been characterised by various trafficking networks operating 

along the coast, extending to the Sofala area. In the past two decades, the area has been 

dominated by the FRELIMO elite, who are alleged to have controlled the “huge heroin transit 

trade in 2001 and illegal timber in 2005” (Hanlon, 2021).  Furthermore, as Hanlon (2021) 

posits, uncontrolled corruption, the lavish lifestyle of the elite, and the unequal distribution of 

benefits and wealth have worsened the feeling of deprivation among the inhabitants of Cabo 

Delgado, creating a conducive environment for radicalisation to materialise. This sentiment 

was echoed by Academic A when asked if LNG extraction was a driver of the violence in the 

region. He commented: “I think it's long-standing grievances of marginalisation and exclusion 

from people in that region, and then when the national natural gas started to be exploited and 

people were very aware that those benefits of that exploitation are going to go mostly to the 

elites in the centre in Maputo, and they were fearful that it would not give them any benefits. 

 

18 Interview with Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet. 
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If anything, they will be further excluded and marginalised, so I think it's a very important 

driver in the conflict.”19 

In summary, despite debates about the armed group’s identity and objectives, and the 

complexity of the conflict in Cabo Delgado, one thing is certain: a combination of factors 

contributed to the rise and growth of ASWJ as discussed in the previous sections. As Macuane 

et al. (2018) note, “the emerging violent crisis against the backdrop of a massive natural 

resource discovery is not a coincidence at all. The discovery of huge gas deposits seems to have 

re-ignited conflicts and grievances which have been dormant, and for Cabo Delgado, the high 

levels of poverty and economic marginalisation have been topical issues for years.” The 

following sections examine ASWJ’s operations and how it expanded over time despite the 

government’s efforts to curb the armed group’s violence in Cabo Delgado. 

4.4. ASWJ’s operation and expansion 

As already indicated in the study, the group that started as a non-violent Islamic sect 

transformed into a violent armed group due to severe pressure from the government. There is 

a belief that since 2017, ASWJ’s tactics and operations have been unsophisticated, with most 

of the attacks waged in predominantly Mwani territory but it switched its tactics in 2019 

focusing its operations on the coast and road networks (Columbo, 2019:2). In terms of 

weaponry, survivors of the attacks revealed that the militants rely on rudimentary and easily 

accessible weapons such as machetes but have reportedly acquired weapons from attacks on 

the Mozambican security forces between June and July 2019 (Columbo, 2019:2). For instance, 

in the Mocimboa attack the group confiscated lots of ammunition, including armoured cars and 

staged bank robberies for cash, some of which was donated to the local communities (Santos, 

2020:3). Columbo further claims that since 2018, there are reports of disgruntled former police 

providing some training to the militants. In March 2019, as claimed by Kevin Kelly (quoted in 

Columbo 2019:2), an evolution in attacks began when the militants used an improvised 

explosive device (IED) in an attack on government forces.  

 

19 Interview with Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet. 
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Figure 1. Timeline of ASWJ’s major attacks in Cabo Delgado. Source: Created with data from Crisis Group Africa 

Report N°303, 2021.  

 

Date Major Event 

5 October 2017 Group of 30 fighters storm Mocímboa da Praia town in the first violent attack 

27 May 2018 Group beheads at least ten in an attack on the town of Olumbi, Palma district 

5 June 2018 Militants burn homes and kill civilians in attack in Macomia district 

July 2018 Attacks on security forces positions in Mocímboa da Praia and Palma districts 

21 February 2019 Attacks on convoys of Anadarko in Palma district alarm the gas industry 

2 April 2019 Fighters attack military base in Mocímboa da Praia district 

3 June 2019 Fighters of al-Shabab beat off security operation in Mocímboa da Praia district 

4 June 2019 ISIS claims that al-Shabaab fighters are “soldiers of the Caliphate” 

Mid-Nov 2019 First attack by al-Shabab militants in Tanzanian territory, in Ngongo village 

23 January 2020 Attack by al-Shabab on Mbau, claimed by ISIS, kills more than twenty soldiers 

23 March 2020  Fighters overrun military base in Mocímboa da Praia town and raise ISIS flag 

28 May 2020 Fighters stage multiple attacks on Macomia town 

5-15 August 2020 Militants take Mocímboa da Praia town, driving out the military and civilians 

14 October 2020 300 fighters cross the border and carry out new attack in Tanzanian territory 

December 2020 Several attacks near LNG project in Afungi 

24 March 2021 Around 120 heavily armed militants begin an attack on Palma town 

27 March 2021 Total announces it is suspending operations 

29 March 2021 ISIS claims attack on Palma town; veracity of the claim is later disputed 

26 April 2021 Total declares force majeure on LNG project 
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Although the Palma attack significantly impacted the course of the conflict, scholars such as 

Morier-Genoud (2020) and Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022) are cautious in their interpretations 

of ASWJ's intentions and targets in relation to that attack.  They point out that ASWJ has been 

selective in its attacks and has not attacked civilians indiscriminately. Heyen-Dubé and Rands 

(2022:451) argue that as of February 2021, the group had avoided waging attacks on 

international assets. They argue that the few incidents in which an attack occurred resulted 

from collateral circumstances and were neither coordinated nor intentionally staged. They also 

argue that even though the militants were close to the Amarula Lodge, where most foreign 

nationals hid, the lodge was not attacked. If the foreigners were targets, they could have easily 

attacked them. While Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022:451) admit that the violence in Palma was 

a sign of escalation on the part of ASWJ in that ASWJ’s “Palma cell now seemingly considers 

foreigners as acceptable collateral damage, it does not indicate a deliberate targeting of 

international persons or assets.” They argue that ASWJ has spared international assets because 

they do not pose a direct threat to the group’s current objectives (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 

2022). But “should this change, either through continued and substantial direct association 

between mega-projects and the government- particularly if it is perceived that the association 

is supporting counterinsurgency efforts- international assets might be targeted” (Heyen-Dubé 

and Rands, 2022:451).  However, regardless of the existing debate on the significance of the 

Palma attack, since then, the group has expanded its operations beyond their geographic base 

to the provinces of Niassa and Nampula (Assessment Capacities Projects, 2023), resulting in a 

high number of fatalities and a major humanitarian crisis.  

ASWJ’s recruitment initially targeted the local community, including disgruntled traders, 

fishermen, farmers, and unemployed youth. The research conducted by the International Crisis 

Group in 2021 revealed that “their motivations for joining and staying with the group are 

diverse but less shaped by ideology than by the desire to assert power locally” (International 

Crisis Group, 2021). International Crisis Group (2021) contends that ASWJ’s expansion can 

be attributed to its ability to attract recruits who see joining the group as a good career move. 

These sentiments are shared by Opperman (2018), who posits that the group exploited the 

socioeconomic conditions in Cabo Delgado and claimed to provide its members with economic 

opportunities, which it believed the foreign investment and the government had failed to 

provide.  Authors such as Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2021) argue that the group has indeed 

successfully instrumentalised socioeconomic conditions to recruit in areas such as Nampula 
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and Niassa. They observed that “for many disenfranchised young men, often those who have 

failed to establish themselves, this radical discourse of social justice framed in a novel way is 

an appealing proposition and offers them an opportunity to ‘do something’ with their lives and 

communities” (Heyen-Dubé and Rands, 2022:454).   

The recruitment area of ASWJ was inflated by the media, which played a huge role in 

popularising the group. The widespread coverage of the group’s attack in Palma may have 

drawn attention to the group and the conflict, particularly within the Islamist groups, thereby 

attracting regional and veteran foreign fighters (Columbo and Doctor, 2021). This publicity, 

coupled with the US designation of the group as an international terrorist organisation, could 

have made the group more appealing to foreign fighters. As Columbo and Doctor (2021) posit: 

“While publicly available information on the exact number and role of foreign fighters in the 

group is limited, ASWJ- or al-Shabaab as it is called in Mozambique- has had a long history 

with the foreign fighter community. Early academic research into the group revealed the 

presence of youth from Africa’s Great Lakes region, Uganda and Tanzania.” This claim was 

augmented by claims made by the Tanzanian authorities in 2020, which intercepted several 

young men believed to be on their way to Mozambique, and by another claim by the South 

African authorities that some of its nationals had joined the group (Columbo and Doctor, 2021). 

This has been facilitated by poor border management and security, as well as a weak state 

presence in the region. Columbo and Doctor (2021) contend that while it is not clear how the 

presence of these foreign fighters will affect the dynamics of the group and conflict, they “are 

often a boon to a nascent group, helping its local fighters to quickly develop the necessary 

military and technical skills to gain advantage on the battlefield.” This could have been the 

reason for the group’s expansion and resilience in recent years. 

There has been much speculation on the ASWJ’s financing, with some reports claiming that 

“the illicit economy, donations and raids on local sources such as banks are the major sources 

of financing” (Louw-Vaudran, 2022). For instance, as Louw-Vaudran (2022) noted, in the 

March 2021 Palma attack, banks and businesses were robbed of up to US$1 million. Morier-

Genoud (2018) states that accounts suggest illegal mining, poaching, timber logging, and 

contraband are the main sources of revenue for the militants. It is also believed that in some 

cases, business operators in Cabo Delgado are forced to pay protection fees, and in other 

instances, they receive cash loans from ASWJ to set up businesses, only to have the 
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organisation impose taxes on the profits (International Crisis Group, 2021). The group is also 

believed to be externally funded, with substantial funding from overseas sponsors 

(International Crisis Group, 2021). However, these funds are not easily traceable as the group 

often launder them through civilians via channels such as mobile phone transfer services. The 

group has proven to be able to “generate considerable revenue and deploy funds to expand its 

operational footprint and recruitment base” (International Crisis Group, 2021). As such, it has 

expanded its operations to cover almost the entire region of Cabo Delgado and has recently 

expanded into the southern regions of the country. 

4.5. The government's response to the crisis and challenges 

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the entry of ASWJ has changed the conflict dynamics in 

the country and further complicated the volatile political situation. The violence emerged at a 

critical period for Maputo as it coincided with the signing of the 2019 peace agreement between 

the government and the RENAMO opposition. Santos (2020:2) states: “Complementing a 

decentralisation reform through a change in the Constitution, with a focus on provincial 

governments, the agreement focusses [sic] on the demobilisation, disarmament, and 

reintegration (DDR) of more than 5000 RENAMO soldiers- an ongoing process which 

commenced very slowly and excluding a section of the Renamo guerrillas still active and lethal 

in central Mozambique.” Thus, with resources now devoted to eliminating ASWJ, the 

Mozambican government may be hindered from fully implementing the peace agreement.  

4.5.1. Terrorism framing of ASWJ’s violence  

The central government’s response to the violent activities of ASWJ has been perceived 

differently by various scholars and observers. While there is evidence that the “government’s 

response capacity is limited politically and financially” (Santos, 2020), Maputo has been 

accused of failing to treat the threat posed by ASWJ with the urgency it deserves. Even though 

authors such as Morier-Genoud (2017) contend that the Mozambican government’s response 

to the 2017 attack on the police units was swift, especially, with the coordinated effort of forces 

from other provinces and Special Forces from the provincial capital, there is consensus among 

scholars such as Matsinhe and Valoi (2019), Heyen-Dubé and Rands (2022), and Mutasa and 

Muchemwa (2021) that the Mozambican government’s response was delayed and ineffective. 

Their view is that, despite the warning signs and tip-offs from local religious leaders about the 
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security threat posed by ASWJ, the government dismissed these warnings and did not perceive 

the group as a threat. Expert C posits that the violence by the group was “initially seen as 

perpetrated by bandits and criminals, so it was framed as an internal law and order problem, 

and therefore it was a policing issue, and we saw the police remaining taking charge of the 

counterinsurgency until 2021, when the military was given that responsibility.”20 Habibe et al. 

(2019) note that even local governments in areas such as Mocímboa da Praia and Macomia 

regarded ASWJ's activities as an internal problem of mosques that religious leaders should 

resolve.  

However, Santos (2020) notes that as the group escalated its violence and after its attacks on 

police units in Mocimboa da Praia in October 2017, the Mozambican government shifted its 

narrative. It then viewed the violence as “perpetrated by evildoers from abroad, 

instrumentalising Mozambican disenfranchised, radicalising Muslim youth to compete in the 

exploration of the natural gas resources in Palma” (Santos, 2020:5). The Mozambican 

government recommended that the criminality of these ‘evildoers’ should be tackled by police 

and the legal system (Santos, 2020). As such, “the government increased police presence in 

major towns, ports and border locations. The police arrested hundreds of people, and the army 

closed and destroyed mosques and killed dozens of people (including women and children) in 

indiscriminate attacks aimed at killing insurgents” (Dembele, 2020:17). This did not sit well 

with the local communities leading some to side with the armed group. As noted by Academic 

A, “very often heavy-handed security action makes the community also angry at the security 

forces and results to more recruitment possibilities for these armed groups and less support for 

the government.”21 However, despite all efforts by the government to curb ASWJ’s violence 

domestically, the group’s violence intensified, with the Palma Attack marking the turning point 

in the course of the conflict. 

 The March 2021 attack on Palma drew global attention, as it involved foreign nationals 

working at the Afungi Complex, one of TotalEnergies’ natural gas exploration projects 

(Cardoso, 2021). This triggered panic, leading to the designation of the group as a terrorist 

organisation by the US. As Expert F noted: “It is unfortunate, like most African conflicts, if 

 

20 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024. Google Meet. 
21 Interview with Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet. 
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the people who are affected are only local people, it doesn’t get as much media attention. Palma 

happened because there were people in the hotel who were European; there were more 

European interests there, it was why it got so much media attention. Everyone was like, Oh! 

What’s going on there, yet it has been simmering for a while.”22 For the Mozambican 

government, the attack, which led to the death of an undetermined number of military personnel 

and civilians, put the government forces in the spotlight as they failed “to prepare, prevent and 

effectively confront the attackers” (Cardoso, 2021). Although other countries, such as the US 

and SADC member states, had already labelled ASWJ a ‘terrorist’ organisation, this marked a 

significant shift in the narrative of the Mozambican government from criminality to acts of 

‘terrorism’23, which could be interpreted as an admission by the Mozambican officials that the 

problem is greater than initially thought (International Crisis Group, 2021). Furthermore, as 

the ICG contends, this rhetoric creates the misconception that ‘global jihadism’ is the sole 

driver of the threat. Such an approach securitises violence and leads to the adoption of 

extraordinary measures, as will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.  

4.5.2. Government response to ‘terrorism’ 

The shift in the narrative from ‘criminality’ to ‘terrorism’ changed the course of the conflict, 

with the Mozambican government adopting a militarised approach to the crisis. The 

deployment of the army to deal with “the insurgents backfired at the cost of lives, time, and 

state legitimacy” (Steadman et al., 2020). Expert C noted: “There is a shift during this period 

to an acceptance internally that you're dealing with something more than a law and order 

problem, but you give the responsibility to a security outfit that is not fit for purpose, in terms 

of the Mozambican military, which is not equipped to deal with and does not have effective 

counterinsurgency capacity.”24 This view is also expressed by Hanlon (2021), who posits that 

the Mozambican military cannot defeat the armed group because FRELIMO’s guerrilla tactics 

have been long forgotten, and security personnel have not received effective counter-guerrilla 

or counter-insurgency training (Hanlon, 2021). Furthermore, “Most of the army’s equipment 

is from the colonial era, with recent estimates suggesting that only 10% of Mozambique’s 

armoured personnel carriers are operational. Land forces have also seen a significant reduction 

 

22 Interview with Expert F, 24 July 2024. Google Meet.  
23 This shift in the narrative of the Mozambican government will be discussed in Chapter 5, which traces 
the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado. 
24 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024. Google Meet. 
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in strength from 13,000 troops in 2013 to 11,000 in 2020, as a result of high government debt” 

(Dembele, 2020:18). 

In response to the central government’s counter-insurgency measures, the armed group 

retaliated by escalating its violence, “introducing more gruesome killing methods, such as 

beheading victims” and burning the homes of enemies to create terror and panic (Dembele, 

2020). The Mozambican central government has also implemented non-military responses to 

the insurgency in north-eastern parts of the country,  including the “approval of additional 

counter-terrorism legislation under a new law, namely Legal Regime for Repression and 

Combating Terrorism”, and identifying porous borders as a challenge in the efforts to curb  

‘terrorism’, most of its counterterrorism measures have been military (Bukarti and 

Munasinghe, 2020:4). The military response had put government forces’ strength in the 

spotlight as they struggled to defeat ASWJ. Apart from its harsh counter-terrorism measures, 

which seemed to exacerbate the crisis, scholars such as Santos (2020:5) attribute the rising 

conflict to weak intelligence and a lack of coordination among the security forces and relevant 

government departments. This view is shared by Steadman et al. (2020), who argue that the 

government’s mismanagement of the crisis has seen AWSJ escalating its violence with new 

operations, including waging complex, well-coordinated attacks on the security forces and 

strategic towns such as Mocimboa da Praia, which came under its control since August 2020. 

The city has since been retaken by government forces, with assistance from Rwandan troops, 

who were deployed in July 2021 to support Mozambique in combating the crisis (Al Jazeera, 

2021).  

As already discussed in the study, there is a predominant narrative that the Mozambican 

security forces cannot curb ASWJ’s violent activities alone. Santos (2020:5) attributed this 

incapacity to the division in the army, pointing out that “there is a notorious and dangerous 

fracture, notably in the army, between the commanders and the rank and file of ‘foot soldiers.’ 

The latter, often new recruits with few months’ training and little combat preparedness, feel 

that they are not told and do not understand the rationale of the fight against an opaque enemy.”  

Opperman (2018) attributes the security forces’ weakness to inadequate training, poor 

discipline, inadequate equipment, and inexperience, as this insurgency is a new phenomenon. 

The Mozambican army was only used to battling RENAMO forces in the past. There are also 
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cases of absconding, with some military personnel trading their uniforms for civilian clothing 

or even joining AWSJ (Santos 2020; Columbo 2020 and Matsinhe and Valoi 2019). 

The government response to the insurgency also faces immense challenges in curbing the 

violent activities of ASWJ due to overlapping security and political challenges (Estelle and 

Darden, 2021:13). There is consensus among scholars that the FRELIMO government has 

never had a monopoly over means of violence in the country, nor has the country enjoyed 

complete sovereignty (Matsinhe and Valoi 2019; Bukarti and Munasinghe 2020 and Estelle 

and Darden 2021). Since independence in 1975, there has been recurring conflict and tension 

between the ruling FRELIMO and the opposition RENAMO, leading to political power 

remaining divided between the two parties. According to Estelle and Darden (2021), even 

though a new peace agreement was reached following the re-emergence of the latest conflict 

between 2013 and 2019, it led to a splinter group within RENAMO, which is staging attacks 

on civilians and the economy in central Mozambique. As a result, the government clashes with 

RENAMO “have overlapped with the insurgency and hindered the Mozambican government’s 

response in Cabo Delgado” (Estelle and Darden, 2021:14). There is also fear that ASWJ may 

lure both the current and demobilised RENAMO militants, who are disgruntled about the 

government’s slow DDR program.  

Matsinhe and Valoi (2019) posit that the country has been characterised by four decades of 

half-mast sovereignty as the central government lacked a monopoly over the means of violence 

in its territory and held on to precarious and fragile control over its borders.  Furthermore, the 

end of the civil war also saw RENAMO gain strong parliamentary representation and maintain 

a large contingent of armed men whilst enjoying popular support in central and northern 

provinces (Estelle and Darden, 2021).  RENAMO still controls parts of the country, including 

Sofala, where its base is located. It is under such political conditions that the ASWJ has 

emerged and expanded. While the Mozambican central government “has been grappling with 

the dissident RENAMO militancy problem in the central region, ASWJ poses the most 

significant threat to peace and security in the country” (Bukarti and Munasinghe, 2020:4). 

Thus, Cabo Delgado has become a thorn in the flesh of the Mozambican government as it 

struggles to extent control or influence in the region (Neethling,2021). Therefore, such state 

weaknesses and vulnerabilities offer competitive advantages for internal and external 

insurgents with intentions to usurp the government’s authority (Matsinhe and Valoi, 2019:18). 
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In light of these challenges, the central government has tried to make up for its weaknesses and 

challenges by seeking external assistance in the form of mercenaries, first, Russia’s Wagner 

Group, and second, the Dyck Advisory Group (DAG) from South Africa (Estelle and Darden, 

2121:21). The presence of Wagner did not heed any success in the fight against AWSJ as the 

group suffered heavy losses and was forced to withdraw months after its arrival (Estelle and 

Darden, 2021:21). Although the DAG managed to make headway in the fight against AWSJ 

through its airstrikes, its success was heavily hampered by the weakness of the government 

forces on the ground (Estelle and Darden, 2021:15). Estelle and Darden (2021) and Hanlon 

(2021) point out that despite the notable success DAG has made in Cabo Delgado, the group 

has been marred by controversy as it has been accused of human rights violations and firing at 

civilians. Despite all efforts by the Mozambican government, ASWJ has expanded significantly 

since its first attack in October 2017, threatening the fragile peace in that country and a possible 

escalation into a regional conflict.  

The Mozambican government resorted to a bilateral agreement with Rwanda, under which 

around 3,000 Rwandan troops were deployed in Cabo Delgado. It also succumbed to pressure 

from the regional organisation, SADC, to permit a regional intervention force to help mitigate 

the threat to regional peace and stability.  

4.5.3. Rwandan intervention 

In July 2021, the Rwandan government deployed a “1000-person contingent of the Rwanda 

Defence Force (RDF) and the Rwanda National Police (RNP) to Cabo Delgado Province, 

Mozambique, which is currently affected by terrorism and insecurity” (Government of the 

Republic of Rwanda, 2021). This deployment was the result of a bilateral agreement between 

the two countries. Their objective was to “conduct combat and security operations, as well as 

stabilisation and security sector reform (SSR) to help restore the Mozambican government’s 

authority” (Government of the Republic of Rwanda, 2021). Furthermore, as noted by Nhamirre 

(2021), the Rwandan government stated that the deployed forces would work closely with 

SADC troops. However, the Rwandan forces’ deployment was highly controversial; it faced 

criticism from opposition parties and human rights groups because it was carried out in secrecy 

(Nhamirre, 2021). It also bypassed some democratic processes, such as parliamentary approval, 

and undermined SADC’s guiding instruments on deployment, which stipulate that the host 

country must notify the regional organisation before any deployments. Moreover, such 
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deployment should occur only after the regional force is deployed (Nhamirre, 2021). The 

situation was exacerbated by the deployment of intervening forces in the districts of Palma and 

Mocímboa da Praia, the two main LNG-rich areas, both of which were severely affected by 

ASWJ’s violence (The Asia Live, 2024). While this was a strategic move to restore stability to 

be able to resume LNG operations, it caused a backlash from critics25 who “argued that the 

protection of Western-led multinational projects had taken precedence over the stated 

objectives of the mission” (The Asia Live, 2024). As The Asia Live (2024) posits, these 

perceptions were deepened by the deployment of SAMIM in areas not linked to the LNG 

projects, away from these critical economic hubs.  

However, despite the controversy surrounding the deployment, some scholars, such as Hanlon 

(2021), and respondents interviewed for the study believe that bilateral engagements and the 

deployment of Rwandan troops are more effective in such cases. Hanlon (2021) argues that the 

Rwandan forces are better trained, disciplined and experienced than a regional force. He points 

out that Rwanda is among the top three countries contributing troops to UN peacekeeping 

missions (Hanlon, 2021). For some respondents, bilateral agreements are quicker and more 

effective than a multilateral approach. As Expert B notes: “Multilaterally, you will need a lot 

of people to agree; it’s very slow, and taking a decision requires processes or voting. However, 

if it’s just two countries discussing, you can easily proceed. So, Mozambique wanted to move 

quickly, so the solution was to go to Rwanda, get the paper signed, and have Rwandans in 

Mozambique. When it’s a regional response, summits are needed, different heads of state join 

the discussion, and may have different opinions.”26 The effectiveness of the Rwandan 

deployment is evident on the ground in Cabo Delgado.  

There is consensus among observers, analysts and scholars that the Rwandan troops have 

achieved notable successes in Cabo Delgado. Regarding the mission to restore stability in the 

province, the Rwandan troops have made some progress. For instance, The Asia Live (2024) 

notes that, “Three years after deployment in the troubled province, the troops managed to  

 

25 These include opposition parties such as RENAMO and human rights organisations such as the Centre 
for Democracy and Development (see Nhamirre, 2021). 
26 Interview with Expert B, 4 October 2023. Google Meet. 
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reduce the ASWJ’s “firepower, dislodged them from their main bases and restored stability 

around the LNG projects”. However, despite making this headway, “the troops’ capacity and 

inclination for hot pursuit have displaced the problem, with ‘terror’ groups dispersing and 

regrouping in other locations” (Nhamirre, 2024). Furthermore, as Nhamirre (2024) notes, 

despite being weakened, ASWJ has demonstrated resilience and adaptability and is improving 

its tactics; for example, there has been an increase in the use of improvised explosive devices. 

To make up for the losses on the battlefield, they have now “evolved from attacking civilians 

and resorted to winning hearts and minds” (Nhamirre, 2024). The implications of a military 

response and overreliance on a foreign intervening force will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

6 of the study.  

4.5.4. The SADC intervention 

As ASWJ’s violence escalated despite efforts by the Mozambican government to curb the 

security threat posed by the group, it alarmed the SADC member states, who feared that an 

escalation into a regional conflict would have serious implications for regional peace and 

stability. This sentiment was echoed by Academic A, who posits:  

The region, the countries in the region, and the neighbours have an interest in the overall 

security of the region. If the region is seen as insecure, as violent, as the region where 

there's conflict, then it affects the economy and the investment potential of the whole 

region. For instance, just across the border from northern Mozambique, there's a big new 

plant, liquefied gas plant in Tanzania that has been announced and so I think it's in the 

interest of the region as a whole and therefore countries like, neighbours like South Africa 

and others to make sure our region is secure and stable so that it's a prosperous place for 

everybody who lives in it, for our economies and for the people. So, we know that when 

there is conflict in one country, it is very likely that the conflict will spill over into other 

countries, so this could destabilise southern Tanzania as well and spread from there into 

more and more regions. So that is why it's in the foreign policy interest of South Africa 

and the other countries in the region to try and help Mozambique solve this problem.27 

The group’s violent activities and resilience pose a major security threat to Mozambique and 

the Southern African region. Despite its failure to defeat ASWJ, the Mozambican government 

was not keen to have the regional force deployed in Cabo Delgado; instead, it turned to Rwanda 

for assistance (Smith, 2022). This led experts such as Expert B to accuse President Nyusi of 

not wanting accountability, as a regional force may uncover issues the government does not 

 

27 Interview with Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet. 
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want the world to see, such as corruption and poor governance.28 The regional force (SAMIM) 

was finally deployed on 15 July 2021 by the extraordinary SADC summit under Scenario 6 of 

the African Standby Force (Amani Africa, 2022). Its mandate includes: “supporting the 

Republic of Mozambique to combat terrorism and acts of violent extremism in Cabo Delgado, 

by neutralising terrorist threats and restoring security to create a secure environment; 

strengthening and maintaining peace and security, restoring the rule of law and order in affected 

areas of Cabo Delgado Province and supporting the Republic of Mozambique, in collaboration 

with humanitarian agencies, to continue providing relief to population affected by terrorist 

activities, including displaced persons (IDPs)” (Southern African Development Community, 

2021).  

The SAMIM deployment has made some strides in “dislodging ASWJ members from their 

bases, recapturing villages, seizing weapons, and creating a secure environment for safer 

passage of humanitarian support” (Southern African Development Community, 2021).  

However, while this may be a milestone in curbing the violence in the region, ASWJ has 

remained resilient. Reports indicate that ASWJ is expanding and operates in relatively 

autonomous cells, with new cells located near the deeper seaport of Pemba (Crisis 24, 2023). 

This complicates efforts to track and eliminate the group. Available data reveal that the first 

quarter of 2022 registered a leap in violence spilling into Cabo Delgado, recording 55 attacks 

resulting in 186 fatalities. ASWJ continues to perpetrate violence in the central and northern 

districts of Cabo Delgado, with operations expanding southwards into Ancuabe and Chiure 

districts (Amani Africa, 2022). This has raised questions about the effectiveness of military 

interventions in dealing with armed groups in conflict zones or any political violence that may 

be rooted in local grievances. The effectiveness of a militarised regional response will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter 6 of the study. 

4.6. Conclusion 

This chapter presented the context under which the armed group ASWJ emerged. It revealed 

that the group emerged as a non-violent religious organisation, which later transformed into a 

violent organisation, for which Maputo’s mishandling of the violence must take some blame. 

The chapter outlined the objectives of the armed group, which were to establish a caliphate in 

 

28 Interview with Expert B, 4 October 2023. Google Meet. 
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Cabo Delgado. ASWJ believes that the world has become evil and corrupt, and therefore, is 

convinced that the Islamic Caliphate is the solution to these problems.  This has led observers, 

governments and scholars to believe that religion is the main driver of the violence, with some 

linking the group to the Islamic State. However, the chapter has revealed that the IS link is very 

weak, and there is insufficient evidence to support it. The conflict is attributed to the colonial 

legacy, religion, and socioeconomic and political marginalisation of Cabo Delgado.  

The chapter also discussed the Mozambican government's response to the violence in the region 

and why it has not yet been able to defeat ASWJ. It traced how the narrative changed over time 

from ‘criminality’ to ‘foreign evildoers’ and finally ‘terrorism’, which changed the course of 

the war. The government’s response was hindered by three key factors: unpreparedness, 

existing political fragility, and mishandling. As the violence escalated and the armed group 

remained resilient, the Mozambican government first turned to private military companies, then 

to Rwanda and the regional military deployment, SAMIM. 

The next chapter will trace the securitisation of the violence in Cabo Delgado. It will apply the 

analytical framework to show how terrorism is used as a speech act to constitute groups and 

individuals as existential threats to the state and national security.  
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Chapter 5: Tracing the securitisation of the violence in Cabo Delgado 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter applies the analytical framework to the case study to trace the securitisation of 

political violence in Cabo Delgado. It presents data collected from virtual interviews with 

academics, journalists, and experts who specialise in the study of violence and have conducted 

substantial research on the conflict in Cabo Delgado. The study proposes that labelling violence 

as ‘terrorism’ securitises the violence, which may have implications for the violence response 

horizon, limiting it to a military response. This chapter examines how the application of the 

terrorism label securitised violence in Cabo Delgado and what made this securitisation 

possible. It will focus on how groups and individuals are conceptualised as threats to the state 

and national security. The chapter will trace the securitisation process by applying the speech 

act theory. 

In Mozambique, securitisation, particularly the performance of a speech act as outlined by 

securitisation theory, has been crucial in building the justification for military action against 

the perpetrators of violence or ‘terrorists’. Such a label has a way of altering public perception, 

thereby winning securitising actors the support they need to take retaliatory action. I interrogate 

the terrorism framing of the political violence in Cabo Delgado, which can be interpreted as a 

securitising move by the Mozambican government. This chapter will discuss the relevance of 

securitisation theory in the context of Cabo Delgado. I argue that the ‘terrorist’ discourse in 

Cabo Delgado is a securitising speech act, similar to the ‘war on terror’ discourse. As Vultee 

(2011:78) notes: “The ‘war on terror’ is securitised not when ‘security’ is spoken but when 

‘terrorism’ is spoken”. The chapter assesses the success of this securitising move in Cabo 

Delgado by employing discourse analysis, a method traditionally used by securitisation 

theorists such as Buzan et al. (1998), which remains the dominant approach to studying 

securitisation processes (Balzacq et al., 2015). The success of the securitisation move will be 

measured by the receptivity of the audience(s) of the speech act, the context, and the 

deployment of extraordinary measures or adoption of ‘distinctive policies’ (exceptional or not) 

as proposed by Balzacq et al (2015:2). 
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5.2. ‘Terrorist’ label as a securitising speech act 

As noted in chapter 2, securitisation is associated with social constructivism, particularly the 

studies that interrogate the significance of language and the power of argument in international 

politics (Balzacq et al., 2015). By focusing on discourse and speech acts, it provides a “useful 

analytical framework for studying how particular acts, actors, issues, events become known as 

a security (terrorism) issue and therefore needing to be dealt accordingly” (Dixit, 2016:36). 

Even though terrorism framing is not a new phenomenon, the 9/11 attack on the United States 

by Al-Qaeda, saw the framing of some forms of political violence as ‘terrorism’ become 

especially prevalent globally. The successful securitisation of 9/11 made it easier for certain 

meanings to be attached to violence- political violence with Islamic links being easily 

designated ‘terrorism’, as will be underscored in the case of Cabo Delgado.  

5.3. Securitisation of the violence in Cabo Delagado  

The section does not dispute the existence of violence perpetrated by ASWJ; rather, it focuses 

on how the violence perpetrated by the group has been constructed as a terrorist threat, drawing 

global attention and resulting in various global responses. 

5.3.1. Establishment of an existential threat 

As part of their contribution to discussions and discourses on the meaning of security, the 

Copenhagen School, instead of the nature of a specific threat, “argued that the way threats are 

discursively presented and tackled should be regarded as the core feature of security” (Bright, 

2012:863). The Copenhagen School argued that security situations “could be identified through 

the creation of a special kind of politics linked to crisis and emergency, which enables (and, 

indeed, requires) certain actions which would otherwise be deemed unacceptable” (Bright, 

2021:863). Furthermore, by declaring a security emergency, the agent “claims the right to 

handle the issue through extraordinary means, to break the normal political rules of the game” 

(Buzan et al., 2008:24).   

The next two sections discuss the two steps in establishing the existential threat, namely 

articulation and interpellation. 
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5.3.2. Articulation  

Articulation, as discussed in Chapter Two, is a Constructivist approach that involves meaning 

creation. In this case, the violence in Mozambique denotes terrorism and connotes 

interpretations reserved for terrorism (radical, fundamentalist, barbaric, illegitimate) and 

responses reserved for terrorism (states or emergency, etc). Lathan (quoted in Pretorius, 2008) 

posits that articulation entails “weaving an ontological narrative or telling a ‘constitutive story’ 

to make sense of the world or events, institutions or actions in the world.” Pretorius (2008) 

notes that these stories use extant cultural ‘raw material’ such as linguistic resources or lived 

experiences. However, as Pretorius (2008:108) further notes, instead of giving “a true 

reflection, the narrative invokes from the range of experiences only those that can be interpreted 

in support of a storyline.” This process played out in Cabo Delgado, particularly following the 

ASWJ attacks on the town of Palma in March 2021.  After the Palma attack, President Nyusi 

and Mozambican government officials started to articulate the link between ASWJ and IS and 

framed/scripted the violence as terrorism and an existential threat that needed an urgent 

response.   

Mozambique has been prone to violence from colonial times through to liberation struggles to 

the civil war following the attainment of independence in 1975. However, when the violence 

erupted in Cabo Delgado in 2017, with the escalation leading to the Palma attack in October 

2021, some commentators, some media and government officials were quick to label the group 

‘terrorists’. The central government initially brushed off the concerns of the local Islamic 

leaders over the threat posed by ASWJ, largely blaming the violence on ‘foreign jihadists’ or 

armed bandits (Harding, 2020). Some of the respondents that I interviewed about the framing 

of the violence pointed out that the labelling of the group as armed bandits or criminals meant 

that it was a domestic issue that could be dealt with through the deployment of the police and 

justice system. Academic C stated: “Armed bandits is [sic] two things; one is they have no 

ideology, they just happen to be bandits with the guns basically. It also means it's an internal 

problem, right? It is something that the government can resolve itself.”29 However, the 

resilience of the group and the escalation of the attacks forced the government to shift its 

narrative to that of ‘terrorism.’ Nhamirre (2021) notes that the Mozambican government’s 

 

29 Interview with Academic C, 6 July 2023, Google Meet. 
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perception of the violence shifted in April 2020, following the so-called malfaitores or 

evildoers’ attacks and the temporary seizure of the main towns in the districts of Mocímboa da 

Praia, Muidumbe and Quissanga. In a town called Quissanga, the group recorded a video 

broadcast by social networks in which an apparent leader of the group stated the objective of 

the attacks: “... our fight is to replace the Frelimo flag with this flag and (...) rule by the Law 

of Allah” (Nhamirre, 2021:3). In the same month, Mozambique’s National Defence and 

Security Council (CNDS) convened a meeting, declaring that: “external aggression perpetrated 

by an international terrorist’s organisation,” stating that the attacks were “claimed by the 

Islamic State, a terrorist organization” (Nhamirre, 2021). This marked the first time the 

Mozambican government publicly and officially acknowledged IS’s involvement since the 

attack (Matsinhe quoted in Miguel, 2020).  

This shift intensified following the March 2021 attack on Palma. During his address to the 

nation on 25 July 2021, President Nyusi said: “For a better understanding of the phenomenon 

of terrorism in the Province of Cabo Delgado, it is important to recall that, from late 2011 and 

early 2012, the first signs of radicalisation began to be recorded in the districts of Chiúre, 

Balama, Macomia, Mocímboa da Praia and Palma, promoted by some foreign and national 

individuals who falsely claimed to be the true Muslims” (Nyusi, 2021, as translated by 

OpenAI). Here, he clearly frames the violence by ASWJ as terrorism and admits that signs of 

radicalisation date back to 2011, something he had initially rejected, as indicated earlier in the 

study and at the beginning of this section. Nyusi (2021, as translated by OpenAI) admitted the 

error in his administration’s misinterpretation of the group’s violence, stating: “Following these 

movements, Islamic sects began to emerge that disseminated radical messages and, at the same 

time, signs of infiltration by terrorist groups operating in other countries began to appear. After 

these initial signs, the terrorist group carried out its first armed attack on 5 October 2017, in 

the district of Mocímboa da Praia. Because this was a phenomenon little known in 

Mozambique, the Mozambican Nation initially interpreted the attacks as simple criminal acts.”  

Scholars such as Barrinha (2011) and Omid and Mobini (2022) have noted that, in recent years, 

some governments have used the labelling of conflicts as terrorism to lure international support 

and to avoid resolving conflicts politically through peaceful dialogue. This sentiment is shared 

by Staun (2010:410), who posits, “denoting a person or a ‘terrorist’ is far from being an 

innocent affair”, and numerous governments and non-state actors have been applying the label 
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on their political opponents to further their interests. Buzan et al. (quoted in Bright, 2012:864) 

posit that the construction of threats is preceded by a ‘grammar of security,’ consisting of the 

construction of “a plot that includes an existential threat, point of no return, and a possible way 

out.” These plots are created by the securitising actors who claim that certain issues constitute 

an emergency and should thus be treated outside of ‘normal’ politics.  This appears to be the 

case with the Mozambican government. For instance, as early as 2020, even before his national 

address discussed above, while in Zimbabwe, President Nyusi appealed to neighbouring 

countries to assist his country in fighting terrorism. In his speech, he pleaded, “Terrorism, you 

can’t fight alone. This is the experience which we have. We need to share forces, not only in 

the region but probably for Africa” (Marawanyika and Hill, 2020). Since then, the 

‘terrorism/terrorist’ narrative has dominated the speeches of central government officials in 

Mozambique. For instance, in his 2021 Presidential address to the nation, Nyusi indicated: 

“…we established contacts and shared information with various international partners 

regarding the situation of terrorism in Cabo Delgado … partners such as Portugal, United States 

of America, United Kingdom, France, Russia, Algeria, European Union, and others have 

shown willingness to support Mozambique in the fight against terrorism” (Nyusi, 2021, as 

translated by OpenAI). Consistent with securitisation theory, an existential threat was 

established in Cabo Delgado, calling for extraordinary measures to curb it (Buzan et al., 

1998:25).  

According to Nyman (quoted in Pretorius and Anciano, 2021:52), “the success of the 

securitising move is dependent on the internal grammar or logic of designation (the speech act) 

and on the factors in the external context that affect audience acceptance, e.g. how realistic the 

designation is, the standing of those making it and the timing thereof.” The new terrorism 

narrative pushed by the Mozambican government facilitated the securitisation of the violence 

in Cabo Delgado. Since the shift in narrative, President Nyusi, in particular, embarked on a 

campaign to ensure that the relevant audience accepted the terrorism narrative. Speaking at the 

end of the ‘Fifth Course on Anti-Terrorism Operations’ held in January 2021, President Nyusi 

stated that the region of Cabo Delgado faces “a war without frontiers because it does not respect 

sovereignty or territorial integrity. It is a war without laws, without respect for human life. It 

uses all means to terrorise men and women, to kill and mutilate in a heinous way, and it is 

clearly linked to drug trafficking and to the pillaging of resources” (High Commission for the 

Republic of Mozambique, 2021). He went on to warn: “If terrorism is not fought against in a 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



105 

 

united way in Mozambique, or in the region, in the continent and globally, then let it be clear 

that nobody will be safe” (High Commission for the Republic of Mozambique, 2021). Thus, 

President Nyusi securitised the violence by treating it as an existential security issue through 

these speech acts, which do not simply describe an existing security situation but bring it into 

being as a security situation by successfully representing it as such (Williams, 2003). By 

portraying the violence in the region as “a war without frontiers, because it does not respect 

sovereignty or territorial integrity, a war without laws, without respect for human life. It uses 

all means to terrorise men and women, to kill and mutilate in a heinous way, and it is clearly 

linked to drug trafficking and to the pillaging of resources”, Nyusi’s speech aligns well with 

the notion of societal security associated with securitisation, which cites community and 

identity as key analytical tenets. Securitisation refers to the presentation of community identity 

as threatened by dynamics such as population movement and, in this study, terrorism 

(Williams, 2003:513). In line with speech acts, these speeches by the Mozambican government 

were not mere descriptive utterances about the violence and situation in Cabo Delgado, but 

performative acts that elevated the crisis to the international sphere, strategically positioning 

the region within the GWoT discourse. 

As posited by Stritzel (2014): “The emphasis on threat and societal identity- its sense of we-

ness-reflects the Copenhagen School's focus on a particular type of speech act and thus a 

specific security- one which understands the politics of enmity. The essence of security in this 

understanding is the existential threats and the production of the ‘other’ as a political enemy.” 

Thus, the speech is a security act, and securitisation depends on a specific rhetorical structure 

that identifies threats, proposes emergency action, and effects interunit relations by breaking 

free of rules (Williams, 2003:514). Furthermore, as Williams (2003) notes, the success of the 

securitising speech depends on adherence to the internal linguistic rules of the act and the 

legitimate positionality of the actor uttering the act; the issue is securitised when an audience 

accepts it as such. Indeed, these utterances by the Mozambican government gained traction and 

drew significant international support. As posited by Expert D:  

The terrorism framing of the violence may, if anything, help draw in more of the 

international community because to say I have an armed group that's causing trouble in a 

remote part of my country is perhaps less moving than I have a jihadist terrorist 

organisation with ties to the Islamic State. That starts evoking some imagery and some 

panic in the hearts of people who dedicated their lives to fighting terror. I think adding or 
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sort of bolstering the terrorism narratives makes it a lot easier for foreign governments to 

justify getting involved, and opens up other avenues to get involved.30  

This sudden shift from brushing off the crisis as a minor domestic issue to labelling it as 

terrorism and calling for external assistance was a securitisation move by President Nyusi.  

Buzan et al. (1998:23) argue that securitisation is the move that takes politics beyond the 

‘established rules of the game’ and frames the issue as a special kind of politics or as above 

politics. Thus, securitisation shows that national security policy is not a natural given but is 

carefully constructed by politicians and other decision-makers who articulate political issues 

as problems by labelling them as ‘dangerous, ‘menacing,’ ‘threatening,’ or ‘alarming’ 

(Eroukhmanoff, 2017:104). This is evident in the way President Nyusi draws a sharp distinction 

between the conflict with the RENAMO Military Junta and that with ASWJ. He regards the 

war with the RENAMO Military Junta as a war between Mozambicans that could be resolved 

through negotiation and dialogue, and the violence in Cabo Delgado as perpetrated by foreign 

aggression, pointing to the involvement of the local jihadists with international networks such 

as the Islamic State (Harding, 2020). In his speech, following an oversight visit to Cabo 

Delgado in 2020, he said: “As from Sunday, I shall instruct the forces in the Central Operational 

Theatre to stop chasing the men of the Military Junta for a week, so that they can embark on a 

dialogue to solve their problems” (Harding 2020). He was willing to offer a truce to the 

RENAMO Military Junta, an option he had not offered to ASWJ. 

5.3.3. Interpellation 

Interpellation refers to: “a dual process whereby identities or subject-positions are created and 

concrete individuals are ‘hailed’ into (Althusser, 1971:174) or interpellated by them” (Weldes, 

1996:287). The individuals drawn in come to identify with these subject positions and with the 

representations in which they emerge. Subsequently, these subject positions make sense to 

them, and the power relations and interests entailed in them are naturalised, making these 

representations appear commonsensical and reflecting “the way the world really is” (Weldes, 

1996:287). In a way, interpellation reflects the ‘acceptability’ of a narrative (Bruner, 1991 

 

30 Interview with Expert D, 22 April 2024, Google Meet. 
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quoted in Pretorius, 2008). In the case of Cabo Delgado, by framing the violence perpetrated 

by ASWJ as terrorism, the Mozambican government influenced the audience’s perception and 

reaction to the perceived threat. The terrorism framing of the violence interpellated the 

audience in specific positions, as supporters of the prevailing ‘terrorist’ narrative.    

As noted above, the success of the securitising move depends on the factors in the external 

context that affect audience acceptance, e.g. how realistic the designation is (Nyman quoted in 

Pretorius and Anciano, 2021:52). The success of the securitising move is highly contingent 

upon the securitising actor’s ability to align with the audience’s feelings, interests and needs 

and to convince the audience, the actor must tune the language to the audience’s experience 

(Vultee, 2011). However, as discussed in Chapter Two of the study, the Copenhagen School’s 

securitisation theory has been criticised for its unclear definition of the audience and for who 

is responsible for authorising the appropriate action. Salter (quoted in Bright, 2012:864) argues 

that any given security policy requires the assent of various audiences, including experts, 

practitioners, and the public, and that audiences may be convinced by different methods. 

Therefore, Thiery Balzacq’s reformulation of the audience as an empowering audience (that is, 

the actors who can enable the securitising actor to take action) is useful in this regard (Bright, 

2012).  

The audience serves more functions than merely sanctioning a securitising move, including 

providing moral support and supplying the securitising actor with a formal mandate such as a 

vote by the legislature which facilitates policymaking to eliminate the perceived threat 

(Balzacq et al, 2015:7). The terrorism framing of violence as terrorism, an existential threat 

interpellates the audience to into accepting and supporting extraordinary measure to eliminate 

the threat. In the case of ASWJ, the claim by the Mozambican government that the group was 

linked to foreign elements-the Islamic State- resonated with most of the local communities of 

Cabo Delgado and the international community. Government officials ensured that the 

narratives used aligned with the audience’s perceptions. On the local community level, as 

explained earlier in the study, the brunt of the ASWJ’s violent activities was experienced 

firsthand by the communities of Cabo Delgado, resulting in the death of and displacement of 

thousands of people. In those communities, there is a lot of resentment towards the armed 

group. I draw on the work of Morier-Genoud, Davids and Mthembu (2020:5), who argue that 

“ASWJ has not garnered widespread legitimacy amongst residents of Cabo Delgado.” 
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Therefore, the narrative by the Mozambican government that violence is perpetrated by the 

“‘evildoers’ (malfeitores in Portuguese) from abroad, instrumentalising Mozambican 

disenfranchised, radicalised Muslim youth in their attempt to contest the exploitation of the 

natural resources” may have resonated with the local communities that lost loved ones to 

ASWJ. However, while the claims of the government may have resonated with local 

communities, their level of acceptance of the terrorism framing of the violence is unclear, and 

there is no data to prove it. Most research by think tanks such as ISS and SAIIA, academics, 

and NGOs such as Human Rights Watch, has shown that communities in Cabo Delgado are 

more concerned with survival than with supporting the labels. Furthermore, the study did not 

interview participants affected by the violence. Therefore, I conclude that the acceptance of the 

terrorist label at the local level is inconclusive.  

On a global level, the most prominent audience that was mentioned by the respondents in this 

study is the US, which was one of the first international audiences to adopt the terrorism 

narrative of violence in Mozambique as early as 2018.31 The terrorism narrative, particularly 

the IS-link, resonated strongly with the US for several reasons and facilitated the designation 

of ASWJ as ‘terrorists.’ Expert C stated: 

This takes place within the context of a global war against terror, so positioning 

Mozambique on the front line of dealing with radical Islamist extremists that have been 

pushing different extremist franchises, different radical fronts on different parts of the 

continent and bearing in mind Africa is the kind of new frontline for Islamic state in 

particular, they've been able to feed into the concerns that arise from the development of 

a new front. This is because we've seen that front gather momentum in West Africa, 

particularly in the Sahel, and, of course, in Central Africa with the ADF. The concern was 

that a new front in Mozambique, not only for propaganda purposes but for providing some 

kind of totem for radical Islamists to come around, was a very dangerous precedent. So, 

the employment of this language fed into an international Western agenda about these 

issues.”32 

This view was expressed by eight other respondents who argued that the international system 

has been on high alert since the 9/11 attacks, which altered the security regime. Academic B 

commented: “The US wanted to frame, or they called it the War on Terrorism…Global War 

on Terrorism- you are either with us or against us, and so, all the other countries around the 

 

31 Interview with Expert D, 22 April 2024. Google Meet.   
32 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024, Google Meet. 
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world have started to use the same framing. African political leaders who are not necessarily 

legitimate also exploit this term and would say that the people who were against them in their 

countries were terrorists and have been in many countries, including Ethiopia and subsequently 

Mozambique.”33  

For the region, it was easy for Maputo’s terrorism narrative to resonate with the SADC member 

states because the region34 was already convinced that the violence in Cabo Delgado was 

‘terrorism’ (Moffat, 2020). The member states’ fear of violence spilling over into the 

neighbouring countries played a significant role in the designation of ASWJ as a terrorist 

organisation. Experience in the other regions35 of the continent affected by armed conflict that 

has been labelled as ‘terrorism’ has revealed that such violence can escalate into a regional 

crisis. Thus, as posited by Academic A, “The countries in the region, the neighbours, have an 

interest in the overall security of the region. If the region is seen as insecure, as violent, as the 

region where there's conflict, then it affects the economy and the investment potential of the 

whole region. We know that when there is conflict in one country, it is very likely that it will 

spill over into other countries, so this could destabilise southern Tanzania as well and spread 

from there into more and more regions.”36  

This fear was confirmed by South Africa’s Minister of International Relations, Naledi Pandor, 

in 2021 when she stated: “We should be worried, given that the attacks in Mozambique point 

to the presence of IS in the… region” (International Crisis Group, 2021:24). Thus, the call for   

help by the Mozambican government was well received and SAMIM was deployed. The 

terrorism narrative was planted in a highly conducive environment and was well received by 

the international community, leading to its successful securitisation. In summary, while it is 

unclear if the locals and the public in general accepted the terrorism framing of the violence in 

Cabo Delgado due to the lack of data supporting it, at the elite, regional and international levels, 

there was clear evidence of acceptance of the framing. Thus, as discussed in the following 

 

33 Interview with Academic B, 12 April 2023, Google Meet. 
34 As early as 2020, the region was already using the terrorism label to describe the violence in Cabo 
Delgado. For example, the May 2020 Extraordinary Organ Troika Meeting communiqué and the August 2020 
40th SADC Summit communiqué. 
35 Eg, the Lake Chad region, where Boko Haram dominates, and the Horn of Africa, dominated by Al-
Shabaab. 
36 Interview with Academic A, 21 March 2023. Google Meet. 
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sections, Maputo received overwhelming support from these audiences, leading to emergency 

action.  

5.4. Emergency Action in Cabo Delgado 

As indicated earlier in the study, the analysis of securitisation focuses on three components: 

“existential threats, emergency action, and effects on inter-unit relations by breaking free of 

rules” (Buzan et al, 1998:26). The previous section has traced the successful identification and 

establishment of the existential threat through speech acts by the Mozambican president, 

President Nyusi and others that articulated a script with the aim of interpellating audiences. 

This section focuses on the next component of securitisation: emergency action and the 

breaking of the rules, where the securitising script is enacted. To help identify the powers a 

securitising actor can claim through securitisation, Buzan et al. (1998:24) provided several 

examples, including “secrecy, levying taxes, placing limitations on otherwise inviolable rights, 

and focusing society’s energy and resources on a specific issue/task.” However, this list of 

powers is not exhaustive, as the notion of securitisation is premised on the idea that threats are 

socially constructed. Hence, any type of rule could potentially be implicated in a securitisation 

process (Bright, 2010). As such, rule-breaking varies significantly, as evident in the case of 

Cabo Delgado. 

The consensus among respondents is that there was a shift in the government's response 

following the labelling of ASWJ as a ‘terrorist’ organisation. “Initially, of course, it was seen 

as bandits and criminals, so it was framed as an internal law and order problem, and therefore 

it was a policing issue. We saw the police remaining taking responsibility for the 

counterinsurgency until January 2021, when the military was given that responsibility.”37 

Nationally, this rhetorical justification by President Nyusi facilitated the deployment of the 

army, the hardhandedness of the government’s response to the violence in Cabo Delgado, and 

the employment of PMCs to supplement its weak security forces. First, the Wagner Group from 

Russia was employed, but it withdrew a few months after deployment. The Mozambican 

government then employed the Dyck Advisory Group, a South African PMC that has been 

commended for saving people’s lives during the ASWJ attack on Palma (Fabricius, 2021). 

Although the Dyck Advisory Group’s contract has since been terminated, “there are some 

 

37 Interview with Expert C 8, March 2024, Google Meet.  
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questions around this new private company that’s been set up in Mozambique, whose parent 

company is a Rwandan security company that is largely owned by the investment wing of the 

ruling party, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF).”38 This company, Isco Global Limited, is 

largely comprised of Rwandan former military personnel, which raises suspicions of Rwandan 

interests in the conflicts (Zemeyi, 2023). The recruitment of these private military companies 

created discontent among various stakeholders, including the legislature, the public, and civil 

society, as it was conducted in secrecy, bypassing crucial democratic processes such as 

parliamentary review and approval (Namhirre, 2021). Moreover, these private military 

companies have been implicated in war crimes and violations of human rights. For instance, 

Wagner has a history of human rights globally. “The Wagner Group and its leaders are alleged 

to be behind the killing of three Russian journalists investigating Wagner’s activities in the 

Central African Republic. And the Russian newspaper Novaya Gazeta is quoted by the 

Moscow Times as saying that the mercenaries of the Wagner Group were responsible for 

beheadings during their support for the Syrian regime against ISIS in 2017” (Santos, 2020:9). 

This suggests that the Mozambican government did not properly vet or background check this 

security company. It can also be interpreted as meaning that the background of these PMCs 

was not considered important as long as they could eliminate the armed group. In the case of 

Cabo Delgado, the Dyck Advisory Group, featured in a damning report by Amnesty 

International, accused the company of “indiscriminately shooting or bombing civilians” from 

the air in pursuit of ASWJ (Fabricius, 2021). This also aligns with the third stage of the 

securitisation process: effects on inter-unit relations by the breaking of rules (Buzan et al, 

1998:26), where the general rules of security and engagement are suspended and extraordinary 

methods authorised in the name of rooting out ‘terrorists’ (Dixit, 2016:41). As Dixit (2016) 

argues, the use of terrorism discourse permits the justification of what would otherwise be 

regarded as an illegal act.  

Military deployment is one of those actions that securitisation enables. These military 

deployments normally require public and legislative approval to ensure they are a legal and 

necessary choice (Bright, 2010). As Bright (2012:868) further contends, the actions of the 

 

38 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024, Google Meet.  
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securitising actor are highly “dependent on the authorisation of an audience, as the implication 

is that the securitising actor is bound by the expectations of some group”, including the 

legislature and public opinion. The actors can only act the way they want by changing the views 

and perceptions of these groups (Bright, 2010). As such, in his speech during the 46th 

independence celebrations in 2021, President Nyusi tried to convince citizens about the 

urgency of the crisis by emphasising that: “The good young people of this country are in combat 

right now. They celebrate the anniversary of independence by hitting the enemy [ASWJ] hard 

on the ground” (Vieira, 2021). He then promised to intensify the fight against the armed group, 

warning: “The valiant defence and security forces will intensify the operational actions to hunt 

these criminals, with the necessary support from the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) and other friendly and brotherly countries. We will do everything so that 

the coming days will be of despair and agony for terrorists operating in Mozambique. The good 

young people of this country are in combat right now” (Vieira, 2021). In another address, he 

urged the military: “Don’t waste time seeking to identify the origin of each terrorist shot down 

or present in the theatre of operations. Any terrorist, regardless of where he comes from, is 

your target” (High Commission for the Republic of Mozambique, 2021). As a means of 

urgently addressing the violence of ASWJ, a few months later, on 21 July 2021, the central 

government entered a bilateral agreement with Rwanda, leading to the deployment of over 

1000 Rwandan soldiers.  

This bilateral agreement was marred by controversy, as it was secretive, known only to the 

leaders of the two countries, and was never submitted to or debated by the legislature of 

Mozambique (Nhamirre, 2024). As such, it was highly contested by various stakeholders, the 

Mozambican defence and security sector watchdogs, such as the parliamentary opposition,39 

civil society organisations such as the Centre for Democracy and Development and the media 

(Nhamirre, 2021). Furthermore, foreign deployments are supposed to align with the SADC 

guiding instruments, but President Nyusi allowed the deployment of Rwandan forces without 

officially notifying the regional bloc (Nhamirre, 2021). Thus, the emergency action here was 

the deployment of foreign troops in Cabo Delgado without democratic processes such as public 

 

39 Some of the opposition leaders who have criticised the deployment of Rwanda include Ossufo Momade, 
leader of Mozambique’s biggest opposition party (RENAMO), and opposition lawmaker Fernando 
Bismarque, a spokesman for the Democratic Movement of Mozambique, the country’s second-largest 
opposition party (see Nhamirre, 2021).  
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consultation or parliamentary debate and without notifying the regional bloc as per the guiding 

instruments of SADC.40 Therefore, this move enabled a “breaking free” of standard 

deployment regulations, wherein public opinion and that of their representatives were 

disregarded.  

Although the government’s responses have mainly been military, the Mozambican central 

government also implemented non-military emergency action in response to the perceived 

security threat in Cabo Delgado. These actions include the approval of additional counter-

terrorism legislation under a new law, titled ‘Legal Regime for Repression and Combating 

Terrorism’ and identifying porous borders as a challenge in the fight against terrorism (Bukarti 

and Munasinghe, 2020:4). The Mozambican government passed counterterrorism legislation 

in 2018, which “provides for the punishment of anyone committing, planning, preparing, or 

participating in terrorist acts. The legislation also outlines punishment for individuals who have 

travelled or attempted to travel to join a terrorist organisation” (U.S. Department of State, 

2019). To further strengthen the counterterrorism legislation, Mozambique’s parliament 

approved a new anti-terror law on 19 May 2022, which called for a 24-year imprisonment of 

those found guilty of terrorism offences and imposed “sentences for those spreading 

misinformation about the country’s ‘insurgency” (Counter Extremism Project, n.d.). As a 

measure to curb recruitment and information sharing among the armed groups and enhance 

regional security, the Tanzanian and Mozambican governments are working to strengthen 

security along their border. Reuters (quoted in Counter Extremism Project, n.d.) reported that 

on 23 November 2020, the two countries launched a joint operation to combat the violence by 

ASWL along the border province of Cabo Delgado, which would also enhance information 

sharing and surveillance along the Rovuma border. The following year, the presidents of both 

countries, President Filipe Nyusi (Mozambique) and John Magufuli (Tanzania), met on 12 

January 2021 to “discuss strengthening their cross-border counterterrorism operations. The two 

counterparts agreed to resume a joint commission on defence and security” (Counter 

Extremism Project, n.d.).   

 

40 The guiding instruments of SADC stipulate that member states officially notify the bloc about any 
planned deployments, and such deployment can only happen after the deployment of the regional body’s 
forces.  
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As I alluded to in the above discussion, the urgency that followed the terrorism claims by the 

Mozambican government led to emergency actions, some of which usurped ‘normal’ political 

processes and others violated human and constitutional rights. A case in point is that of 

press/media censorship. Since the escalation of the violence in Cabo Delgado, there has been 

an increase in the government’s persecution of journalists in the region. Since 2018, in 

particular, “the government has barred various media organisations and correspondents from 

visiting the province; journalists who have managed to get in have either been detained by the 

army or arrested by the police on bogus charges. This has created an information vacuum that 

has allowed conspiracy theories to fester and caused a mushrooming of inconsistent reports” 

(Demebele, 2020:19). The most popular case following the censorship is the disappearance of 

Ibrahimo Abu Mbaruco, a Palma Community Radio reporter, after texting a colleague about 

being surrounded by soldiers on 7 April 2020 (Lemos and Rawoot, 2021). According to Lemos 

and Rawoot (2021), journalists can only safely operate in the conflict-torn region if they align 

themselves with the government’s claim that the “violence is a simple case of ‘foreign Islamist 

terrorists’ trying to gain a foothold in Mozambique.” 

Scholars such as Santos (2020:5) have questioned this crackdown on the media and any 

investigations into the violence in the region. She posits that journalism and academic research 

may play a critical role in clarifying the identity of the armed group, their motivation and 

agenda; information crucial for engaging with the group. Lemos and Rawoot (2021) attribute 

the crackdown on journalists to the corruption and involvement of the Mozambican elite in the 

lucrative gas industry. As such, anyone raising inconvenient truths or linking the violence and 

the industry poses a threat to their interests. Regardless of the government’s intentions 

regarding the media crackdown, the country’s constitution provides for “freedom of 

expression, freedom of the press, and the right to information”, meant for the protection of 

journalists from state persecution (Lemos and Rawoot, 2021). Therefore, this crackdown on 

journalists infringed on the rights of journalists and citizens in general. As Dembele (2020:19) 

notes, “An added problem is that government forces in the northern districts of Cabo Delgado 

conduct themselves as if the rule of law does not apply, ignoring domestic, regional and 

international human rights standards. The Constitution of the Republic of Mozambique has 

been suspended extrajudicially. Judged by the government’s response to the insurgency crisis, 

it would seem that there is an undeclared state of emergency in Cabo Delgado. Such action is 

highly problematic, not only because it is unconstitutional, but also because it gives license to 
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act without accountability - hence the reason for preventing journalists from reporting in this 

region.” 

Buzan et al (1998) contend that focusing society’s energy and resources on a specific issue/task 

is one of the powers that can be claimed by an actor during securitisation. This was evident in 

Cabo Delgado following the government’s claim that the country was under siege. The terrorist 

framing of the violence elevated it into an international crisis that required urgent action and 

was indeed received and accepted by various regional and global actors. The US was one of 

the international actors to enter and be actively involved in the province of Cabo Delgado.  Its 

Special Forces began to train the Mozambican army on 15 March 2021. The program involved 

a dozen US Army Green Berets training Mozambican marines for two months to enhance their 

ability to combat ASWJ and strengthen intelligence assistance to the country (Counter 

Extremism Project, n.d.). This follows the US Department of State’s designation of ASWJ as 

a Foreign Terrorist Organisation (FTO), and its alleged leader, Abu Yasir Hassan, as a 

Specially Designated Global Terrorist (Counter Extremism Project, n.d.). Thus, the 

securitisation of violence mainly elicited security responses, with most resources devoted to 

rooting out the security threat at the expense of other aspects of the conflict. As Expert B 

commented, “Who is looking at the humanitarian aspect of the crisis, especially considering 

the humanitarian crisis in Cabo Delgado, with over a million people displaced? Moreover, 90 

percent of the time, these displaced people are living in hosting communities, meaning they are 

living in someone else’s home, multiplying problems there. What about the impact of the 

conflict on women and girls? All these are issues that need to be addressed.”41 This sentiment 

was also echoed by Dembele (2020), who argued that the violence also violates the rights of 

children. “As a result of schools having to close down in the aftermath of violence, children 

have been unable to attend schools in direct contravention of a) the right to education 

guaranteed in Article 88 of the Constitution and b) the duty to protect children provided for 

under Article 47 of the Constitution, which could be translated to also include the duty to 

safeguard their future” (Dembele, 2020:22). With all the focus on rooting out the ‘terrorists’ 

 

41 Interview with Expert B, 4 October 2023. Google Meet.  
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through militarised responses, such violations go unchecked and receive little attention in Cabo 

Delgado. 

Various other actors entered the province of Cabo Delgado following the terrorism claim by 

the Mozambican government, including Russia, France, China and regional organisations such 

as the European Union (EU), all playing different support roles. One notable actor is the EU, 

which has been actively assisting the Mozambican government in curbing the violence 

perpetrated by ASWJ. The EU’s support for Mozambique began in October 2020, and it 

included “training, logistics and medical services for the forces combating terrorism in the 

terror-afflicted parts of the country” (Counter Extremism Project, n.d.). In 2022, the EU further 

increased its support to Mozambique, including the supply of equipment, training, and capacity 

building for the Defence Forces engaged in combat in Cabo Delgado (Counter Extremism 

Project, n.d.).  According to the Counter Extremism Project, in September of that same year, 

the EU’s Foreign Policy Chief announced that the EU had pledged €15 million to assist the 

regional mission, in addition to the €89 million previously agreed upon to support the 

Mozambican forces.  

The other most notable result of the Mozambican government's terrorism claims, which 

prompted emergency action, was SADC’s military intervention. ASWJ’s escalated violence 

and resilience despite efforts by the Mozambican government to curb it caused anxiety among 

SADC member states (South African Institute of International Affairs, 2024), who had already 

started referring to ASWJ as “terrorists.” As a regional response to the crisis, the extraordinary 

SADC summit authorised the deployment of SAMIM on 25 July 2021 to support the 

Mozambican government in mitigating acts of ‘violent extremism’ and ‘terrorism’ under 

Scenario 6 of the African Standby Force. Its mandate includes: “Supporting the Republic of 

Mozambique to combat terrorism and acts of violent extremism in Cabo Delgado, by 

neutralising terrorist threats and restoring security to create a secure environment; 

strengthening and maintaining peace and security, restoring the rule of law and order in affected 

areas of Cabo Delgado Province and supporting the Republic of Mozambique, in collaboration 

with humanitarian agencies, to continue providing relief to population affected by terrorist 

activities, including displaced persons (IDPs)” (Southern African Development Community, 

2021). Although the mandate of the mission indicates a dual framing of the conflict: ‘terrorism’ 

and ‘violent extremism’, it and most of the regional bloc’s documents and statements 
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emphasise terrorism as the major threat.42 The Extraordinary Summit itself  “noted with 

concern continued acts of terrorism perpetrated on innocent civilians, women and children in 

some districts of the Cabo Delgado Province” (Southern African Development Community, 

2021). 

The AU, on the other hand, officially acknowledged the threat posed by ASWJ, finally labelling 

it terrorism in 2020. This was during the 33rd African Union (AU) summit in Addis Ababa, 

where the organisation’s Peace and Security Commissioner, Smail Chergui, suggested that the 

AU should assist the Mozambican government in dealing with the violence (Fabricius, 2020). 

He remarked: “We have to understand why this terrorism is happening there and why there has 

been such an unprecedented level of violence against civilians” (Fabricius, 2020). Although 

the reference to the violence as terrorism is an indication that the AU had also accepted the 

claims about ASWJ by the Mozambican government, the regional organisation did not 

demonstrate any urgency on the issue. The AU, despite warnings from various stakeholders, 

such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), had never really prioritised the 

violence in Cabo Delgado or referred to it as terrorism until that summit (Louw-Vaudran, 

2020). The regional organisation has established and adopted a legal framework to address 

‘terrorism’, guided by instruments such as the OAU Convention on the Prevention and 

Combating of Terrorism (1999) and its 2004 Protocol. However, despite having these 

frameworks, “experience elsewhere in Africa shows that AU involvement in curbing terrorism 

has had mixed results” (Louw-Vaudran, 2020). In Cabo Delgado, even though the AU 

eventually adopted the Mozambican government's framing of violence as terrorism, it 

delegated the responsibility to deal with the crisis to SADC. Louw-Vaudran (2020) states that 

an unnamed official at the AU 2020 summit stated that discussions on the crisis in Mozambique 

would require SADC’s approval. The official said, “The regional body believes it should be 

the first to step in and take charge of crises in Southern Africa” (Louw-Vaudran, 2020). As 

such, the AU allowed SADC to intervene in Cabo Delgado and only endorsed the deployment 

of SAMIM in 2022. In its Peace and Security Council 1062nd Meeting of 31 January 2022, 

held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, acting under Article 7 of its Protocol, the Peace and Security 

 

42 For example, the Communique: Extraordinary Organ Troika plus the Republic of Mozambique Summit of 
Heads of State and Government- May 2020, Press Release: SADC to convene Extraordinary Double Troika 
Summit to deliberate on measures to address terrorism in Mozambique- 6 April 2021 and SADC Mission in 
Mozambique (SAMIM) in brief -2021.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



118 

 

Council declared that it: “Endorses the deployment of the Southern African Development 

Community Mission in Mozambique (SAMIM) from 15 July 2021, within the framework of 

the African Standby Force (ASF), to serve as a regional response to support the Republic of 

Mozambique to combat terrorism and acts of violent extremism, restore security and law and 

order in the affected areas in Cabo Delgado province, as well as provide humanitarian relief to 

those affected by terrorist activities, following approval by the Extraordinary Summit of Heads 

of State and Government of SADC held in Mozambique on 23 June 2021, in accordance with 

the relevant provisions contained in the SADC Treaty and Protocol on Politics, Defence and 

Security Cooperation” (African Union, 2022:1). Since then, the AU has provided level of 

support to the Mozambican government. For instance, following the withdrawal of SAMIM in 

2024, the AU deployed a technical assessment mission to Cabo Delgado, “aimed to promote 

human security, strengthen inclusive, transparent, and sustainable development strategies that 

benefit affected communities, enhance capacity for community engagement and participation, 

and develop local skills in dialogue, conflict prevention, and mediation to boost resilience” 

(African Union, 2025). This move by the AU can be commended, as it and SADC have faced 

criticism on how they handled the violence in Cabo Delgado. 

While most respondents agree that the SAMIM deployment was necessary, some argue it was 

rushed and poorly planned. As posited by Expert A, “the military deployment was a rushed 

deployment without clear objectives, without clear indicators of successes and with that the 

capacity that had limited capability, limited funding, reliant now on the EU basically in terms 

of sustaining their presence.”43 The dominant criticism from participants is that these actors 

focused too much on assisting the Mozambican government in eliminating the perceived threat, 

neglecting other issues on the ground that led to the crisis in the first place. These criticisms 

and a detailed discussion of the consequences of the terrorism framing of the violence in Cabo 

Delgado will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

43 Interview with Expert A, 5 July 2023, Google Meet. 
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5.5. Conclusion 

This chapter applied the theoretical framework to trace the securitisation of violence in Cabo 

Delgado and establish whether it was successfully securitised. The chapter concludes that the 

violence in Cabo Delgado was, to a greater extent, securitised as all three aspects of a successful 

securitisation are evident in this case, warranting emergency action. The first step of 

identification of an existential threat is the government's shift in the narrative, from labelling 

the group ‘armed bandits’ to labelling them ‘terrorists’ affiliated with the Islamic State. The 

chapter demonstrates that the Mozambican government majorly securitised the violence in 

Cabo Delgado by creatively situating the proposed threat image within the existing dynamic 

linguistic and cultural context of GWoT (Balzacq 2011c, quoted in Balzacq 2015). The 

employment of the terrorist narrative fed into a prevailing international Western agenda about 

these issues and made it possible for Maputo to convince the global community (audience) 

about the urgency and threatening nature of ASWJ (second stage of securitisation). As such, 

the conflict in Cabo Delgado escalated into an international crisis that necessitated immediate 

action. The Mozambican government successfully garnered support from various actors and 

facilitated the deployment of first Rwanda and, subsequently, the SADC-led SAMIM. There 

was a sudden influx of international actors, some entering the region in secret, thereby 

bypassing democratic processes and posing a threat to Mozambique’s democracy (third stage 

of securitisation: effects on inter-unit relations, breaking free of rules). Although securitisation 

was very successful at other levels (e.g., elite, regional, and international), I cannot definitively 

conclude that audiences at the grassroots level were interpellated and enacted the script of the 

terrorism narrative. This is because there is no data available on the public’s perceptions of the 

government’s framing of the violence as terrorism. Furthermore, the study did not interview 

participants affected by the violence.  

The next chapter will focus on an in-depth analysis of the confluence of factors that made the 

terrorist label possible in Cabo Delgado, as well as the responses the label directs and their 

consequences.  
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Chapter 6: Conditions for and consequences of the securitisation of violence in 

Mozambique 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapters 2, 3, and 5 examine how the terrorism framing securitises violence, and Chapter 3, in 

particular, explores the historical functional role of terrorism framing on the African continent 

since colonial times, as well as its implications. The previous chapter applies the theoretical 

framework developed in Chapter 2 of the study to demonstrate how the terrorism label 

securitises violence in Mozambique, particularly how ASWJ in Cabo Delgado is 

conceptualised as a threat to the state and national security. In the context of Mozambique, 

securitisation has been crucial in building the justification for military action against the 

perpetrators of violence, or ‘terrorists’. This label altered the audience’s perception, thereby 

winning securitising actors the support they needed to take retaliatory action. Although the 

previous chapter briefly touched on reasons why audiences accepted the framing and the 

emergency actions that the terrorism framing permits, this chapter further investigates, firstly, 

the factors that facilitated the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado and, secondly, the 

impact of the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado, specifically how it directs responses 

to this violence. As indicated earlier in the study, actors choose what they label as terrorism, 

and the security threat implied by labelling conflicts as terrorism prejudices the responses to 

the conflicts. As such, this chapter continues to problematise the labelling of the violence as 

terrorism in the region of Cabo Delgado. 

6.2. Factors that facilitated the designation of ASWJ as a terrorist organisation  

Several factors create the conditions that motivate governments to describe political violence 

as “terrorism” and convince other stakeholders to accept that categorisation. These factors can 

be political, economic, or strategic and have enabled some states to have and maintain influence 

in certain regions as was evident with the US in the Middle East (Yetiv, 2011:25). This was 

also evident during the colonial period in Africa and the other regions in the Global South 

where the label was used to delegitimise armed groups fighting against colonial regimes and 

enable colonial powers to sustain their control. Schmid (2004:197) points out that “terrorism 
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has been situated-and thereby implicitly also defined-in various contexts such as crime, 

politics, war, propaganda, and religion” to serve a certain function. Similarly, the labelling of 

the violence in Cabo Delgado as terrorism stems from a complex interplay of economic, social, 

political, and religious factors.  

6.2.1. Political Factors 

Scholars such as Omelicheva and Lawrence (2021), Stanton (2019) and Lewis (2014) argue 

that no clear distinction has been made between different forms of political violence or political 

instabilities. As Constructivists suggest, actors assign meaning to objects and other actors and 

treat them based on that meaning (Wendt, 1992:396). Similarly, in the context of terrorism 

framing, in some cases, governments use the term terrorism in “politically expedient ways, 

often placing insurgents, opposition figures, independent political parties, and/or civil society 

activists” under the banner of ‘terrorism’ (Omelicheva and Lawrence, 2021: 1547). 

Categorisation and labelling are political processes, and the politics of naming has been 

intensifying over time (Baele et al., 2017). Some scholars, such as Barrinha (2011) and Omid 

and Mobini (2022), have noted that in recent years, some governments have used the labelling 

of conflicts as terrorism to lure international support and avoid resolving conflicts politically 

through peaceful dialogue.  

In the case of Cabo Delgado, most respondents argue that Maputo’s terrorism framing is 

convenient, as it shifts attention away from its failures. It allowed the Mozambican government 

to “deflect responsibility from an array of local concerns, drivers and exacerbators of conflict, 

whether those are issues that relate to politics, to ethnicity, to socioeconomic beneficiation or 

exclusion, etcetera. So those dynamics have been largely sidestepped in terms of an 

engagement around rebuilding relationships with communities.”44 Some respondents argue that 

the international community is aware that the root causes of the violence emanate from the 

government's failure to fulfil its social contract with citizens, but due to sovereignty issues, 

their involvement is limited. As posited by Expert C:  

The terrorist dynamic has influenced how the West has looked at this conflict, there's no 

doubt about it, but I think they recognise that they can only take it up to a certain point, 

 

44 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024. Google Meet. 
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that these issues deal with a whole load of domestic dynamics which makes it quite 

difficult to influence the FRELIMO government on. They are generic challenges that 

we've seen in Mozambique, so I think to a certain extent the West must adopt the terrorist 

platform or the counter-terrorist platform as a space where they can engage. You know it's 

a space where Mozambicans seem to be quite comfortable engaging in. But as soon as it 

slips into that wider angle issues around governance, corruption, service delivery et cetera, 

or other factors that might contribute to feeding into a collapsing social contract between 

the state and its citizens, then it becomes a lot more difficult for the West to engage because 

you know automatically sovereignty issues are put on the table.45  

Thus, the terrorism label sometimes distracts from the underlying issues that gave rise to the 

armed group in the first place, which is why some governments adopt it, as is arguably the case 

in Cabo Delgado.   

6.2.2. International Factors 

Constructivists, such as Wendt (quoted in Zehfuss, 2004:12), contend that international politics 

is not fixed, as identities and interests are constructed and reinforced through intersubjective 

practice. Wendt (1992:397) contends that actors in the international system “acquire relatively 

stable identities, role-specific understandings, and expectations about the self-by participating 

in…collective meaning.” Identities are a representation of an actor's understanding of who they 

are, which in turn cultivates their interests (Wendt, 1999:2). As argued by Berger (1996:111): 

“Identity, with its appropriate attachments of psychological reality, is always identity within a 

specific, socially constructed world.” Similarly, following 9/11 and with the subsequent 

activation of the US GWoT, there was a significant shift in the identities and interests of states. 

Policy options of one country are now often believed to be shaped by others, and since 9/11, 

some countries have expressed interest in supporting global efforts to eliminate ‘terrorism’ 

(Masri and Philips, 2024). Masri and Philips (2024:845) contend that 9/11 and the subsequent 

GWoT “are not only credited to be a cover for global strategic interests and preserving US 

hegemony but has also marked a transformation in the international designation process, as the 

United Nations urged member states in Security Council Resolution 1373 to implement 

counterterrorism measures.” They argue that since then, the US designation of groups or 

individuals as ‘terrorists’ influences the designation in other countries globally. This sentiment 

is shared by most of the respondents who argue that the terrorism label managed to stick in the 

 

45 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024. Google Meet. 
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context of Cabo Delgado because of the prevailing conditions created following 9/11. As 

Academic F notes: “That has become a popular narrative, the war against terrorism as framed 

by the United States, and it was very effectively used in the case of Mozambique. In fact, the 

world agrees on this war against terrorism, which, actually in practice, is a war against Islam, 

which has always been denied by the United States. But France is following them in that 

specific stance. In the case of France, it’s very much about practicalities of oil interests [sic] in 

Cabo Delgado, they needed to protect and they needed Rwanda for that.”46 The GWoT was 

constructed out of articulations that define the US and its Western allies, the Islamic State, Al-

Qaeda and any affiliated groups, as particular kinds of objects, with Islamophobia being 

dominant. It set a new trend in the global security regime and perception of terrorism. The most 

notable impact of the GoWT has been a shift in the US’s security discourse, characterised by a 

move from “defence to prevention or from danger to risk, thereby institutionalising a 

permanent state of exception” (Munster, 2004:141). The 9/11 attacks made it easier for 

meaning to be attached to violence, with political violence with Islamic links being easily 

designated “terrorism”, as will be revealed in the case of Cabo Delgado.  

The prevailing conditions post-9/11 facilitated the adoption of the terrorism framing, as 

President Nyusi began to frame the situation in Cabo Delgado in those terms. When asked what 

made the terrorism label stick in Cabo Delgado, Academic B responded: 

 Now you have to actually take a step back, and then you have to blow up the big picture. 

What’s the bigger picture? The bigger picture is the US global war on terrorism, which 

escalated in 2001 after the attacks in the US and the US's illegal invasion of Afghanistan 

and then the subsequent illegal invasion of Iraq, which caused tremendous chaos and 

unleashed tremendous forces of destruction. So, the US wanted to frame what they called 

the war on terrorism, global war on terrorism, you know, either you are with us or against 

us, and so all of the other countries around the world have started to use the same framing. 

African political leaders who are not necessarily legitimate have also exploited this term 

and would say that the people who were against them in their countries were terrorists, 

and have done so in many countries, including Ethiopia and subsequently, Mozambique.47  

This stance was evident even in the language of the SADC, particularly in the mandate of 

SAMIM, whose mandate was to root out ‘terrorists’. As indicated in the previous chapter, the 

 

46 Interview with Academic F, 10 July 2024. Zoom. 
47 Interview with Academic B, 12 April 2023. Zoom. 
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SADC had already started using the terrorism label to describe the violence perpetrated by 

ASWJ way before the Mozambican government adopted it.  

6.2.3. Religion and ISIS-link 

Another factor that facilitated and cemented the terrorism framing was the IS link claim by the 

Mozambican government. Constructivists argue that even though states’ behaviour may be 

influenced or directed by their national interests, they continuously (re)define those interests, 

thereby changing their identities (Zehfuss, 2004:4). Fierke (2007:56) holds: “to construct 

something is an act which brings into being a subject or object that otherwise would not exist.” 

As Mcdonald (2008:61) asserts, this does not mean that security is non-existent or meaningless; 

it is understood differently based on context. As with many other factors that the study has 

raised as facilitating and sustaining the terrorism claim, ASWJ emerged in a global 

environment where an organisation with an Islamic ideology could be easily designated as 

‘terrorist.’ It is indisputable that the 9/11 Al-Qaeda attack on the US had an impact on the 

perceptions of terrorism’, particularly how the narratives about the attack shaped the public 

consciousness and that its affiliates, such as the Islamic State, continued to wage attacks around 

the world (Masri and Philips, 2024). The politics of fear also came into play during this period, 

which made some of these labels and subsequent interventions possible. Vines and Wallace 

(2021) note that in the African context, the 9/11 attacks exacerbated the designation of groups 

with Islamic links as ‘terrorists’, thereby sparking a new narrative of a global jihadist threat, 

which at times pushes “the international community to intervene in local conflicts that have 

nothing to do with ‘global terrorism’ or religious indoctrination”. This politics of fear manifests 

in the speeches of politicians in the media and on public platforms. For instance, President 

George W. Bush in 2004 commented: “Al Qaeda is to terror what organised crime is to crime. 

But its goal is not making money, its goal is remaking the world and imposing its radical beliefs 

on people everywhere” (The Washington Post, 2001). Altheide (2006:9) asserts that the politics 

of fear is sustained by the ‘discourse of fear’ and conceptually links power and the use of 

propaganda and violent activities such as crime and ‘terrorism.’ The politics of fear has 

“transformed terrorism as a tactic to terrorism as a world condition” (Altheide, 2006). Altheide 

(2006) argues that such political strategies of control are easily accepted, internalised and 

institutionalised. He adds: “The politics of fear with a national or international justification is 

more symbolically compelling than ‘mere crime in the streets’” (Altheide, 2006). Some 
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governments, such as the US and policymakers, have capitalised on this fear instilled in citizens 

to garner support for policies that would have been otherwise unsupported.  

Similarly, in the case of Cabo Delgado, when President Nyusi claimed the involvement of the 

IS, the global community welcomed the call for support in the fight against ASWJ. As Expert 

C observed:  

This takes place within the context of a global war against terror, so positioning 

Mozambique on the front line of dealing with radical Islamist extremists that have been 

pushing franchises and different extremist franchises different radical fronts on different 

parts of the continent and bearing in mind Africa is the kind of new frontline for Islamic 

state in particular, they've been able to feed into the concerns that arise from the 

development of a new front because we've seen that front gather momentum in West 

Africa in the Sahel and of course in central Africa with the ADF. The concern was that a 

new front in Mozambique, not only for propaganda purposes but for providing some kind 

of totem for radical Islamists to come around, was a very dangerous precedent. So, the 

employment of this language fed into an international Western agenda about these issues.48  

Jackson (2016) expressed this view about the Middle East when he noted that the ‘religious 

terrorism’ narrative serves to depoliticise actors resisting Western influence. This shifts focus 

away from other issues, such as the root cause of such violence. Thus, following the IS link 

claim by President Nyusi, there was an overwhelming response from the international 

community to help the Mozambican government prevent the spread of ‘IS-affiliated’ ASWJ. 

As posited by Expert D: “The attack in March of 2021, where you had a South African die, 

where Total had to shut down the operations and which also had implications for U.S. 

companies that were involved in the exploration, that sort of global attention more broadly 

publicised or cemented the terrorism framing, that there was a terror attack against these entities 

in the region.”49 Therefore, the call for support to eliminate the armed group was received and 

acted upon by many stakeholders with various interests in the region, including the SADC 

regional bloc, the EU, Rwanda, and the US.  

As previously discussed in this study, while scholars such as Dembele (2020), Fabricius (2020), 

and Morier-Genoud (2020) argue that there is a significant connection between ASWJ and IS 

that cannot be ignored, others contend that the link between the two groups is weak. Those 

 

48 Interview with Expert C, 8 March 2024. Google Meet. 
49 Interview with Expert D, 22 April 2024. Google Meet. 
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advocating for the IS link, including some respondents, attribute it to the claim made by IS 

through the ISCAP, which claimed to be behind some of the attacks in northern Mozambique 

(Fabricius, 2020). Morier-Genoud (2020) and Vines (2020) note that the group’s flying of IS’s 

black flag and the publishing of photos and videos by IS indicate AWSJ’s allegiance with the 

group. However, the extent of the connection is unclear, as there is insufficient data to 

substantiate this claim. In disputing the IS-ASWJ link, Santos (2020) draws attention to a 2020 

UNSC report in which numerous Member States claimed that “ISIL [Islamic State in Iraq and 

the Levant] in Puntland is now operating as the command centre for ISIL affiliates in the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo and Mozambique and is in charge of loose networks of 

supporters of the affiliates.” Santos challenges these claims, contending: “Does this constitute 

enough evidence to suggest that the Mozambican insurgents are, in fact, part of Al Qaeda and 

the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS20) operating via ISIS affiliates in Somalia and the 

Allied Democratic Forces (ADF) in Uganda/Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)? 

Answering this question, one would need to take into account that, firstly, this evidence has 

not been independently verified. And secondly, the view expressed in this report is based on 

information provided by one UN member state, Mozambique, which has already defined 

Islamist insurgents from abroad in its counterinsurgency strategy dating back to early 2019, to 

be the main and only enemy. Is this a case of self-fulfilling prophecy?” (Santos, 2020:10). 

While there is consensus among scholars and observers that foreign elements are supporting 

the group, particularly Tanzanians, the IS link has been a contentious issue. Santos (2020) notes 

that some propagators of the IS link are security advisors linked to US-connected private 

companies, think tanks, and organisations aligned with the GWoT narrative, or ‘Countering 

Violent Extremism (CVE)’ as it is now known. Most respondents believe that the claim was 

used to foster a sense of urgency during the crisis and to motivate international support. As 

Expert D stated, “claiming that criminal elements or armed groups are destabilising the region 

is perhaps less moving than claiming that the country is under siege by a ‘jihadist terrorist’ 

organisation affiliated with the Islamic State. That starts evoking some imagery and some panic 

in the hearts of people who dedicated their lives to fighting terror. Adding or sort of bolstering 

the terrorism narratives, however, makes it a lot easier for foreign governments to justify 

getting involved and opens other avenues to get involved.”50 Santos (2020:10) also notes that 
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“photos shown as evidence for an attack in certain village were taken on different occasions 

and at different locations, and most of the evidence produced by the proponents of the jihadist 

onslaught theory, both in Mozambique and abroad is, in a path-dependent way, traceable back 

to very few sources associated with the US led CVE.” Despite evidence challenging the IS 

affiliation, the Mozambican government's claim of the involvement of IS in the conflict 

escalated the crisis to the international level, resulting in numerous actors arriving in Cabo 

Delgado for different reasons.  

6.2.4. Economic Factors 

Another theme that was predominantly mentioned by the interviewees is economic interests. 

Economic factors have been significant in ensuring the international audience's receptiveness 

to the call to eliminate the “terrorist” threat in Cabo Delgado. There is an economic incentive 

to designate armed groups in a region as terrorists. Scholars such as Abrahamsen (2004), 

Rogers (2011), and Yetiv (2011) have accused countries like the US of instrumentalising the 

GWoT to further their economic and strategic interests in other regions. Abrahamsen 

(2004:677) points out: “Justified as part of the war on terrorism, the United States has increased 

its presence in Africa, particularly in the Horn, in the oil-rich states and the Sahel, which is 

regarded as a buffer zone between the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa.”  

Similarly, in the case of Cabo Delgado, respondents claim that economic interests, considering 

the discovery of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG),51 have influenced the terrorism framing of the 

violence. Journalist A commented: “I think there is something that needs to be investigated by 

most of the researchers. Why is it that every time there are natural resources, violence erupts 

in an area? Mozambique is no different. Before the discovery of natural gas, everything was 

quiet, and everyone was living their lives doing what they liked.”52 ASWJ’s violence 

significantly impacted the operations of the region’s $20 billion LNG project, drawing the 

attention of numerous international actors with interests in the region. As Academic G 

commented: “It is not an accident or coincidence, it is actually a design, a revised Berlin 

Colonial Conference where people can sit in a corner and decide how best they can design a 

conflict. During that conflict, profit returns are large. Look at Iraq, by the time the Iraq war 

 

51 The issue of LNG is discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 
52 Interview with Journalist A, 12 June 2024. Google Meet. 
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ended, America had looted oil, which would last the US for the next 50 years, even if they did 

not exploit the oil. So, what does that tell you? It tells you that the issue was more than that of 

Saddam Hussein versus George Bush. Look at what has taken place in Libya. This is a well-

choreographed script, a well-choreographed act where there has to be chaos if the blundering 

of resources has to be easy.”53 Santos (2020:5-6) echoes a similar sentiment, drawing on the 

work of Mary Kaldor, who has labelled the conflict a ‘New War’. In this war, belligerents gain 

more from ongoing fighting than from achieving victory, unlike the ‘Old Wars’ between clearly 

defined enemies, which often ended with one side’s defeat (Santos, 2020:6). Kaldor views 

‘New Wars’ as “wars, where taxation is falling and war finance well-equipped and-armed 

troops to Cabo Delgado consists of loot and pillage, illegal trading and other war-generated 

revenue. They are wars where the distinctions between combatant and non-combatant, 

legitimate violence and criminality, are all breaking down. These are wars which exacerbate 

the disintegration of the state – declines in GDP, loss of tax revenue, loss of legitimacy, etc. 

Above all, they construct new sectarian identities (religious, ethnic, or tribal) that undermine 

the sense of a shared political community” (Kaldor, 2005 quoted in Santos, 2020:6). Santos 

(2020:6) notes that such wars “mean business for some and, death and misery for the many 

poor.” 

Locally, the violence is driven by political issues, including the fact that the elite loots the spoils 

of LNG. The closure of the operations affected the interests of the ruling elite, who had been 

looting the benefits and profits from the extraction of natural resources in Cabo Delgado 

(Hanlon, 2020). The elite then call this violence terrorism to enable a heavy-handed response 

to it, while they continue the looting. Hanlon (2021) notes, “the Mozambican government is 

said to be fighting against ‘Global Islamists’ and not protecting an elite that refuses to share 

the ruby, mineral and gas wealth with local people. Thus, the labels shape how we see the war.” 

The consensus among the respondents is that economic factors facilitated receptivity among 

international actors to the label of terrorism. Like the Mozambican elite, international actors 

believe that framing the violence as terrorism would provide a quick fix and stabilise the region, 

which had so much to offer in terms of extractive resources. As Academic H commented: “If 

you look at the discoveries in that region, companies that were involved are from the US and 

Europe, so that directs interest to what was happening there. Therefore, they felt obliged to get 
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involved in the fight against terrorism. You might also want to remember that the Mozambican 

channel, all the way up, has always been associated with piracy at sea, access and maritime 

traffic and therefore, if there's no stability anywhere closer to the areas where there are ship 

routes, all these big countries will definitely get involved.”54 These economic concerns were 

expressed by the US State Department in its Country Reports on terrorism in 2019, “which 

emphasized the threat that violence in Cabo Delgado poses to natural gas development and 

pointed out that Mozambique lacks a counterterrorism strategy and that its law enforcement 

agencies struggle to prevent terrorist attacks” (US Department of State 2020 quoted in ACLED, 

2020).  

In the case of LNG extraction, TotalEnergies did not hesitate to exert pressure on the central 

government, making it clear that it would resume operations only when the central government 

ensured a “a 25 km-radius secure zone around Afungi” (Hanlon, 2021). As Hanlon (2021) 

interprets this demand, Total was prepared to resume operations as long as the Mozambican 

government kept the conflict away, regardless of the costs. Academic G gave a radical 

perspective, blaming neo-imperialism for the terrorism framing, arguing: “The problem we 

have is that the Global South in general and Africa, in particular, exists under what the 

Decolonial School calls matrices of power, where some people must sit down in a corner and 

define for us what is terror and what is not. Remember, there is a global superpower that is 

involved in the scheme of things in the form of France, which has an interest in the exploitation 

of gas and oil there. So, those interests must be protected, and how best can they be protected? 

They can be protected if you raise the red flag of terrorism so that it catches the eye of big 

powers such as the US and the UK, thereby becoming a global issue. So, there is more to do 

with the political economy than definitions.”55  

As such, there has been overwhelming support from various international actors with an 

interest in the extraction of LNG and other natural resources in Cabo Delgado. For the 

Mozambican government, “the terrorism framing was in the hope that international support 

would help eliminate the armed group and resume LNG production.”56  
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55 Interview with Academic G, 19 July 2024. Google Meet. 
56 Interview with Academic H, 30 September 2024. Google Meet. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



130 

 

6.2.5. The role of the media   

As discussed in chapter five and below, the media landscape in Cabo Delagado since the 

eruption of violence has been marred with restrictions and persecution of journalists, 

specifically those critical of the government response and corruption in the region.  However, 

state and foreign media, such as that of South Africa,57 that aligned with the government’s 

narrative were spared. These media outlets have been crucial in facilitating the framing of 

violence as terrorism and have helped maintain the label in Cabo Delgado. 

The media is the major source of information for the public; therefore, “the primary way that 

the public has to understand the attacks is through the consumption of an overwhelming and 

steady diet of images, ideas and explanations provided through various outlets” (Chermak and 

Gruenwald, 2006:429). This was seen, for instance, in the US following the 9/11 attack, where 

gruesome images of the attack were repeated on various media outlets with Osama Bin Laden 

and Al-Qaeda labelled as various things associated with evil. Chermak and Gruenwald 

(2006:429) posit: “Moral boundaries, understandings of good and evil, the structure of 

institutional power have been changed because of the events. Heroes (firefighters, law 

enforcement, passengers on Flight 93), villains (Osama bin Laden, Al Qaeda, the Taliban), and 

sympathetic victims (survivors and loved ones that died) were woven into the major frames 

used to describe what happened and what should be done about the attacks.” They contend that 

understanding the choices of the media, including selective reporting, plays a key role in 

directing public perceptions and policymakers’ response to the violence (Chermak and 

Gruenwald, 2006). 

Following the 9/11 attacks, media outlets continuously pre-empted programmes and live 

broadcasts, forcing viewers, desperate for information because of fear that the threat was not 

over, to watch (Goodykoontz, 2021). The situation was exacerbated by the fact that the attacks 

were waged on the soil of a superpower, and “although other attacks have occurred within the 

 

57 Makwambeni and Matsilele, 2024. 
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United States, none of this magnitude had ever occurred, and thus the nation was consumed 

with uncontrollable feelings of fear and vulnerability” (Chermak and Gruenwald, 2006:429).  

Since the 9/11 attacks, this media instillation of fear has been a common trend globally. Media 

depiction of “terrorism” tends to have psychological effects on the public, as “most people base 

their assessment of national security threats on their indirect exposure through the media” 

(Slone, 2000:509). Moreover, the news media’s heavy reliance on official sources makes it 

difficult to independently determine news themes that become culturally acceptable; as such, 

the political elite can utilise media coverage to “determine what priorities become the public’s 

priorities” (Chermak quoted in Chermak and Gruenwald, 2006:432).  

Similarly, the consensus among scholars, observers, and respondents is that some media have 

played a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of the violence in Cabo Delgado. Allegations 

have been made by some officials in Quissanga district in Cabo Delgado against unnamed 

journalists for “fabricating false news about terrorism to traumatise communities” (Media 

Institute of Southern Africa, 2024). Even though these allegations have been refuted by some 

organisations protecting journalists' rights, and despite the government's strategy to clamp 

down on journalists, as it had done at the beginning of the conflict, some respondents think 

otherwise. As Academic B commented: “Terrorism is very emotive, obviously the media loves 

terrorism because they get sensationalised and get more hits and they're more retweets and 

more likes and all that and more people will be watching it, but we have to be careful how we 

frame violence.”58  

In some cases, journalists and media outlets have been accused of aligning with the government 

in the terrorism framing. Expert B commented: “What I can say is that when the government 

started to label the group as a terrorist group, everyone said they were terrorists. When the 

government didn't say they were terrorists, they were saying that they were just bandits; 

everyone was calling them bandits. So, we need to understand that the dominant narrative from 

the government will always be repeated by the media. Every time that a government officer 

comes to speak to the media about it and says terrorism, terrorism, terrorism, everyone will call 

it terrorism.”59 This view was expressed by Makwambeni and Matsilele (2024:50), who 
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accused some South African media of aligning with the Mozambican terrorism framing of the 

violence. They argue that such a framing limits the media outlets’ “ability to provide a nuanced 

picture of the complex and multifaceted nature of the ‘insurgence’ in Mozambique” 

(Makwambeni and Matsilele, 2024:50). Moreover, some observers have noted that while the 

Mozambican government embarked on a crackdown on the media, ‘conflict information gaps’ 

were created that were filled by unscrupulous media outlets (ACLED, 2020). A case in point 

is the DefesaMoz.info website. “The mysterious, recently launched DefesaMoz.info website, 

which seems carefully curated to provide a relentlessly pro-government spin, claimed the battle 

for Mocimboa da Praia as a victory for state security forces, claiming that government 

troops managed to ‘repel [the insurgents] in good time’. Yet reports differ as to how long 

insurgents stayed in Mocimboa da Praia, with some coming in from the outskirts of the town 

suggesting that insurgents remain there even as of the morning of 30 June. What is more, the 

photo that the site pairs with the story, which purports to show Mozambican troops ‘in yet 

another counterinsurgency activity in Cabo Delgado,’ is actually a photo of a mine-clearing 

exercise in Maputo from 2011. Whatever the goals of the site’s owners, it is unlikely that such 

crude propagandizing will realize them” (ACLED, 2020).  

Some respondents blamed some media outlets for furthering a Western agenda that benefits 

from the terrorism framing. “Media, particularly global media, is a business which profits from 

certain headlines…I have a strong journalism background, where we were taught what bleeds 

leads, what bleeds sells. So, if we characterise what is happening in Cabo Delgado as terrorism, 

it's good news for these imperial global markets. Global media has its own agenda outside of 

the cantons of journalism, that is, objectivity, informing and educating.”60 Again, the issue of 

interests is emerging here, substantiating the argument that the terrorism term is not neutral or 

commonsensical; it serves a functional role. However, most important for this study is the 

media’s role in manufacturing consent to make the label seem commonsensical to the audience. 

The media are actively participating in meaning-making and, in this case, securitising violence. 

Regardless of the debates about the role of the media in cementing the terrorism label in Cabo 

Delgado, experience has revealed that elite (including the media) labelling of violence as 

terrorism elevates it into the international arena, drawing more attention and urgency to the 

responses. In Cabo Delgado in particular, the circulation of the videos of the Islamic State 
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claiming responsibility for some attacks and their speeches linking it to the ASWJ solidified 

the IS link claim by the government, which attracted various international actors interested in 

curbing the establishment of an IS affiliate in Southern Africa. As Expert A commented: 

“Relying on speeches made during that time tells us as analysts that there is a convergence 

between the leaders of this insurgency and the Islamic State that cannot be ignored.”61 Thus, it 

is unsurprising that the violence has been elevated to an international crisis with implications 

that will be discussed in the next section.  

In summary, various factors, including political, ideological/religious, economic and media, 

made the terrorism framing possible in the context of Cabo Delgado, which securitised the 

violence. Securitisation directs the responses to an issue with dire implications in some cases. 

The next section critically analyses the consequences of the securitisation of violence through 

terrorism framing in Cabo Delgado.   

6.3. Consequences of the securitisation of violence 

Designating armed groups as terrorists securitises violence, which at times has negative 

implications. As established in the previous chapter, labelling political violence as terrorism 

escalates political issues to a level of security, thereby resulting in the adoption of extraordinary 

measures to resolve a conflict that could have otherwise been resolved politically.62 

Securitisation may result in unintended consequences such as limiting freedom of expression 

or organisation, preventing or delaying peace processes and hindering economic development 

(Masri and Philips, 2024). Labelling political violence as terrorism changes the way it is viewed 

and provides justification for adopting extraordinary measures to mitigate the perceived 

security threat. This section focuses on the implications of securitisation by using the term 

terrorism to describe political violence. The analysis uses primary data collected through 

interviews and speeches by government officials, as well as secondary sources. The main 

themes that emerged during data collection include obscuring the root causes of conflicts, 

 

61 Interview with Expert A, 5 July 2023. Google Meet. 
62 There may be times when extraordinary measures are called for and can result in positive security 
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militarised responses, the internationalisation of the conflict, obscuring or delaying peace 

processes and violation of human rights, which are discussed below.  

6.3.1. Terrorism framing and securitisation obscure the root causes of conflicts 

The framing of conflicts as terrorism at times has dire implications for the continent, as it 

obscures the root causes of conflict, which are deeply ingrained and emanate from the 

government’s failure to fulfil its social contract with citizens (Gberie, 2016). As argued by 

Expert B:  

Labelling it [violence] as terrorism will divert attention in terms of the response, because 

if you call it terrorism, then your response would be a counter-terrorism response, which 

consists basically of intelligence and military response. So, this is the problem, the 

government thinks ok, they're terrorists full stop. So, let's buy more weapons, let's train 

more intelligence officers, and let's fight them militarily because terrorism is a more 

ideological, political and military threat. So, they will respond in this way and ignore 

related issues like poor governance, poverty, and inequality.63 

 It is indisputable that when there is a perceived security threat, many factors must be 

considered by the government as the ultimate guarantor of security in any state. However, 

framing violence as terrorism delegitimises the cause for which people are rising against the 

government, “in other words, their call for service delivery gets overwhelmed and 

overshadowed by the pursuit of security. It implies that more resources will be directed in the 

direction of the security apparatus and law enforcement, resources that would have been used 

for social service delivery and all those things.”64 This view aligns with the powers a 

securitising actor can claim through securitisation, as posited by Buzan et al. (1998:24), 

including “focusing society’s energy and resources on a specific task.” This sentiment was 

echoed by Academic F who noted that, “in such a securitised environment, the whole system 

is geared towards counter insurgency and the combat of terrorism. This is the way people get 

resources, this is the way they can sell it internationally against their own citizens, while it is a 

very limited perspective of what are really the causes of the conflict.”65  
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The respondents' consensus is that there is more to this conflict than meets the eye, and that 

responding to it militarily alone is only prolonging the crisis. As Academic B contends, “It’s 

an erroneous framing, it’s an inappropriate framing because it suggests that these are just 

people who are waging violence, and they just have an ideology. But these people are pursuing 

their rights as human beings to live in decent conditions. So, I think the framing has made it or 

has put it in a certain box, we have to try and find a way to drag it out so that it can be reframed 

and we can have the proper interventions in terms of community involvement, peacebuilding 

and transitional justice to stabilise the society.66 Military interventions have never eliminated 

groups labelled ‘terrorists’, as has been evident in the other regions of the continent, as they do 

not resolve the root causes of political violence rooted in local grievances. One of the experts 

posits:  

If we frame it only as terrorism, and if our reaction is only to deploy security forces to 

subdue the terrorism, we've not dealt with any of the real problems. Even if we are 

somehow able to suppress the violent extremist groups who are using terrorist tactics, it's 

just likely to flare up again until you've addressed the deeper problems. So, I think 

addressing the symptoms, of course, it's necessary to deal with those violent extremist 

groups, but it's very important for the analysis to go deeper and for the solutions to go 

deeper. The problem is that very often, the countries in question, like the government in 

Maputo, don't see it that way and are reluctant to recognise that they are part of the 

problem.67  

The respondents contend that if the root causes of the violence are not addressed, the violence 

will continue to possible uncontrollable levels. The terrorism framing makes the stakeholders 

lose sight of what gave rise to the group in the first place, and the focus is given to terrorism 

and the Islamic State. This view is also expressed by Savatier (2021), who posits that the 

approach adopted by the Mozambican government is to portray ASWJ as faceless and 

unapproachable, to divert attention from the root causes of the violence. As Savatier (2021) 

notes, this simultaneously dismisses the possibility of dialogue, which can resolve the crisis 

politically and justify militarised responses, as will be demonstrated in the following sections. 

Expert B pointed out: 

Even the name given, calling them the Islamic State of Mozambique, your first thought is, 

oho! they're just part of the Islamic State when it wasn't that the Islamic State sent a bunch 

of people to create a new province. It emerged from issues happening on the ground, with 
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roots that date back centuries or decades. In sum, I can say we get focused on terrorism 

and forget the underlying issues driving the group, it sort of shifts the narrative around the 

group in a way that could complicate dealing with some of the soft side stuff, because it's 

terrorism, OK, we'll just send some police and military. But really, you need to work on 

economic issues, social issues, political issues and things that gave rise to the group.68  

These organisations thrive in disorderly conditions, where society is highly critical of the 

government, and they become breeding grounds for anti-government actors and a fertile 

recruitment base. As commented by Academic H: “So, once people get recruited into an 

organisation, the organisation is a living organism, so then they must be sustained. A lot needs 

to be done to align society with the objectives of the government, and the government needs to 

be seen there for it to be able to exercise authority in the whole of its territory and the whole of 

Cabo Delgado.”69 The government needs to address the concerns of citizens to be able to 

destabilise the recruitment strategies of ASWJ and prevent further recruitment by the group. 

But when it securitises violence, as has been discussed in the previous chapters, it often resorts 

to militarisation. 

6.3.2. Militarised responses 

Securitisation reframes the options for a solution by moving the scope towards quick and 

coercive options such as militarised government responses and external military intervention. 

In Cabo Delgado, it led to the government’s harsh responses and abuse of power. The 

emergence of ASWJ shares similarities with that of other Islamist groups such as Boko Haram. 

ASWJ emerged in the northern province of Cabo Delgado in 2015 as a non-violent Islamist 

organisation (Dembele, 2020). As with the other experiences on the continent, particularly the 

Boko Haram case, the Mozambican government and SADC responses have been to securitise 

the conflict by labelling the group terrorists, leading to militarised responses. Morier-Genoud 

(2020) notes that the escalation of ASWJ’s violence was attributed to increased repression by 

the state, with the tipping point reached around 2016. There is consensus among the 

respondents that it is worth acknowledging that whenever violence erupts in a state, the first 

action plan is to use the security apparatus to quell the violence. “Certain action requires certain 

responses. The government cannot fold its arms when citizens are butchering each other.”70 
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However, framing violence as terrorism tends to lead to primarily militarised responses, which 

have proven to be futile in most cases. 

Respondents concur that militarised responses do not resolve the root causes of violence but 

create an illusory victory. Expert A noted that even though the military plays a crucial role in 

creating a stable environment for displaced communities to return,  

“The risk is that because of these successes, people will say, but look, incidents have 

declined, we have dealt with the problem of terrorism. No, you have not. You have not 

dealt with what has created the environment for the insurgency prior to 2017; how are you 

going to deal with those matters? So, the military can create an optimistic victory narrative, 

and things are returning to normal. Yes, if you look at the declining incidents, yes, surely, 

you can argue that, but what has led to the actual insurgency remains untouched, and that 

is the problem with the military, it is but a small step, it opens the door, but addressing the 

elephant in the room requires a far broader strategy than mere presence.”71  

This sentiment is echoed by Academic A who contends: “The challenge is that by framing it 

as terrorism they essentially have only defined the symptoms of the problem and that means 

that initially or up to now mostly they've only responded to the symptoms to the insecurity and 

not to the causes, which means that the causes will not go away.”72 Furthermore, responding 

to symptoms exacerbates the crisis, “because we just stimulate these armed groups to become 

more effective at what they are doing. We are forcing them to adapt, we are stimulating them 

to become better, so in a sense, the problem increases.”73 This has been evident in the way the 

armed group has been able to regroup or maintain good communication despite being split by 

government retaliation (Dembele, 2020). In some cases, the group has been seen to change 

tactics, capitalising on the government’s indiscriminate attacks and harassment of citizens to 

garner support for their cause. A case in point is: “The fact that the attackers of Mocimboa in 

March 2020 tried to win the ‘hearts and minds’ seems to contradict the practice of earlier 

attackers, which wreaked havoc on the population by decapitating apparently carefully selected 

persons in a village, and setting certain huts on fire” (Dembele, 2020:12). In some cases, ASWJ 

has been seen using material benefits to encourage the youth to join their movement, promising 

better opportunities they claim the government was incapable to offer. A District Police 

Commander interviewed by Sitoe (2023:9-10) validated this claim, stating: “Men arrived with 
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groceries in trucks, then they got involved in mosques and during prayers they gave bags of 

onions and potatoes to young people to start businesses.” In so doing, the armed group has been 

able to win the support and hearts of local communities, thereby alienating the government 

forces.  

Available data has shown that terrorism framing or designating armed groups as ‘terrorists’ 

leads to more attacks and fatalities, as was seen with both the IS and Boko Haram, who 

escalated their violence and atrocities following their designation as foreign terrorist 

organisations (FTO) (Best and Lahiri, 2019). Similarly, when the Mozambican government 

introduced militarised counter-terrorism measures, the ASWJ retaliated by increasing its 

brutality, introducing more gruesome tactics such as beheading victims and burning the homes 

of enemies to create terror and panic (Amnesty International, 2021). To exacerbate the 

situation, the government’s efforts to combat the group suffered setbacks as the Mozambican 

security forces could not curb the group’s violent activities alone. In light of these challenges, 

the central government has sought external assistance in the form of mercenary groups, 

including the Wagner Group from Russia and subsequently the Dyck Advisory Group (DAG) 

from South Africa (Estelle and Darden, 2021), to address its weaknesses and challenges. As 

Academic A holds, “Framing the problem as insecurity, as terrorism has resulted in the 

Mozambican government first turning to private military companies, thinking that this would 

help them to solve the problem. But we've seen that that has not helped, it has made the problem 

worse at first because, as I mentioned earlier, if you respond militarily, you usually stimulate 

these groups to become even better at what they're doing and to grow and to become a bigger 

threat, which is what happened initially when the private military companies were deployed.”74  

Although the DAG managed to make headway through its airstrike, the group has been marred 

by controversy as it has been implicated in human rights violations and firing at civilians 

(Hanlon, 2021). Some respondents noted that these private military companies have a poor 

human rights record in conflict zones. When asked how the framing of the violence as terrorism 

impacted the involvement of private military companies in the responses of Mozambique, 

Academic B said: “They have been hired to come in, I think there have been one or two others, 

but I think Wagner was one of the first they used there to quell the situation. These guys are all 
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about the money; they don't really care about the people, so I think 100% it has contributed to 

the escalation of the violence.”75 Moreover, these private military companies were hired in 

secrecy, bypassing some democratic processes, such as seeking public opinion and legislative 

approval (Nhamirre, 2021). This aligns with securitisation’s breaking of the rules discussed in 

the previous chapter and in Chapter Two. 

The securitisation of violence permits the totalisation of options, which makes the intervening 

regional forces enter conflict zones with highly charged emotions to destroy the “terrorists”, as 

revealed in the language of SADC expressed in the SAMIM mandate. “In such a securitised 

situation, your whole system is geared towards counter-insurgency and the combat of terrorism, 

yet that is a very limited perspective of what the causes of conflict are.”76 This approach 

continues to take precedence in postcolonial Africa, with some observers and analysts accusing 

African governments of exploiting the terrorism label to avoid dealing with local grievances 

politically and to garner international support against their opponents. This is not to dispute the 

necessity of a regional military force but to argue that a militarised response should not be the 

primary or stand-alone approach. This sentiment is shared by the respondents interviewed for 

this study, who argue that military responses must provide stakeholders with respite to 

implement complementary, comprehensive, and inclusive strategies that help address local 

grievances. Expert A commented: “The terrorism framing has allowed for a military presence, 

be it at regional, be it Rwanda, be it training by the EU and whatever the case may be. It has 

accelerated the military presence, creating some level of stability that cannot be disputed; we 

need to acknowledge that. So, that is usually your first response to terrorism and terror framing, 

is the reliance on such a military capability in just seeking a level of control.”77 However, in 

line with the other experts and academics interviewed for this study, the respondent disagrees 

that a level of control has been reached to begin discussing normalisation in Cabo Delgado. 

This view is substantiated by the available data, which reveals that the first quarter of 2022 

registered a leap in violence spilling into areas previously considered safe in Cabo Delgado 

(Save the Children, 2022). ASWJ continues to perpetrate violence in the central and northern 
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districts of Cabo Delgado, with operations expanding southwards into Ancuabe and Chiure 

districts (Amani Africa, 2022) despite the deployment of SAMIM and Rwandan forces in 2021.  

Another consequence of the terrorism framing of violence and subsequent foreign intervention 

is that it continues to benefit the central government as the host. In the case of Cabo Delgado, 

for the Mozambican government, Expert F noted:  

If you call them terrorists, you get support in your fight against them. The conflict was 

elevated to a new level. The response measures increased, the EU got involved, SADC got 

involved, and they had a bilateral with Rwanda. Under the ‘banditry’, this label, none of 

that happened. But when it was securitised to say to say this is a terrorist threat, Ansunah 

is more than just banditry, Rwanda went in first, SAMIM went in, the EU provided 

funding and America sent in funding. So it opened up channels of funding, the whole thing 

about this securitisation is that it opens up new channels of funding that were not there 

before.78  

A similar sentiment was echoed by Expert B, who commented: 

It was the issue of money because calling for an intervention, Mozambique wanted to lead 

it. The SAMIM is getting military support from the EU, and Rwanda is also getting 

military support from the EU, including money. The government of Mozambique wanted 

to receive this kind of support because, you know, with that support, maybe only 10 or 

20% goes to the military, the rest of it disappears into the pockets of the politicians. So, 

they wanted to solve the problems and only go to the international community with a so-

called shopping list to say we need this, this, this and that, please provide us with this kind 

of support for their own benefit.79  

This was evident in the way President Nyusi frequently invoked the sovereignty card, 

particularly in relation to the SADC intervention. While discussions were underway among 

SADC member states on how to assist the Mozambican government, the issue of the country’s 

sovereignty loomed in the background (Chingono, 2021). As discussed in detail in Chapter 4, 

President Nyusi delayed the SADC deployment as much as possible, opting instead for a 

Rwandan deployment. The respondents do not dispute that Maputo was justified in seeking to 

protect the country’s sovereignty, as provided for under International Law. Some suggested 

that the government needed to prove its strength and ability to consolidate authority and power 

within its borders. Having a regional military presence could have been seen as a sign of 

weakness. However, some respondents disputed this, arguing that the government feared that 
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the presence of a regional force would expose some issues of corruption and poor governance 

on the ground. As Expert B commented, “I think they did want accountability. Regional 

intervention comes with accountability.”80  

Militarised responses, particularly regional interventions, can be problematic, as they are also 

fraught with capacity constraints that impede their success. This has become a trend in Africa 

because military operations are costly. As witnessed with MNJTF in the Lake Chad region, 

SADC faced resource challenges in Cabo Delgado. The regional bloc had to use its resources 

to sustain the deployment. As commented by Expert D: “Framing the violence as terrorism 

probably helped in terms of elevating the crisis and urgency within the organisation. But I think 

that was a bit offset by the difficulties in getting Maputo to agree, and the organisation was a 

little bit light on resources; its mission always struggled with having sufficient resources and 

funding, so it was a complicated situation. I think they extended it for as long as they could, 

but as you can see, they are wasting no time departing now that the decision has been made to 

depart, even though the conflict continues and there's still plenty of violence.”81  

Although the EU pledged EUR 15 million in funding to SAMIM in September 2022 to provide 

its military component with camp fortifications, storage containers, medical equipment, 

vehicles, and technological devices, which alleviated some of the financial challenges faced, 

SAMIM required further support to sustain the deployment. This has been a serious 

impediment continentally, as these military interventions are extended due to the resilience of 

the armed groups and the lack of political will to immediately implement comprehensive non-

military strategies. Furthermore, although international collaborations are advantageous, they 

can be problematic as they limit the freedom of action for poorer countries in the region.82 

Therefore, I argue that the securitisation of the conflict in Cabo Delgado by labelling it 

terrorism has blinded the SADC member states to past mistakes made in similar cases, such as 

that of Boko Haram in Nigeria.  

There is consensus among respondents, observers and scholars that regional deployments are 

also limited by internal politics, which hinders their effectiveness. Mandrup (2024) notes that 
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the Mozambican government’s decision to expand its bilateral support agreement with the 

Rwandan government is marred by controversy, as it highlights various challenges encountered 

by the SAMIM deployment from the outset. According to Mandrup (2024), “the lack of 

sufficient cooperation between SADC and the Mozambicans has made operations difficult, and 

it was one of the key reasons why SADC member states ultimately opted to close the mission.” 

There are fears that with the withdrawal of SAMIM and President Nyusi out of office, the 

Rwandan deal may continue to haunt Mozambicans, as the conditions of the agreement were 

never made public nor debated in parliament.83 “We know that Rwanda is here to protect the 

French interest, Total. That is why the CEO of Total and in all his trips to Maputo, his first stop 

is Kigali and then Mozambique. He goes to Kigali to get a briefing because it has a better 

briefing by Rwanda than Mozambique. It looks like Rwanda is expanding its empire, so I am 

afraid that one day, Cabo Delgado will be a secession province that could be controlled by 

Rwanda.”84 This sentiment is echoed by Sanaren (2021), who argues that while the Rwandan 

intervention was politically motivated, there were some economic elements as well. Sanaren 

(20121) notes that “while SAMIM has a well established legal framework, the legal basis for 

the Rwandan interventions have been questioned. However, Rwanda officially justifies the 

intervention on the basis of applying Responsibility to Protect (R2P) provisions, which allow 

for commitment to humanitarian intervention with the use of force.” On the contrary, there are 

allegations that the Rwandan intervention was influenced by French President Emmanuel 

Macron, whose priority was to safeguard TotalEnergies' interests. As Expert F commented: 

“Oil and gas speak immediately to France, whose economy would benefit from this oil and 

gas.”85 Thus, the Rwandan intervention continues to stir controversy in Mozambique. Expert 

F noted that the Rwandan expansion poses another risk: the difficulty of getting them to 

withdraw from Cabo Delgado, given the lack of a clear exit plan. “We may have a situation 

where Rwandan troops encourage the armed group to continue with the upheaval, as was seen 

in DRC, where Rwanda supports M23 rebels. There are now rumours that some of their fighters 
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are M23, I don’t know, but soon we will know.”86 As noted by Expert D: “It's a situation that 

got very complicated with internal politics.”87 

Military responses do not address the political problems behind the conflict. Academic A 

commented: “I was very surprised when SADC responded the way it did, and many people 

tried to advise SADC to think broader, not to deploy because we have had the same experience 

in Somalia, Lake Chad, and the Sahel. So, there is nothing new. We all know that this is exactly 

what is behind it, how it works, what is needed, but still, our region/authorities seem to have 

made the same mistake again”88 As suggested by Buzan et al. (1998:29), securitisation “should 

be seen as a failure to deal with issues of normal politics.” Moreover, a heavy reliance on 

foreign forces to quell the conflict without complementary, comprehensive strategies that 

address local drivers of conflict has never been a viable solution either. The possibility is that 

once the deployed external forces are withdrawn, the armed group will regroup and perpetrate 

more violence in the region (Savatier, 2021). This sentiment was echoed by one of the 

respondents who commented:  

It is sad that SAMIM had to leave. Of course, they had run out of money; the pledges were 

not met because Mozambique allegedly did not meet certain pledges that it had told the 

region it would do; member states were losing soldiers, and they didn’t want that to 

continue. In the beginning, Mozambique didn’t want regional deployment, so even the 

building they were given as SAMIM headquarters was not comfortable or welcoming, so 

they were always going to be on the back foot. So, it is sad that they had to leave now 

because we saw at the start of this year that the violence shot up again to the levels that 

have not been seen previously.89 

This was evident in Cabo Delgado following the announcement of SAMIM’s withdrawal. 

Despite making inroads in the fight against ASWJ between 2021 and 2023, by January 2024, 

the situation had taken a turn, with reports indicating that the armed group had increased 

coordinated attacks and, in some cases, reclaimed control over the territory (Svicevic and 

Teixeira, 2024). SAMIM’s withdrawal has created a security vacuum that the armed group is 

filling, which can be interpreted as a reversal of the gains it made. 
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6.3.3. Internationalisation of the conflict 

This section builds on the previous section, which deals with militarised responses, and briefly 

discusses the entry of external actors, such as PMCS, Rwanda, and SAMIM. This section 

provides an in-depth analysis of the influx of various actors into Cabo Delgado as a result of 

securitisation. Designating armed groups as ‘terrorists’ internationalises the conflict and leads 

to the entry of various international actors in the region with different agendas. The perceived 

security threat created by this designation has led to an influx of various international actors 

entering the region, including the employment of PMSCs by the Mozambican government, and 

the deployment of the Rwandan forces and the SADC Mission in Mozambique (SAMIM), and 

other international actors such as the EU, US, France and so forth. The consensus among 

respondents is that the terrorism framing of the conflict in Cabo Delgado elevated the crisis 

into the international arena. It is indisputable that there are benefits to the internationalisation 

of the conflict, especially concerning support to alleviate the crisis's humanitarian aspect and 

stabilise the region. However, it can also have a negative impact, especially if the armed group 

gets exploited by other armed groups that have been known to cause havoc globally, such as 

the Islamic State and Al-Qaeda.  

When asked about the impact of the terrorism framing of the violence in the region, Expert B 

responded: 

The impact was very bad, very dangerous. First, it internationalised the conflict, the first 

foreign intervention was the Wagner, who were here for two to three months, and they 

started to bomb everywhere and left. That attracted attention globally, it helped the local 

group to get international support for their side to mobilise foreign fighters who came into 

Cabo Delgado because they heard that there was a so-called crusade of Russian soldiers. 

This is what they called them, so that was a very bad move, and they didn't even respect 

human rights, and they didn't rescue people. So, that was the worst of the Mozambican 

government's responses to the conflict, not to mention the lack of transparency; we don't 

know how much they were paid, it's crazy stuff.90  

This view is shared by Academic H, who contends that “the rise up against the government by 

the citizens to raise their legitimate concerns got usurped by the well-known terrorist 

organisation that hijacked a legitimate cause for their purposes. It was the juxtaposition of a 

normal, legitimate protest for service delivery that got hijacked by a well-known terrorist 
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organisation known for pursuing terrorist activities, whatever they are, in the form of IS.”91 

Although the IS link has been discussed in detail in the previous chapters, the argument here is 

that by framing the violence as terrorism, the group gains a lot of international recognition, 

especially among organisations such as IS that seek to establish a presence in regions such as 

Africa.  

The respondents’ consensus is that the conflict’s internationalisation can also facilitate the 

involvement of international actors with interests in the region. For instance, framing violence 

as terrorism means that agencies in intervening countries that deal with “terrorism” are 

empowered to respond to it. As noted by Academic A, “A lot of military support is being given 

to Mozambique. For the US, for example, it probably means their military command 

AFRICOM, which deals with security issues, is empowered to deal with it instead of people 

dealing with trade, environment or development.”92 Similarly, Avant (2005) argues that while 

the state has a legitimate use of force, the increasing involvement of the private sector in 

security over recent decades has brought this into question. She posits that this growing role of 

the private sector shifts the control of force from the state and charts the trade-off that the 

market for force imposes on states. Avant (2005) argues that this casts doubt on legitimacy and 

accountability. This sentiment was echoed by Expert A, who argued that counterterrorism 

worldwide has become a profit-making machine, which explains why most of the approaches 

have been predominantly military. “This is the problem with political interests and using 

concepts like terrorism in specific developments in a way that suits their interests. If you look 

at foreign involvement in Cabo Delgado now, all the foreigners, the EU is involved, the United 

States is involved, Portugal is involved, Rwanda, the region, you name it, everyone is involved, 

but with what? With guns in hand, and even the Mozambican government's mindset is one of 

militarisation, they see this as a quick fix.”93   

Thus, the terrorism framing of violence leads to counterterrorism, which feeds other interests 

than addressing the issues at stake in Cabo Delgado. As Expert A commented: “I was hoping 

there would be a recognition of this within the region, but sadly, SADC also seems to be serving 

its interests. The militarisation of Cabo Delgado allows for the spreading of influence, I'm 
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talking about Russia, China, the UAE, Japan and the EU, all seeking influence and economic 

benefit from the LNG sectors in that area.”94 This view is expressed by scholars such as Schmid 

(2004); Jackson (2016); Yetive (2011) and Omidi and Mobini (2020), whose research 

established that various actors, particularly states, label conflicts ‘terrorism’ to further their 

interests in those conflict zones. This has been the case in Cabo Delgado. Despite insufficient 

evidence suggesting the IS link in the region, several actors have been pushing the IS terrorism 

narrative in Mozambique for various reasons.   

As discussed above, for the Frelimo government, this narrative diverts the attention of the 

international community as it does not want to be held responsible for the crisis or have the 

violence linked to the greed and corruption of its elite, the marginalisation of youths and 

Muslims, and other socioeconomic ills in the province (Hanlon, 2021:6). This sentiment was 

echoed by some of the respondents with one of them commenting:  

The framing of frustration as terrorism normally benefits the existing regime who wants to get 

international support from others who are fearful of terrorism. So often, this leads to military 

support, but framing the problem as terrorism usually results in only addressing the symptoms. In 

that sense, it's not particularly beneficial to the government of the day in the medium to long term. 

If we frame it only just terrorism and if our reaction is only to deploy security forces to 

subdue the terrorism we've not actually dealt with any of the real problems and even if we 

are somehow able to suppress the violent extremist groups who are using terrorism tactics 

it's just likely to flair up again until you've addressed the deeper problems. So I think 

addressing the symptoms, of course, it's necessary to deal with those violent extremist 

groups, but it's very important for the analysis to go deeper and for the solutions to go 

deeper. The problem is that very often, the countries in question, like the government in 

Maputo, don't actually see it that way and are reluctant to recognise that they are part of 

the problem. 95  

This view was expressed by Expert A, who argues that, “The Maputo terrorism framing of the 

violence in Cabo Delgado is a convenient framing in which they don't have to acknowledge 

their own mistakes and failures and blame it on an external international terror group that is at 

hand. So, it's all being framed as terrorism from different perspectives with different interests, 

and no one sits back and asks, but what are we up against? And what should we do in dealing 

with and limiting the expansion?96 There is consensus among respondents and in the available 

literature that the discovery of large ruby deposits and the development of LNG have raised 
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hopes for improved living conditions and employment. However, the prospects of a better 

future were shattered due to allegations of looting benefits and profits by a small elite within 

the ruling FRELIMO party (Hanlon, 2020). Hanlon (2020) posits that the discovery of these 

resources further alienated locals as farmers lost their land and fishers were pushed out to 

accommodate big extraction companies. Resentment stemming from this may lead to continued 

violence in the region. Moreover, the Mozambican government has exploited the terrorism 

label to garner international support, and it achieved just that. As posited by Academic F, “The 

government of Mozambique played the game very well with the tension between China and 

the US, playing them off against each other to such an extent that everybody is now 

contributing to the countering of the insurgency in Cabo Delgado.”97 

The conflict in Cabo Delgado erupted at a precarious time in history, following the end of the 

Cold War. On the one hand, China was encroaching on Africa; on the other, Russia, having 

experienced the Cold War, was awakening its agency in Africa as a strategic ally. Furthermore, 

as Fabricius (2019) suggests, Russia’s presence and involvement in the crisis are motivated by 

its desire to fill the vacuum created by the US’s retreat in Africa, which was accelerated during 

Donald Trump’s first administration. Fabricius (2019) and Santos (2020) agree that Russian 

involvement in the conflict extends beyond the Wagner Group deployment, as they believe it 

is a strategy to ensure that Russia becomes a major player in the region’s oil and gas industry. 

It is regarded as “part of a global geostrategic game of force and influence in which the US, 

China are the main competitors” (Stronski 2019 quoted in Santos, 2020:9). Thus, “all these 

interests make what was supposed to be a domestic crisis an indirect conduit of some renewed 

and revitalised Cold War.”98 As experienced with proxy wars, the problem with the Cold War 

is that the proxies bear the brunt of the war, not the superpowers driving the war.  

The US has also shown interest in the crisis in Mozambique. As posited by De Oliveria and 

Cardoso (2020), following 9/11, the US has incorporated the African continent into global 

efforts to curb “terrorism, “embodied in the Global War on Terror, thereby undergoing a 

process of securitisation.” Thus, in 2020, when there was a shift in narrative, from internal 

criminality to international Islamic terrorism, it attracted the US and its ally, the EU, which 
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regard “IS and Islamic fundamentalism as the global enemy” (Hanlon, 2021). Leach (2021) 

adds that the US “designation of Mozambique’s local combatants as global terrorists only lends 

credence to the grievances driving this small but effective and violent insurgency.” Hanlon 

(2021a) and Leach (2021) note that the designation shifted US efforts from assisting 

Mozambique in fighting the armed group to combating the ‘global enemy’, IS. As Expert F 

holds, “For America, any fight against IS is what America wants. They have been fighting them 

for how long now, whether they are IS, Al-Qaeda or the Lord’s Resistance Army. Islamic 

fundamentalists’ threat has always been a threat to America.”99 Hanlon (2021:6) echoed the 

same sentiments, noting how in the 11 March press conference, John T Godfrey, acting special 

envoy for the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS, remarked: “We have to confront ISIS in Africa”, 

thereby making Mozambique one of his battlefields (Hanlon, 2021:6). Moreover, the labelling 

may have a geopolitical dimension that relates to competition between China and Russia and 

the US and Western allies. Pretorius and Mandrup (2022:29) contend that the presence of these 

countries does not promote any multilateral efforts to support democracy or “the AU security 

system built on the principles of common and human security. Rather, these international actors 

support ad-hoc bilateral and regional security projects that serve their perceived interests more 

directly.” Academic A noted: “By framing the violence as terrorism, you empower certain 

perspectives and actors, and you disempower other perspectives and actors. By framing it as 

terrorism, Mozambique has probably made the problem much worse and has delayed a 

constructive, meaningful way of dealing with the problem for a decade or more. If they had 

framed it better from the beginning, they could have dealt with the problem much more 

efficiently.”100  

6.3.4. Human rights violations 

The terrorism framing of violence, which securitises it, allows for specific actions to be taken, 

actions that “would be deemed inhumane or illegal if they were not done in the name of 

countering ‘terrorism’” (Dixit, 2016:33). In Cabo Delgado, numerous allegations emerged that 

“security forces were implicated in grave human rights violations…including arbitrary arrests, 

abductions, torture of detainees, excessive force against unarmed civilians, intimidation and 

extrajudicial executions” (Human Rights Watch, 2021 quoted in Hanlon, 2021:4). According 
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to Human Rights Watch (2020), the human rights situation continued to deteriorate throughout 

2020, with the emergence of videos and pictures of government security forces torturing and 

ill-treating prisoners. The most shocking one that set the internet abuzz was the one that 

emerged in September of that year, showing some military personnel shooting a naked woman 

accused of being a ‘terrorist’ near Mocimboa da Praia (Human Rights Watch, 2020). As one 

expert noted, “very often heavy-handed security action makes the community also angry at the 

security forces and results in more recruitment possibilities for these armed groups and less 

support for the government.”101 

Despite efforts by civil society organisations to raise awareness about the deteriorating human 

rights situation in the region, the government made no effort to investigate these allegations.  

This is not surprising as President Nyusi himself was quoted in a public platform, urging the 

military: “Don’t waste time seeking to identify the origin of each terrorist shot down or present 

in the theatre of operations. Any terrorist, regardless of where he comes from, is your target” 

(High Commission for the Republic of Mozambique, 2021). Such utterances create a 

permissive environment as the security forces enter conflict zones with charged emotions to 

eliminate the ‘terrorists.’ This has been problematised by some of the respondents who argue 

that such violations by the state may constitute ‘state terrorism.’ One expert commented:  

I am one of those people who is convinced that the term terrorism should not be used only 

to non-state actors. I’m personally of the opinion that state actors should be called terrorists 

in certain cases. The monopoly of violence, that is, part of our organisational principle of 

the state, does not allow you to use violence against your own people indiscriminately, 

violate human rights and all that. I am one of those people who feel that the state should 

also be called a terrorist in certain cases. The state of Mozambique, the government of 

Mozambique, became very close to what I would call a terrorist state. So, here we have 

got an opponent, a rebel group that opposes the legitimacy of the state, victimises the 

population and opposes a government that can also be called a terrorist state as it also 

victimises its own population. Here we have got two opposing groups that violate human 

rights. But we call the rebels terrorists, and we do not call the state a terrorist. This is part 

of our problem; we are extremely reluctant to frame governments as terrorists because, 

obviously, there is an extremely complex political issue within the UN.102 

This sentiment was echoed by Blakeley (20212), who notes that states have been notorious for 

using violence to coerce citizens into complying with the will of the elite and suppressing 
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opposition. Therefore, when employed this way, political violence by the state then constitutes 

terrorism (Blakeley, 2012). Blakeley (2012:1) contends that: “A defining feature of state 

terrorism, and that which distinguishes it from other forms of state violence, is that it involves 

the illegal targeting of individuals that the state has a duty to protect with the aim of instilling 

fear in a target audience beyond the direct victim.” Thus, she challenges the monopoly on 

legitimate violence bestowed on the state, arguing that any state claim to the legitimate use of 

force is “neither a justification for excluding state terrorism from studies of terrorism, nor, more 

importantly for affording states the right to use violence in any way they choose” (Stohl, 2006: 

4-5). States and their agents’ sole claim to legitimate use of brute force does not prevent abuse 

of power, as that violence (and its threat) could be used in a manner that aligns with notions of 

terrorism, mass killing, genocide and other forms of repression (Stohl, 2006). 

Similarly, the SADC intervening forces have been accused of violating human rights in the 

province of Cabo Delgado. In January 2023, a video of SAMIM forces burning a dead body 

went viral on social media, which constitutes a war crime under international law (Sibanda and 

Mavhura, 2023). However, despite the South African Defence Forces (SADF) dispatching a 

team to investigate the incident, there has not been an official update on the investigation 

(Mandrup, 2024). Human rights abuses alienate the security personnel from the communities 

in which they operate, which exacerbates the crisis because the communities play a crucial role 

in intelligence gathering and support of the government forces. In Cabo Delgado, Expert A 

notes: “I'm afraid, yet again, it played into the hands of those that support the Islamic State, 

that is what they need.”103 This sentiment is echoed by ACLED (2020), which noted how the 

armed group easily regrouped after splitting up following the clampdown by government 

security forces after the Mocimboa attack, and coordinated more attacks. “Insurgents retain the 

ability to impose themselves on strategically crucial populated areas, seemingly at will. The 

government’s heavy-handed counterinsurgency effort in Mocimboa da Praia has, at best, been 

ineffective and, at worst, played directly into the insurgency’s hands” (ACLED, 2020).  

Moreover, the terrorist framing of violence also creates a hostile environment for vulnerable 

groups such as women and children. While the government and intervening forces are bent on 

eliminating the ‘terrorist’ threat, these vulnerable groups experience the worst atrocities and 
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abuses, including sexual exploitation and abuse and gender-based violence. In Cabo Delgado, 

ASWJ abducted, raped, forced marriage and even sold women and girls to foreigners 

(Machado, 2022). To exacerbate the situation, government forces have also been implicated in 

such gender-based violence and sexual exploitation of women and girls with impunity. A report 

by ACLED (2020), for instance, indicates that on 25 June 2020, the Mozambican government 

deployed special police units, namely the Rapid Intervention Unit (UIR) and the Special 

Operations Group (GOE), in an area called Nandaudua in Mocimboa. These police units went 

door-to-door, firing shots, arresting men suspected to be members of the ASWJ and illtreating 

women (Zitamar News, 2020). Zitamar News (2020) notes that, “In houses where they found 

no man present, they aggressively questioned and sometimes physically abused the women 

there.” In this respect, the Mozambican government acted as perpetrators of gender based 

violence against women, thereby failing to fulfil its responsibility to protect its citizens. 

Machado (2022) posits that under “The Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) the Mozambican government 

has obligations to prevent gender-based violence, investigate, prosecute and punish those 

responsible for abuses, and provide timely, accessible and effective remedies to victims and 

survivors.” Despite efforts by civil society organisations to call for government action, the 

government has taken little action. As argued by expert B, the terrorism framing of violence 

does not prioritise the humanitarian aspect of the crisis, which has resulted in deteriorating the 

condition of life for women and girls.104 This sets a dangerous precedent, as we have witnessed 

in the Lake Chad Basin and the Horn of Africa, where such victimisation and oppression have 

driven women to participate in the activities of armed groups such as Boko Haram and Al-

Shabaab voluntarily (International Crisis Group, 2019). 

6.3.5. Obscuring or delaying peace processes 

States globally do not easily resort to peaceful processes with armed groups that resort to 

‘terrorist’ tactics, preferring ‘terrorist blacklists’ to delegitimise and curb the violence of these 

groups (Omidi and Mobini, 2022:485). While this may be effective in criminalising the violent 

activities of these armed groups, it can severely hinder peaceful processes, thereby negatively 
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impacting the mitigation of the conflict. This view is shared by Vines and Wallace (2021), who 

argue that this tendency can be counter-productive as terrorist designation of armed groups 

impedes governments’ ability to resolve the conflict. 

One of the implications of this designation is that it becomes a crime to provide any form of 

support to the group or to attempt to do so (DOS, 2021). According to the DOS (2021), the 

designation also notifies the international community about the threat posed by the group and 

assists the law enforcement activities of US agencies and those of other governments. Best and 

Simanti (2019) argue that the legal and moral implications of designations are that it may hinder 

or delay peace processes. This is because designations stigmatise non-state actors and create 

legal barriers to participation in peace processes (Haspeslagh, 2013). Haspeslagh (2013) posits 

that it prevents international entities from any form of official communication or negotiation 

with specified groups. This sentiment is shared by most respondents interviewed for this study. 

One expert said:  

I think when a group gets labelled as a terrorist group, I think the meaning associated with 

that is a violent group. I think it strips away or obscures any political agenda that it may 

have. The whole thing that, in the US, we don't negotiate with terrorists, they're completely 

ostracised, and it does in the case of the US open opportunities for greater or different 

kinds of military training and support and things that might otherwise be unavailable. So, 

I think the terrorism label brings more attention to the violence and the militarised aspects 

of the conflict and obscures the political side, and perhaps in some cases, the political 

angle is not that important, or it's just sort of a window dressing for some other more 

violent criminal agenda.105 

Furthermore, as posited by the expert, the potential future harm is that, due to these laws in the 

US, for instance, the US cannot fund or support organisations that help this group. “So, in case 

they have to demobilise, there will be a lot of paperwork to allow the US to provide any kind 

of support for the demobilisation programme. Not that it cannot be done but just that it will be 

a process, it is going to be an unostentatious support and even like, if say a woman has been 

kidnapped and forced to cook for the group, technically she is still considered a member, if she 

wanted to come to the US and start a new life, it will be complicated as well. So, these are some 

of the issues that come into play in the future.”106 
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The securitisation of violence by framing it as ‘terrorism’ or designating a group as ‘terrorists’ 

also prolongs conflicts by reinforcing government intransigence as it signals that the 

international community regards such a group as a non-political movement (Best and Simanti, 

2019). As Best and Simanti (2019) posit, this reduces the government’s incentive to seek peace 

and obstructs efforts by others to facilitate peace processes. This sentiment is shared by most 

respondents, with one expert commenting: “Terrorism tends to say that the insurgents have no 

political views or argument or complaints to be dealt with. So, it tends to say it is terrorism, 

implies that it is a problem which you can only resolve militarily, and I think, like a lot of other 

scholars, that the military option is necessary. There’s no question there, but there’s a social 

and political and religious element which needs to be dealt with. By framing it as terrorism, 

you do not help understand what is going on or help find a solution to overcome it.”107  

This was evident in how President Nyusi dealt with RENAMO and ASWJ, particularly in the 

way he drew a sharp distinction between the conflicts with these two groups. Club of 

Mozambique (2020) notes: “The war with the Military Junta is a war between Mozambicans 

that can be solved through negotiation and dialogue, but the government regards the war in 

Cabo Delgado as driven by foreign aggression, pointing to the involvement of the local jihadists 

with international terrorist networks that calls itself Islamic State.” In his speech, following an 

oversight visit to Cabo Delgado in 2020, President Nyusi commented: “As from Sunday, I shall 

instruct the forces in the Central Operational Theatre to stop chasing the men of the Military 

Junta for a week, so that they can embark on a dialogue to solve their problems” (Harding 

2020). As Harding (2020) posits, President Nyusi was willing to offer a truce to the RENAMO 

Military Junta, an option he had not offered to ASWJ. This led Expert B to comment:  

The government didn't try a different way to solve this problem, but only by military 

means. The first thing that the government did was to deploy the police. When the violence 

escalated, they deployed the military. When the violence continued to escalate, they 

contracted private military companies, and the violence continued to escalate up to the 

point that they requested international force deployment from SAMIM and Rwanda. So, 

there's no visible effort that I have ever seen of the government trying to deal with this 

differently, except for a military response.108 
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This view is echoed by another expert, who noted that the Mozambican government’s failure 

to adopt a broader approach to human security and foster relations with local communities 

remains a challenge in the fight against ASWJ.109 For Academic A: 

By framing it as terrorism, you empower certain perspectives and actors, and you 

disempower other perspectives and actors. I think that in the case of Mozambique, and 

through these phases that I just mentioned, by framing it as terrorism, Mozambique has 

probably made the problem much worse and has delayed a constructive, meaningful way 

of dealing with the problem by a decade or more. If they had framed it better from the 

beginning, they could have dealt with the problem much more efficiently and saved a lot 

of lives and a lot of costs to the Mozambican economy and to the regional economy, 

because, as we said, it's very expensive for SADC and other member states like South 

Africa to deploy these forces into Mozambique. So by ‘misframing’ the problem, it just 

cost a lot of money for Mozambique and the whole region.110 

In summary, securitisation can be problematic as it may have negative implications, as 

demonstrated in the above section. The lens of securitisation theory has helped to analyse the 

securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado, where the terrorism label has been applied and the 

responses it makes possible, including militarised responses, and implications such as 

internationalisation of the conflict, precluding other conflict resolution processes, human rights 

violations and obscuring the root causes of violence.  

6.4. Conclusion 

This chapter presents an interpretation and analysis of the key findings, enabling a response to 

the study's main question. It outlined and analysed the confluence of factors that facilitated the 

designation of ASWJ as a terrorist group. These include political factors, international factors, 

religious/IS-link, economic factors and the role of the media. It validated my assumption that 

terrorism framing is not neutral and does not occur in a vacuum. There are always driving 

forces behind the framing of violence as terrorism, which in most cases have no pure intentions. 

As argued in the study, the terrorism label has been exploited over the years to play a functional 

role, as I have demonstrated in the chapter. 

The chapter has also broadly demonstrated that the securitisation of violence by labelling it 

“terrorism” tends to have dire consequences in some cases, as the term is loaded. Labelling 
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political violence as terrorism escalates political issues to a level of security, thereby resulting 

in extraordinary measures being adopted to resolve a conflict that could have otherwise been 

resolved politically. It results in unintended consequences, which can further exacerbate the 

situation. The chapter demonstrated that the terrorism label changes perceptions about violence 

and armed groups, resulting in extraordinary measures being adopted to mitigate the perceived 

security threat, mostly militarised counter-terrorism approaches. These militarised approaches 

do not resolve the underlying causes of the violence, which require political solutions. The 

securitisation of the violence by labelling it terrorism internationalises the conflict, thereby 

attracting various actors, some with ulterior motives. As demonstrated in the chapter, the region 

also becomes entangled in some geopolitical struggles, which I liken to the Cold War, where 

proxies bore the brunt of proxy wars while the superpowers themselves remained largely 

unharmed. Such chaos creates other problems, such as human rights violations, that often 

prevail with impunity. Thus, the chapter argued that as long as the elite securitises the conflict 

by framing the violence as terrorism, and opts for primarily military responses, the crisis will 

continue to escalate in Cabo Delgado and possibly spill over to other neighbouring countries, 

especially with the withdrawal of SAMIM.  

The next chapter is the conclusion chapter of the study. It will summarise all the chapters and 

the findings of the study and make recommendations.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Recommendations 

7.1 Introduction 

This is the final chapter, which concludes the study. The chapter will accomplish the following: 

provide an overview of the study’s research process and integration of chapters, summarise the 

study’s key findings, and present recommendations based on the study’s findings, which 

constitute the study’s contribution. These recommendations also include areas for future 

research that other researchers may consider.  

7.2. Overview and integration of chapters 

The study critically analysed the use of the term terrorism to describe the violence in Cabo 

Delgado, Mozambique. I questioned the terrorism framing of the conflict and investigated the 

responses to the conflict that such a framing legitimises, in whose interests and to whose 

detriment it might be. The study disputed that the terrorism framing of violence could be 

neutral, commonsensical, or automatic. It employed Constructivism and securitisation theory, 

which uses Constructivism as a basis for understanding how perceptions and threats are 

constructed and security invoked in this process, with what consequences. These two 

approaches give critical insights into how groups and individuals are conceptualised as threats 

to the state and national security. The use of securitisation theory helps to expose the politics 

of terrorism and counterterrorism, particularly in relation to threat magnification 

(Eroukhmanoff, 2017:109). Labelling political violence as terrorism changes the way it is 

viewed, and extraordinary measures are adopted to mitigate the perceived security threat. The 

study concludes by positing that the application of the terrorism label securitises the violence.  

Chapter 1 conceptualised the study, in particular the research problem and questions, namely: 

How has the terrorism label used to designate the violence perpetrated by ASWJ functioned as 

a securitisation speech act and with what consequences? The sub-questions include: (i) How 

have critical scholars made sense of the applications of the term terrorism? (ii) How has the 

label of terrorism been used historically to convey meaning and with what consequences? (ii) 

How has the violence in Mozambique been securitised through the application of the term 

terrorism? And (iv) What are the implications of labelling the political violence in Mozambique 

as terrorism for the responses to this violence? It sets out the aim of the study, which is to 

critically analyse the use of the terrorism term to describe the violence in Mozambique, a 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



157 

 

country that has a history of political violence since the colonial period. The chapter also 

outlined the objectives guiding the study, namely, (i) To investigate the factors that came 

together and resulted in the designation of the violence in Mozambique as terrorism, (ii) To 

understand the implications of using the term terrorism to describe the violence in Cabo 

Delgado to make sense of violence, to direct responses to violence and to serve interests of 

various stakeholders, and (iii) To derive themes that can inform discussions and decisions 

regarding designating and responding to violence. It also outlined the significance and 

limitations of the study. This chapter sets out the methodology, namely the methods and 

strategies the study used to conduct the research, including data collection and analysis, to 

ensure the study’s validity. The study employed a case study research design, specifically the 

single-case exploratory case study, which enabled me to critically trace the terrorism framing 

of the violence, analyse how the framing securitised the violence, examine the conditions that 

facilitated the securitisation, and assess the consequences of its securitisation given the limited 

information available. 

Chapter 2 focused on the theoretical framework guiding the study. The study is grounded in 

two theories: Constructivism and securitisation theory, which uses Constructivism as a basis 

for understanding how perceptions and threats are created. This understanding can be applied 

to the study of the securitisation of violence. The chapter did the following: (i) It traced the 

origins of Constructivism as a theory in International Relations, its evolution, the criticism that 

has been levelled against it and its relevance to the study, and (ii) It then turned to Securitisation 

Theory and again traced its origins, evolution, criticisms and applicability in the study. This 

chapter contended that Constructivism’s focus on the significance of ideational factors and the 

social construction of global politics broadens the theoretical understanding of international 

politics and how the study of security may be approached. The chapter also established that 

securitisation may have dire implications as it has a way of directing perceptions around 

everyday politics and can hamper or decelerate discussions and debates (Bigo, 2008:126). For 

this study, the lens of securitisation theory helps analyse the securitisation of violence when 

the terrorism label is applied, as well as the responses it makes possible.  

Chapter 3 critically analysed the concept of terrorism, providing an overview of its historical 

definitions and applications, which have varied across contexts. The chapter, therefore, focuses 

on and answers the following sub-questions of the study: (i) How have critical scholars made 
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sense of the applications of the term terrorism? and (ii) How has the label of terrorism been 

used historically to convey meaning and with what consequences? The chapter argues that 

historical knowledge places contemporary crises, such as terrorism, in proper perspective. 

Placing the concept of terrorism within the historical context of colonial and Western practices, 

in particular, enables us to understand how meaning is negotiated, contested, and appropriated, 

and what consequences follow. It also demonstrated the power the label holds and what it 

makes possible or impossible. This is crucial to this study, which analyses the use of the term 

‘terrorism’ to describe the violence in Cabo Delgado. As demonstrated by the study, numerous 

reasons motivate the meaning attached to terrorism across time and between societies, and 

these reasons have been crucial in explaining larger social, cultural, political, or economic 

developments (Erlenbusch, 2014:485). Moreover, actors choose what they label as terrorism 

and perceive as a security threat and when they change that framing to achieve other ends. The 

study revealed how the concept continues to be the tool of powerful states in the international 

system. This is evident in the inconsistent application of the term 'terrorism' across contexts.  

Chapter 4 focused on the case study of Cabo Delgado to enhance the understanding of the 

violence perpetrated by ASWJ, which some analysts, observers and government officials have 

labelled terrorism. It is descriptive, focusing on the origins and rise of the group from being a 

secular group to being designated as a terrorist organisation. This chapter presented the context 

under which the armed group ASWJ emerged. It revealed that the group emerged as a non-

violent religious organisation, which later transformed into a violent organisation, for which 

Maputo’s mishandling of the violence must take some blame. Several drivers of the violence 

were identified by the study, including the colonial legacy, poor governance, socioeconomic 

factors, religion and the struggle for control of natural resources. It also discussed the 

Mozambican government’s responses to the violence in Cabo Delgado, highlighting how the 

shift in narrative influenced its responses, which led to the influx of various actors, including 

private military companies, Rwanda, and the SADC. The study identified three key factors that 

hindered the Mozambican government’s response to the violence, including unpreparedness, 

existing political fragility, and mishandling.  

Chapter five applied the analytical framework to the case study to trace the securitisation of 

political violence in Cabo Delgado. It presented the data collected from virtual interviews 

conducted with academics, experts, and journalists who specialise in the conflict in Cabo 
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Delgado and triangulated with primary sources, primarily Mozambican government 

documents, institutional publications and online media news (secondary sources). This chapter 

examined how the application of the terrorism label securitised violence in Cabo Delgado and 

the conditions that facilitated this securitisation. It achieved this by tracing the securitisation 

process through the application of speech act theory. The chapter demonstrated that the use of 

the term terrorism to describe the violence in Cabo Delgado, to a greater extent, securitised the 

violence. As revealed in the chapter and study, the terrorism label alters public perception, 

thereby winning securitising actors the support they need to take retaliatory action. The 

securitisation process reframes the options for a solution, with the securitising actors opting for 

solutions they deem quicker, such as military intervention, and delegitimising long-term 

solutions and other forms of conflict resolution. For this study, the lens of securitisation theory 

helped to analyse the securitisation of violence in Cabo Delgado when the terrorism label was 

used to describe the violence and the responses it made possible, for example, the deployment 

of the regional force, SAMIM, and the controversial deployment of Rwandan forces to assist 

the Mozambican government in eliminating the perceived security threat.  

Chapter 6 presented an interpretation and analysis of the key findings, enabling a response to 

the study's main question. It built on the previous chapter that briefly touched on reasons why 

audiences accepted the framing and the emergency actions that the terrorism framing permits 

by further investigating the following: (i) The factors that facilitated the securitisation of 

violence in Cabo Delgado, including political factors, religious/IS-link, economic factors, 

international and the role of the media. (ii) the impact of the securitisation of violence in Cabo 

Delgado, and how it directs responses to this violence. Chapter three of the study showed how 

actors choose what they label as terrorism, and that the security threat implied by labelling 

conflicts as terrorism prejudices responses to those conflicts. This chapter continued to 

problematise the labelling of the violence as terrorism in the region of Cabo Delgado. It 

validated my assumption that terrorism framing is not neutral and does not occur in a vacuum. 

There are often driving forces behind the framing of violence as terrorism, which in most cases 

have no pure intentions. The chapter also demonstrated that labelling violence as ‘terrorism’, 

which securitises it, tends to have serious consequences at times. In the case of Cabo Delgado, 

the chapter established that labelling political violence as terrorism escalates political issues to 

a security level, thereby leading to the adoption of extraordinary measures, such as military 
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responses, to curb the violence. Unfortunately, these militarised approaches did not resolve the 

underlying causes of the violence, which require political solutions.  

7.3. Summary of the key findings 

As noted in the section above, although the chapters of the study addressed the study’s 

objectives and sub-questions, the final two chapters, Chapters 5 and 6, addressed the study’s 

main question: How has the terrorism label used to designate the violence perpetrated by ASWJ 

functioned as a securitisation speech act, and with what consequences? The study established 

that the violence in Cabo Delgado was, to a greater extent, successfully securitised, thereby 

elevating the conflict to an international crisis that required immediate action. This conclusion 

was reached by applying the analytical framework to the case study to trace the securitisation 

of violence in Cabo Delgado. The study demonstrated that in the context of Mozambique, 

securitisation follows a speech act that has been crucial in building the justification for military 

action against the perpetrators of violence, or ‘terrorists’. It noted that although the central 

government initially brushed off concerns from local Islamic leaders about the threat posed by 

ASWJ, largely blaming the violence on ‘armed bandits’, as the violence and the group’s 

resilience increased, culminating in the Palma attack in October 2021, government officials 

quickly shifted their narrative and labelled the group ‘terrorists’. Such a label alters public and 

other audiences’ perceptions, thereby enabling securitising actors to secure the support they 

need to take emergency measures.  

I interrogated the terrorism framing of the political violence in Cabo Delgado, which can be 

interpreted as a securitising move by the Mozambican government. I argued that the ‘terrorist’ 

discourse in Cabo Delgado is a securitising speech act, as was seen in the ‘war on terror’ 

discourse following 9/11, which was securitised not when ‘security’ is spoken but when 

‘terrorism’ is spoken (Vultee, 2011:78). The study does not dispute the existence of violence 

perpetrated by ASWJ, rather, it focuses on how the violence perpetrated by the group has been 

constructed as a potential terrorist threat drawing international attention and resulting in 

international responses. The securitisation move’s success was measured by the receptivity of 

the audience, the context and the deployment of extraordinary measures or adoption of 

‘distinctive policies’ (exceptional or not) (Balzacq, 2015:2). 
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I conclude that the violence in Cabo Delgado was largely successfully securitised, as all three 

aspects of successful securitisation are evident in this case. The first step, the identification of 

an existential threat, is marked by the government’s shift in narrative, from labelling the group 

‘armed bandits’ to labelling them ‘terrorists’ affiliated with the Islamic State. In line with 

speech acts, the speeches by the Mozambican government were not mere descriptive utterances 

about the violence and situation in Cabo Delgado, but performative acts that elevated the crisis 

to the international sphere, strategically positioning the region within the GwoT discourse. 

ASWJ emerged in a global environment where an organisation with an Islamic affiliation could 

be easily designated ‘terrorist.’ In the African context, the 9/11 attack sparked a new narrative 

of a global jihadist threat, which at times pushes the international community to intervene in 

local conflicts that have nothing to do with global terrorism or religious indoctrination. Thus, 

despite the unclear connection and lack of hard data about the IS link in the case of Cabo 

Delgado, when President Nyusi claimed the involvement of IS, the global community 

welcomed the call for support in the fight against ASWJ. By articulating the link between 

ASWJ and IS and framing the violence as terrorism, President Nyusi and Mozambican 

government officials established an existential threat that required an urgent response.  The 

claim placed Mozambique on the frontline of eliminating the perceived ‘terrorists’.  

The study found that the employment of the ‘terrorist’ narrative fed into a prevailing 

international US/Western agenda on these issues and enabled Maputo to convince the global 

community (audience) of the urgency and threat posed by ASWJ (the second stage of 

securitisation). By framing the violence as terrorism, the Mozambican government influenced 

the audience’s perception and reaction to the perceived threat, thereby interpellating the 

audience into specific positions as supporters of the prevailing global ‘terrorist’ narrative. As 

a result, the conflict in Cabo Delgado escalated into an international crisis that necessitated 

immediate action. The Mozambican government successfully garnered support from various 

actors and facilitated the deployment of Rwanda and, subsequently, the SADC-led SAMIM. 

There was a sudden influx of international actors, some entering the region in secret, thereby 

bypassing democratic processes and undermining Mozambique’s democracy (third stage of 

securitisation: effects on inter-unit relations, breaking free of rules). Although the study 

presented sufficient evidence to support the global community's interpellation claim, it was 

unable to sufficiently prove the interpellation of the domestic audience, particularly the general 

public and civil society organisations, due to a lack of hard data. Therefore, it does not claim a 
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full securitisation but concludes that the violence was securitised to a greater extent, primarily 

at the elite, regional, and international levels, permitting the adoption of extraordinary 

measures.  

Several factors create the conditions that motivate governments to describe political violence 

as “terrorism” and convince other stakeholders to accept that categorisation. The study found 

that the labelling of the violence in Cabo Delgado as terrorism stems from a complex interplay 

of economic, social, political, and religious factors and the role of the media. It concluded that 

the terrorism framing of violence in the region emanated from the desire of the Mozambican 

government to garner international support to eliminate the ASWJ. Following the IS link claim, 

as indicated above, there was an overwhelming response from the international community to 

help the Mozambican government prevent the spread of ‘IS-affiliated’ ASWJ. While it is any 

government’s responsibility to seek external assistance when it fails to restore law and order to 

ensure the security of its citizens, in this case, there is more to it than meets the eye. I found 

that at first, the Mozambican government avoided international attention, but then changed 

tack, using the terrorism label to avoid accountability. It shifted its narrative from ‘armed 

bandits’ to ‘terrorism’ to draw the attention of the international community away from its 

shortcomings. For the FRELIMO administration, this narrative diverts the attention of the 

international community as it does not want anyone to suggest that the violence is linked to the 

greed of its elite, and grievances of the marginalisation of youths and Muslims, and growing 

poverty and inequality (Hanlon, 2021:6). It allowed the Mozambican government to deflect 

responsibility from an array of local concerns, drivers and exacerbators of conflict.  

The study highlighted arguments on the role of the media in the application of the terrorism 

label, and concluded that, regardless of the debates about the role of the media in cementing 

the terrorism label in Cabo Delgado, experience has revealed that elite (including the media) 

labelling of violence as terrorism elevates it into the international arena, drawing more attention 

and urgency to the responses. It found that in Cabo Delgado in particular, the circulation of the 

videos of the Islamic State claiming responsibility for some attacks and their speeches linking 

it to the ASWJ solidified the IS link claim that attracted various international actors interested 

in curbing the establishment of an IS affiliate in Southern Africa. 

The study found that securitisation of violence in the region led to state-centric militarised 

responses that did not resolve the underlying issues that led to the eruption of violence in the 
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first place. It demonstrated that securitising violence by labelling it ‘terrorism’ hinders other 

non-violent conflict-resolution mechanisms and processes, such as negotiations and 

transitional justice, which can address underlying conditions that militarised responses cannot 

resolve. I found that labelling conflicts as terrorism prejudices responses to them and results in 

unintended consequences, such as limiting freedom of expression and organisation, 

preventing/delaying peace processes, hindering economic development, and violating human 

rights. 

I also found that a heavy reliance on foreign forces was problematic in Cabo Delgado. A heavy 

reliance on foreign troops to quell the conflict without complementary, comprehensive 

strategies addressing local drivers of conflict has never been a viable solution. The possibility 

is that once the deployed external forces are withdrawn, the armed group will regroup and 

perpetrate more violence in the region. This was evident in Cabo Delgado following the 

announcement of SAMIM’s withdrawal. Despite making inroads in the fight against ASWJ 

between 2021 and 2023, by January 2024, the situation had taken a turn, with reports indicating 

that the armed group had increased coordinated attacks and, in some cases, reclaimed control 

over the territory (Svicevic and Teixeira, 2024). SAMIM’s withdrawal has created a security 

vacuum that the armed group is filling, which can be interpreted as a reversal of the gains it 

made. 

The study established that securitisation of the violence by labelling it terrorism 

internationalises the conflict, thereby attracting various actors, some with ulterior motives. I 

posited that Cabo Delgado became entangled in geopolitical struggles, likening them to the 

Cold War, in which proxies bore the brunt of proxy wars while the superpowers remained 

unharmed. Such chaos creates other problems, such as human rights violations, that often go 

unpunished. Thus, I concluded that as long as the elite securitises the conflict by framing the 

violence as terrorism, and opts for primarily military responses, the crisis will continue to 

escalate in Cabo Delgado and possibly spill over to other neighbouring countries, especially 

with the withdrawal of SAMIM. Furthermore, the study argued that even though the IS is still 

weak, the terrorist framing of the violence in Cabo Delgado may have exposed ASWJ to 

organisations such as IS that seek to establish a presence in regions such as Africa. At the 

conclusion of the study, violence persisted, and it is not clear how the conflict dynamics will 

shift; only time will tell.  
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7.4. Contributions of the study and recommendations   

This section focuses on the recommendations, which constitute the contributions of this study 

based on the findings. In terms of literature contribution, there is a gap in the literature related 

to critical studies on terrorism in the African context, which the study’s critical approach helps 

to fill. The study provides a comprehensive novel account of the emergence, evolution and 

implications of the terrorism label in the under-researched conflict in Cabo Delgado. This study 

is highly significant because it demonstrates how different framings of political violence 

become possible through the confluence of factors in a specific context. By exploring the social 

construction and intersubjective application of the terrorism label, the study exposed how it 

can be instrumentalised to serve the interests of dominant states. The study also demonstrated 

how securitisation, specifically the terrorism framing, enables certain responses, some of which 

exacerbate the crisis. This has policy implications as it contributes to discussions aimed at 

better responding to political violence without exacerbating the crisis, as was experienced in 

cases such as that of Boko Haram in the Lake Chad Basin and West Africa. The study 

recommends that caution must be exercised around the terrorism label by actors, such as think 

tanks, the UN, regional actors, scholars and governments.  

The study recommends that, for Cabo Delgado to return to normal politics, what is needed is 

desecuritisation. As discussed in Chapter Two, de-securitisation is a positive concept that 

policymakers should strive towards (Floyd, 2007:330). As posited by Bourbeau and Vuori 

(2015), desecuritisation can be achieved through options such as avoiding framing issues as 

security threats and moving security issues back into ‘normal politics,’ as suggested by Buzan 

et al. (1998). Despite the weaknesses in de-securitisation, mentioned in Chapter Two, the 

concept could be crucial in reversing the impact of the designation of the terrorism label on the 

political violence perpetrated by the armed group in Cabo Delgado. I suggest that 

desecuritisation should be explored in cases such as this to return the region to normal life and 

to the ‘haggling of normal politics’ (Buzan et al., 1998). But to what extent will this de-

securitisation be made possible or successful in the case of Cabo Delgado? Although this 

question was not part of the investigation, it points to an avenue for future research that 

seriously investigates the ways to de-securitise violence that has been securitised by using the 

terrorism label.  I suggest that the AU and SADC should ensure the reframing of the violence 

to be able to support efforts for accountability and redress injustices inflicted on the victims of 

the violence in the province. Thus, an approach that I associate with desecuritisation, which 
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could be implemented in Cabo Delgado to help restore stability and ensure sustainable peace, 

is Transitional Justice (TJ). This is an area that could be explored further in future research by 

scholars. 

Theoretically, the study contributes to Constructivism and securitisation theory by 

interrogating the social construction of meanings through language and the intersubjective 

application of the label. Securitisation theory, which has been criticised for being Western-

centric, was carefully employed in a non-Western context, providing an empirical application 

of the speech act to illustrate how terrorism framing directs responses to violence, at times with 

serious consequences.   

7.4. Conclusion and areas of further study 

Although the study provides an insightful exploration of the effects of securitisation of violence 

through labelling it as terrorism, which can have dire implications, it is far from being 

conclusive. My preference for the original securitisation theory, as formulated by the 

Copenhagen School, without considering the criticisms levelled against it, limits the study’s 

contribution to the further development of the theory. Thus, future studies should consider 

recent debates and versions of the theory, as well as their applicability in the African context, 

to contribute to this theory, which some scholars claim is not an IR theory but rather a mere 

approach to IR.  

Another possible aspect for further research could be a comparative study of Cabo Delgado 

and a region like northeast Nigeria, where Boko Haram’s violence could be assumed to have 

been securitised by designating the group as an international terrorist organisation. Such a 

comparative analysis could help solidify the argument that labelling domestic conflicts as 

terrorism securitises them and escalates the violence into regional crises in Africa. This will 

inform policy on future engagement with emerging armed groups in other parts of the 

continent.  

The study focused on the negative aspect of securitisation, yet there is also a positive side. The 

state’s responsibility is to provide public goods, and national security is one of them. Hence, if 

it finds itself unable to maintain control of all the territory within its borders, which puts some 

citizens at risk, it is rightfully required to seek external assistance to restore order and deal with 

the humanitarian aspect of violence. Thus, future research on how securitisation can contribute 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



166 

 

to the urgent response to violence by mobilising much-needed international support to address 

the crisis could significantly advance conflict resolution and management on the African 

continent. Furthermore, it could contribute to themes in discussions on addressing the 

humanitarian aspect of the conflict, which is not receiving sufficient attention in Cabo Delgado.  
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Interviews conducted 

1. Academic A, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 21 March 2023, 12:00. 

2. Academic B, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 12 April 2023, 09:15. 

3. Academic C, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 6 July 2023, 16:00. 

4. Academic D, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 28 November 2023, 13:00. 

5. Academic E, ‘Zoom’ interview, 17 May 2024, 12:00. 

6. Academic F, ‘Zoom’ interview, 10 July 2024, 10:00. 

7. Academic G, ‘Zoom’ interview, 19 July 2024, 10:00. 

8. Academic H, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 30 September 2024, 09:00. 

9. Expert A, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 5 July 2023, 16:00. 

10. Expert B, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 4 October 2023, 18:00. 

11. Expert C, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 8 March 2024, 17:00. 

12. Expert D, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 22 April 2024, 17:00. 

13. Expert E, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 13 May 2025, 09:00 

14. Expert F, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 24 July 2024, 10:00. 

15. Journalist A, ‘Google Meet’ interview, 12 June 2024, 09:30. 
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