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Most People Are
Not Radicalized

Kari Osland, Morten Bads,
Ulf Engel, and Gilad Ben-Nun

SINCE THE SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, ATTACKS IN THE UNITED STATES,
a significant amount of literature has helped us to understand the processes
of radicalization (Borum 2004; Sageman 2004; Moghaddam 2005; McCau-
ley and Moskalenko 2008; Farhadi 2022). This literature also provides
insights into the operations of groups that promote and conduct violent
extremism (see, for instance, Beaujouan et al. 2024; Busher, Malkki, and
Marsden 2024; McLaughlin 2024; Pilkington 2024). However, this focus
on the manifestation of violent extremism has also weakened researchers’
awareness of the fact that most people are not radicalized, even in environ-
ments that are conducive to radicalization. By using refined conceptual and
empirical analyses, in this book we investigate why some communities are
less susceptible to violent extremism than others.

Precarious living conditions across the Balkans, the Middle East, and
North Africa can make these regions fertile ground for radical ideas.
Nonetheless, despite genuine grievances and legitimate reasons for anger,
most people who live in these areas do not succumb to radicalization, nor
do they embrace ideas that lead to acts of violent extremism. With the goal
of increasing our understanding of local community resilience in the face of
violent extremism, the authors of this volume investigate not only the
occurrence of violent extremism but also the nonoccurrence of violent
extremism in so-called enabling environments. They also ponder why some
communities are more or less likely to experience violent extremism than
others. Their work is based on empirical studies conducted by researchers
involved in the Preventing Violent Extremism in the Balkans and the
MENA (PREVEX) project, which has been funded since 2020 by the Euro-
pean Union (EU).! PREVEX draws on diverse voices, and research is
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coproduced across the Global North and Global South. Scholars based in
the project regions and Europe have conducted fieldwork in the Western
Balkans, the Middle East, North Africa, and the Sahel.

While giving due regard to local and regional context sensitivity, the
researchers are united around the findings that individuals’ journey into
violent extremism that culminates in joining groups or insurgencies rarely
starts because of religious convictions or political ideologies (UNDP 2017,
2023). Instead, genuine material grievances concerning unemployment,
lack of educational opportunities, and lack of possibilities for social
mobility mainly fuel extremism. This is not to say that religion does not
factor in, but we think it matters differently from what is often assumed.
Our findings suggest that insurgents use religion as an ideology and a
branding technique at different times and for various reasons. However, if
it is the case that people are primarily recruited on the basis of root causes,
not religious convictions, it has important implications for how we ought
to think about preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE) pro-
gramming in the future.

Although we are concerned herein with the emergence of violent
extremism, a key innovative feature of this book is its emphasis on nonoc-
currence. We have observed that most research on violent extremism
focuses on answering the question of why people take up arms rather than
the reverse question: Why do people living in enabling environments often
choose not to become involved in political violence and why do they fre-
quently seek to resist it, either openly or more subtly?

This investigation of nonoccurrence fills a gap in the scholarly litera-
ture on violent extremism. It also has important policy implications in that
it can provide finely tuned, context-sensitive, and practical suggestions for
preventing violent extremism by strengthening societal resilience. Several
key concepts are instrumental to the analysis in this book. Because the
chapters further explore them, here we only briefly explain these ideas and
provide the background of the volume’s subject matter.

Background and Key Concepts

The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United States have shaped
the political strategy for the fight against terror in not only the United
States but also the European Union and several other countries (see, for
example, Bods and Jennings 2005; Perl 2005). Yet, as these strategies and
policies were being developed and refined, the destructive impact of violent
extremism continued to take a toll, generating adverse shocks across inter-
national borders. The wars in Iraq and Syria, along with the rise of the
Islamic State (IS), have framed subsequent US and EU policies (see, for



Most People Are Not Radicalized 3

example, ICG 2016; Bruneau 2015). The “foreign fighters” phenomenon,
which has gained considerable attention in Europe and its neighborhood, is
linked to several large-scale terrorist attacks, including those in Paris in
2015; in Brussels, Berlin, and Nice in 2016; and in Manchester, London,
and Barcelona in 2017. Violent extremism is, therefore, of eminent concern
to the EU and neighboring states. With the Islamic State facing territorial
defeat, there is the potential for a wave of returning foreign fighters (see
Lounnas 2018). Therefore, preventing violent extremism within and beyond
Europe has become a significant objective of the EU since it adopted the
Counterterrorism Strategy in 2005 (Council of the EU 2005) and its elabo-
rations (Council of the EU 2011, 2015, 2017; EEAS 2016).

Violent extremism is not codified in international law, and even the
United Nations Secretary-General’s Plan of Action (UNSG 2016) states that
it is a diverse phenomenon without clear definitions. Indeed, despite wide-
spread use in security discourses, the term violent extremism lacks a precise
definition, as was the case for radicalization and terrorism, the words vio-
lent extremism as a concept was designed to replace or enrich. This consti-
tutes a significant problem because the absence of a clear definition of vio-
lent extremism paves the way for human rights abuses when authoritarian
regimes exploit this ambiguity to delegitimize political adversaries.

Recent scholarship also highlights the fact that the concepts of radical-
ization and violent extremism remain ill-defined and imprecise (Schmid
2013) in narratives, framings, and policies that fluctuate between cognitive
(Kepel 2005) and behaviorist epistemologies (Neumann 2006; UNDP 2017,
2023). In practice, this ambivalence has contributed to sweeping policies
that have criminalized nonviolent groups and stigmatized entire communi-
ties considered at risk (Kundnani 2012; Heath-Kelly 2017; Osland and
Erstad 2020). The current popular discourse in Mali that young Fulani
herders of the Sahel are particularly prone to involvement with armed
jihadist movements shows all too well how counterproductive this can be,
in this case leading to a heavy-handed, indiscriminate state response (see
Ba and Bgas 2017; Benjaminsen and Ba 2018, 2021, 2024). Moreover,
most theories of violent extremism are built on abstract Western-based
models (Macaluso 2016), and the lack of context sensitivity means they
cannot capture local specificities (Coolsaet 2016).

In consideration of local and regional contexts, we understand violent
extremism to be violence with a political or religious agenda. Agents of vio-
lent extremism are often involved in criminal activity locally, nationally, or
transnationally, but it is not their sole motivation to extremism (Kalyvas
2003; Beds, Cissé, and Mahamane 2020). Regarding radicalization, we fol-
low Utas and Vigh (2017) in distinguishing between leader cadres and rank-
and-file support. An understanding of radicalization considers not only reli-
gious beliefs and political ideology but also livelihoods and political
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possibilities afforded to the people in question. Thus, we take a clear stance
and disagree with much of the work on this issue, which bases violent
extremism in mental transformation theories (see Rambo 1993; Silber and
Bhatt 2007; Horgan 2008; Borum 2011), where some preexisting grievance
that leads to increased contact with and inclusion in a radicalized environ-
ment results in a person’s complete commitment to the objectives of the
radical group (see Silber and Bhatt 2007). The radical persona is seen to be
totally absorbed by and committed to the radical idea, and the person is
transformed from a discontented to an extremely dangerous individual.

Fundamental to our analytical framework is the concept of an enabling
environment, which can be understood as an area in which various factors
create a situation conducive to the expression of violent extremism. These
factors, or drivers, might include poverty, marginalization, alienation, reli-
gious or ideological indoctrination, heavy-handed state responses, precari-
ous masculinities, and appropriation-of-rights-based grievances.

When one or more of these drivers exist, an individual might experi-
ence a decisive moment, the moment when an extremist idea can be trans-
formed into violence and violent acts. Although it is crucial to understand
these moments, it is equally, if not more important to understand why a sit-
uation does not reach a decisive moment even in an enabling environment.

Therefore, we give due attention to nonoccurrence of violent extrem-
ism because it may very well tell us much more about how to prevent vio-
lent extremism than would focusing only on why it occurs. We ask: Why do
some communities more than others display much greater resilience in the
face of violent extremist ideologies? What role do local community leaders,
including religious leaders, play in this resistance to extremism? Under-
standing why violence does not occur is often more relevant for strength-
ening resilience and designing preventive measures than is understanding
why it occurs. We define resilience as the ability of political systems and
(in)formal governance arrangements to adjust to changing political and
social conditions while keeping their structures intact (Carpenter 2006).

Violent extremism rarely emerges in a vacuum. In the study regions, the
usual factors and drivers of violent extremism are present. Poverty is wide-
spread, and many communities experience economic and political margin-
alization. This may lead people to feel alienated from a state that has neg-
lected their well-being for years. Youths and young men are particularly
prone to perceived and real marginalization that could set them on a path to
alienation, and alienation may make them more susceptible to extremist reli-
gious-ideological indoctrination (see, for instance, Dzhekova et al. 2016).
We also know from our previous studies that the chances for radicalization
increase in the presence of two other factors: (1) rights-based grievances
that, if expressed, are met with (2) heavy-handed state responses (Boéas
2015; Beds, Ciss¢, and Mahamane 2020; Dobos, Riegl, and Hansen 2019).
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Under such circumstances, competing authorities may emerge. This
happens most commonly in fragile states, where the government lacks the
capacity or willingness to care for and protect its citizens and citizens view
the state not as benevolent but as dysfunctional and corrupt. Then, compet-
ing authorities, including proponents of extremist views, exploit or appro-
priate citizens’ grievances (Kilcullen 2015). The competing authorities that
we are concerned with in this volume are those we define as entrepreneurs
of violence. These nonstate actors combine their political agenda with
income-generating activities. They rule by force and violence, but they also
distribute resources, provide some level of order, and offer protection to (at
least parts of) the population in the areas they control or attempt to control.

Entrepreneurs of violence primarily, but not exclusively, are local in
origin and may have local-global connections (Beas and Dunn 2017). The
violent extremists we observed in the study regions originated locally and
had global connections. But we found a need to distinguish between
groups that used their local-global connections deliberately, purposefully,
and strategically to become active operational brands in more extensive
global networks of extremist ideology (for example, al-Qaeda or IS) and
those that mainly employed such connections as a branding exercise, to
appear more powerful, global, and omnipotent than they are (Baas, Cissé,
and Mahamane 2020).

Case Selection, Methods, and Methodology

To better understand violent extremism, we oriented the research for this
book toward detailed empirical studies with a substantial fieldwork focus.
The chapter authors use an interdisciplinary methodology informed by
grounded theory and a mixed-methods approach.

In conducting comparative investigations of violent extremism in
regions as diverse as the Balkans and the broader Middle East and North
Africa (MENA), our research held a delicate balance between underlining
similarities and recognizing differences. We carefully selected cases that
illustrate the challenges of violent extremism in the studied regions. These
micro case studies are connected to the country analyses that form the
backbone of comparative country analysis in each region; we then initiated
interregional comparisons of the Balkans and MENA. The research is case-
based and comparative within and across regions.

We define the two regions as follows. The Balkans cases are divided
into two broad linguistically divided areas: the Slavic cases, such as those
form Bosnia and Serbia, and the Albanian-speaking cases, such as those
from Kosovo. The MENA cases include those from Algeria, Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, Morocco, Syria, and Tunisia as key cases of concern for this volume.
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Because the violent extremism in North Africa is interconnected with vio-
lence in the bordering Sahel, we have also included two cases from the
Sahel, namely, from Mali and Niger. The main reason we extended the def-
inition of the MENA region to include the Sahel is because what happens in
the Sahel and the actors involved in violent extremism there impact the evo-
lution of this phenomenon and can influence prevention strategies in crucial
North African areas such as Algeria, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia (see Boas
2015, 2017; Strazzari 2015; Raineri 2018b).

With a context-sensitive orientation, we collected primary empirical data
at the individual, community, regional, and national levels using qualitative,
participatory research methods, lab-in-field experiments, and quantitative
mapping and surveys. The qualitative methods include interviews, focus
group discussions, and participation in informal and formal interactions.

Our methodological approach has four fundamental aspects. The first is
interdisciplinary considerations: we combined an institutionalist approach
with a bottom-up approach that draws on peace and conflict studies sup-
plemented with expertise from anthropology and area studies. This brings
together two important strands of research that, unfortunately, have not had
much interaction. We believe that insights from peace and conflict studies,
anthropology, and area studies can help us understand the phenomenon of
violent extremism and how it can most effectively be prevented, while
insights from institutionalist studies help us understand how states and
institutions react to this phenomenon. This completes the current empirical
puzzle, enhances the policy relevance of our research, advances the science
in this area, and enables a much more context-sensitive approach to pre-
venting violent extremism.

The second fundamental aspect of our methodological approach is the
employment of critical conjunctures in investigating the drivers of violent
extremism (see Bourdieu 1977; Johnson-Hanks 2002). Such a processual
approach allows us to see the shifting ways in which social structure, polit-
ical formations, and life-worlds may connect to radical movements and ide-
ologies. We approach violent extremism and resilience analytically by
researching the aggregation of political events, perspectives, and precar-
ity—the critical conjunctures—that lead people to negotiate or contest eth-
nonationalist or extremist religious movements. Because one factor in iso-
lation cannot explain violent extremism, understanding must be found in
how social and political forces combine to afford access to perceived better
personal and collective futures. The focus is on how the intersection of dif-
ferent factors (their presence or absence) explains the outcome, namely,
violent extremism. In other words, rather than searching in vain for a single
overarching explanation of violent extremism, we have worked from the
perspective that there are different pathways to violent extremism, each a
different combination of factors. The factors leading to radicalization are
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“rarely coherent, fixed in direction or clear in outcome” (Johnson-Hanks
2002, 865). Presuming them to be so resonates poorly with social and polit-
ical life and blurs the picture of intersecting forces and aspirations at play.

The third aspect of our methodology is our context-sensitive approach,
which allows us to make paradigmatic as well as systematic comparisons,
that is, to look at phenomena of a similar order (radicalization and nonrad-
icalization) and juxtapose the specific structures and events that bring them
into being in their various instances. Although, for example, poor liveli-
hoods and a Salafi-based interpretation of Islam cannot by themselves
explain violent extremism, they may be important vectors, along with
social conditions, in the occurrence of extremism (see Roy 2017b). That is,
they form one supposed pathway. Another assumed pathway, as evidence
shows, involves youths from wealthy backgrounds who experience another
factor, such as social alienation (see Khosrokhavar 2021). Although differ-
ent factors may explain the same outcome in various contexts, not all cases
of violent extremism can be explained by a single pathway. The multifac-
eted nature of violent extremism in the regions under scrutiny suggests that
multiple factors play different roles depending on the local and regional
context. Hence, a single explanatory framework can encompass various
independent and interrelated pathways. We analyzed the relationship of pre-
carity, social options, and political processes in the different regions to
detect such critical conjunctures.

This approach suggested that a fruitful way to embark on this
research was to identify decisive moments as events that enable and afford
affiliation with or distance from radical ideas and agendas. Ideological
radicalization and hate speech are widespread; more effective prevention
of violent extremism entails better understanding the decisive moments
when behaviors such as these are transformed into violence. What leads
to these decisive moments, and what is their potential for turning violent?
Research conducted mainly in France found that ideologically radicalized
individuals who turn violent and violent expressions that are later framed
in an ideologically radicalized discourse (Roy 2017b) may have a mutu-
ally constitutive and opportunistic relationship. The reality is that people
can have an unsettled connection to radical environments (Jensen and
Vigh 2018); they appear to connect and disconnect in tune with social and
political changes. Grievances about injustice, “the system,” and lack of
opportunity may lead to social anger that can find direction in radical ide-
ologies—this is obvious in the Balkans and the broader MENA region.
However, to study this relationship, we must explain under which cir-
cumstances these factors combine, how, and why. Rather than basing it on
an apparent threshold of radicalization, our approach is premised on the
argument that being radical is not a stable status but a position an indi-
vidual can engage with and inhabit in specific situations. The researchers
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contributing to this book have studied both individuals’ trajectories and
narratives, and the contexts and groups in which these individuals may be
radicalized to engage in violent extremism.

The fourth fundamental aspect of our methodology is its approach to
scale. Because the nature of violent extremism necessitates studies that
integrate analyses of global discourses, root causes, and conflict dynamics,
several types of actors must be examined (Hansen 2021). Our research
moves across scales, ranging from individuals to communities, regional
dynamics, and global movements. Using this strategy to move across
scales, we were better able to identify critical conjunctures and decisive
moments by comparing circumstances in different field sites. Moving from
minor to major institutions and aggregations enabled us to gain insights
into the specific landscapes of incapacity and closure, possibilities, and
affordances that agents are forced by circumstance to navigate. It enabled
us to empirically demonstrate how these formations may be practically or
ideologically connected. Thus, our work to map such connections recog-
nizes the importance of local social institutions, midlevel formations, and
international transregional and nonstate organizations, as well as many
informal institutions.

The empirical research has the potential to clarify whether local insti-
tutions play a preventive role or are counterproductive to prevention. With
better knowledge of regional organizations’ role, we gain insight into what
the EU can do to support regional institution building to prevent violent
extremism beyond its current support of increasing security and stabiliza-
tion capacity. This issue is particularly relevant given that global and
regional actors, including the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and
the African Union (AU), in their work to prevent violent extremism (e.g.,
the UNDP 2016 strategy on preventing violent extremism in Africa), are
increasingly dealing with regions and communities, and the state per se is
playing a less important role.

Before presenting the book’s structure, we delve into the background
by conceptualizing the state in these regions.

Conceptualizing the State

In the Balkans and the MENA, the modern state’s conception of national
identity was challenged from both above and below by supranational and
subnational identities. Most of the territories in question were historically
part of the same imperial structure, the Ottoman Empire (1299-1922),
which ruled the Middle East, North Africa, and the Balkans for over six
centuries. Despite variations in the depth and length of Istanbul’s rule
across the territory, the experience left behind elements of a shared legacy
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(Brown 1996; Bryant 2016). The transition from empire to territorial states
created similar challenges across the post-Ottoman world.

The Ottoman Empire was based on Sunni Islam but allowed various
religious communities to govern themselves. Although its military was
mainly Turkish, people of different languages could still advance in society.
After the empire dissolved and gave way to individual states, language and
specific historical accounts became central to nationalist movements. The
post-Ottoman (Western) Balkans went through separate processes of state
formation and later disintegration. In the wider MENA region, the shift
toward modern statechood was complicated by colonial powers, which led
nascent states to resist Western influence. Secular ideologies played a sig-
nificant role in anti-imperialist movements, but as nationalism and modern
statehood failed in the broader MENA, political Islam gained prominence.

The post-Ottoman legacy has significantly influenced most parts of the
two regions under study, except for the Sahel and Morocco. The two main
regions are home to a spectrum of states, ranging from strong (e.g., Morocco,
Egypt, and Serbia) to weaker (e.g., Kosovo) and fragile (e.g., Libya, Mali,
and Iraq). Additionally, states in these regions have undergone various trans-
formations with varying degrees of involvement from the international com-
munity. These transformations include authoritarian resurgence (e.g., Syria,
Turkey, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia) and complex transitions to liberal state-
hood (e.g., Tunisia and Bosnia). The states under scrutiny also differ signif-
icantly in terms of state capacity, social legitimacy, and extent to which
social, economic, cultural, and environmental shocks have impacted the role
of the state and its social contract with the population. In the case of the
Sahel, we can observe how increased climatic variability has led to detri-
mental livelihoods and heightened social unrest.

In the broader MENA region, we have observed that local conflicts
rooted in rights issues can turn violent in areas where states lack capacity
and legitimacy and where international responses are inconsistent, ad hoc,
or seriously underfunded. These lacks create opportunities for violent insur-
gencies inspired by radical ideologies to occur and exploit local conflicts
(Boas 2015, 2017). This has occurred in Mali, and similar situations exist
across the broader MENA region. In parts of the Balkans, such as Kosovo,
the state’s role and its status in relation to Serbia is controversial. Here,
local conflicts have also been exploited by other actors, including those
driven to some extent by radical ideology. However, it’s interesting to con-
sider why more people have not become radicalized (Kursani 2018c¢).This
brings us to the significance of understanding the reasons why violent
extremism does not occur. What can external stakeholders such as the EU
learn about societal resilience from such cases?

Notwithstanding the significant differences within these regions, par-
ticularly between the Balkans and the multifaceted MENA region, at least
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five conceptual commonalities can be observed, all of which may oper-
ate in a circular fashion.

First, even if the degree of state weakness and fragility differs consider-
ably between the states in question, our research assumes that all states can
be exposed to an internal or external shock. Violent extremism can be seen as
constituting such a shock, and thus, what matters more is the state’s response
capacity. Can the state respond adequately, or if it cannot do so on its own,
can it effectively utilize external assistance? The state needs a certain amount
of administrative capacity (to act single-handedly or to effectively absorb
external assistance) and at least some popular legitimacy. So, although the
state can be an integral part of the solution, it can also be a driver of violent
extremism, causing an initially minor phenomenon to explode into a much
larger problem due to ill-defined and heavy-handed state responses.

Second, these regions are characterized by unsettled states or question-
able social contracts. Arising from previous conflicts, the state’s form and
content (e.g., it territoriality and borders) are, to at least some extent, dis-
puted. In states where the social contract is questioned, social spaces are
opened for new (radical) ideologies, be they nationalist or religious, to
emerge and to (re)claim legitimacy based on certain ideational narratives
pushed forward at the expense of established understandings.

Third, if the state lacks a minimal consensus on what constitutes the
polity, it becomes more vulnerable and open to the influence of transna-
tional, regional, or global powers. Key actors in these regions include states
and intergovernmental organizations (e.g., United States, Russia, Turkey,
Iran, the UN, EU, World Bank, and NATO), as well as nongovernmental
transnational forces, such as Salafi-inspired jihadi groups and actors
involved in transnationally organized crime. Some, but not all, are connected
through the flow of powerful ideas about people, belonging, and the poli-
tics of place, articulated through secular democratic visions of place as well
as ethnonationalist and Salafi discourses.

Fourth, competing identities characterize these regions. An assortment
of ideas exist regarding how to settle the state in terms of nationalism, reli-
gion, polity, and belonging.

Fifth, even though these regions circle the EU, they seem to be experi-
encing a waning of EU soft power, reduced in proportion to their increased
geographical distance from the enlargement area.

In both regions under study, many people, lacking a sense of long-term
security, feel their lives are insecure and reliant on precarious livelihoods.
This lack of a long-term understanding of security, not least its gendered
components, is an important dimension that we must tease out from beneath
the manifest drivers of violent extremism. It should be acknowledged that
the preceding conceptual commonalities are phrased in general terms
because they vary significantly between countries and regions.
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The Structure of the Book

Part 1: Exploring the Nonoccurrence of Violent Extremism

In the first part of the book, we examine the key concepts guiding this
research. Morten Beds and Kari Osland start in Chapter 2 by exploring
enabling environments, factors fueling violent extremism, and local com-
munity resilience. In this chapter, the aim is twofold: first, to present and
define the concept of an enabling environment, and second, to ask how it
can be operationalized in systematic studies on the ground that bring to the
fore not only the occurrence of violent extremism but also its nonoccur-
rence, thereby illuminating local community resilience even in areas seen
as prone to radicalization and violent extremism. The chapter explores dif-
ferent varieties of nonoccurrence, from open resistance to more subtle ver-
sions. It discusses the foundations of local community resilience to violent
extremist ideologies and actors.

In Chapter 3, Abdoul Wakhab Cissé and Henrik E. Vigh delve into def-
initions of extremism and the role of violent entrepreneurs. They make the
point that individuals may approach who or what they identify as extremist
or radical figures or formations looking for opportunities to attain socially
or culturally defined goals. The authors describe the specific affordances of
violent extremism in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger and ponder the under-
lying motive behind the witnessed move to violence. This piece examines
characteristics, agendas, modes of negotiating violent extremism, and the
opposition to such movements.

In Chapter 4, Ulf Engel interrogates the relevance of the social cohe-
sion concept to the study of nonoccurrence of violent extremism and ter-
rorism (VET) in otherwise enabling environments. He first defines social
cohesion so that the concept can be applied across world regions and empir-
ical PREVEX cases. He then questions whether it is possible to scientifi-
cally measure social cohesion comparatively across world regions without
falling into conceptual Eurocentrism. He focuses on four key initiatives that
have operationalized social cohesion for development and peacebuilding
interventions: the Social Cohesion and Reconciliation (SCORE) project, the
Bertelsmann Social Cohesion Radar (SCR), the related UNDP approach,
and a project pursued by the German Development Institute. The chapter
author concludes that “social cohesion” is a socially constructed time- and
space-specific term. The universalist understandings discussed in this chap-
ter are based on Western historical experience and epistemologies of the
Global North, which need to be contextualized, deconstructed, and decolo-
nized to become relevant. Recent debates on southern Africa indicate that
insight into local context, belief systems, and cosmologies may be an
avenue for further fruitful inquiries.
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Part 2: Cases from North Africa, the Middle East,
and the Balkans

This second part of the book focuses on how nonoccurrence and resilience
have played out in our case countries. In Chapter 5, Georges Fahmi and
Djallil Lounnas analyze Islamists and the choice to take up arms in Egypt
and Algeria. In Egypt, after the military intervention against the rule of the
Muslim Brotherhood in July 2013 and the new regime’s decision to classify
the movement as a terrorist organization, many voices warned that nonvio-
lent Islamists would shift their tactics to include the use of violence, as was
the case in Algeria in 1992 when the Algerian authorities decided to cancel
the results of the elections after the victory of the Islamists. However,
unlike their Algerian counterparts, only a minority among the Muslim
Brotherhood and its supporters have decided to do so. This chapter com-
pares the case of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt after 2013 to that of the
Armed Islamic Group in Algeria after 1992 to understand the drivers that
might lead some Islamists to take up arms while others do not.

In Chapter 6, Gilad Ben-Nun and Nizar Messari examine religious
resilience and the guardian state in Jordan and Morocco. They focus on the
emerging division in approach toward Islamic violent extremism in the
MENA region. Some states have relied exclusively on confronting violent
extremist groups using traditional security tools, whereas other states,
including Jordan and Morocco, have created spaces for political dialogue
and deradicalization. Morocco and Jordan consciously and affirmatively
offer protected and enclosed spaces for dialogue with violent extremists in
their practice. This chapter examines how these countries construct such
dialogue spaces and the differences between Jordanian and Moroccan
approaches to the practice. The conclusion suggests why the differences
between Morocco and Jordan exist and why both countries largely adhere
to a pro-dialogue approach, which sets them apart from the majoritarian
group of MENA states.

In Chapter 7, Edina Becirevi¢ and Predrag Petrovi¢ discuss various forms
of violent extremism in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. They interrogate
the origins, drivers, and threat levels of violent extremism. The focus is on
Islamist extremism as well as far right extremism. Furthermore, they analyze
the effectiveness of legal and institutional frameworks for addressing extrem-
ism and terrorism, while raising the question of why Islamist and far right
extremism are treated differently in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the
concluding section of the chapter, they revisit questions of reciprocal radical-
ization, the mutual influence of extremisms on each other, the normalization
of the far right, and weak responses of state institutions to the far right.

In Chapter 8, Simeon Estatiev, Andreas Lind Kroknes, and Francesco
Strazzari focus on the export of radicalization in Kosovo and Tunisia.
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Tunisia and Kosovo are often referred to as countries of origin from which
a significant number of radicalized Islamic militants—following UN defi-
nitions—have become foreign terrorist fighters by joining the ranks of
jihadist organizations abroad, such as the Islamic State (IS) and some al-
Qaeda affiliates. Both states are sometimes given as examples of external-
ization of the problem. In repressing and persecuting radicalized individu-
als and in showing a degree of externally assisted institutional solidity,
Tunisia and Kosovo have created an environment that encourages militants’
departure. The return of foreign fighters after the defeat of IS in the Middle
East and the demise of the self-proclaimed Caliphate have, in turn, given
rise to a host of new challenges. The connection between the emigration—
return of radicalized individuals and domestic political stability is at the
core of this chapter. The authors ask two main questions: first, why do sec-
ular nation-states in regions as different as North Africa and the Western
Balkans produce a relatively high number of jihadis? And second, what are
the shared factors or markers of resilience that lead to the nonoccurrence of
violent extremism? The authors argue that because of external (securitiza-
tion) and internal (the Muslim community and its institutions) pressure,
radicalized individuals and groups in Tunisia and Kosovo have adopted a
strategy to merge into the locally embedded tradition (domestication).

In Chapter 9, Colin Powers, Luca Rainer, and Stephane Lacroix argue
that jihadism has provided an ideological focus around which to rally griev-
ances against incumbent regimes in deeply fractured societies. In countries
like Syria, Mali, and Iraq, jihadist organizations have managed to trigger,
fuel, or contribute to large-scale insurgencies among disenfranchised social
groups. The authors explain why jihadist mobilization patterns are uneven
despite common structural challenges facing local societies: jihadist mobi-
lizations tend to reproduce the lines of sectarian (tribal, ethnic, etc.)
divides, whereby deep horizontal and vertical inequalities contribute to
political polarization. At the same time, sectarianism can explain the limits
of jihadist mobilizations in the three countries. Local rulers in Syria, Mali,
and Iraq have managed to instigate balancing operations by deploying para-
military formations in areas of limited statehood while they rely on large-
scale stabilization and counterinsurgency interventions sponsored by for-
eign hegemonic actors. The analysis of the complex interactions of
terrorism and counterterrorism thus suggests that foreign protection and
domestic divide-and-rule tactics have contributed to shoring up local rulers
and entrenching their grip on power, fueling authoritarian backsliding, con-
tributing to patronage politics, and perpetrating abuses against civilians in
Syria, Mali, and Iraq alike.

In Chapter 10, Kjetil Selvik, Dlawer Ala’Aldeen, Ahmad Mhidi, Diana
Mishkova, and Kamaran Palani analyze traditional authority and local com-
munity resilience in the cases of Bosnia, Iraq, and Syria. More specifically,
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they compare how traditional Hanafi Sunni leaders and local community
resilience in Bosnia, Iraq, and Syria relate to the phenomenon of foreign
terrorist fighters (FTFs). The chapter systematically interrogates the role of
“moderate Islam” among Muslims in preventing violent extremism. In con-
trast to Iraq and Syria, the authors argue first that, in the specific Western
Balkan context, traditional Muslim identity acts as the main “brake” on
adopting radical versions of Islam. Second, and related, is the indispensable
role of religious officials, such as muftis or imams, in creating close-knit
communities, where radical elements are easily identified, and in prevent-
ing, countering, and raising awareness of violent extremism.

In Chapter 11, Laura Berlingozzi, Silvia Carenzi, and Daniela Musina
examine the role of external donors and how preventing and countering
violent extremism is marketed to them in the cases of Niger, Tunisia, and
Syria. More than twenty years after the September 11 attacks and the start
of the War on Terror, the counterterrorism agenda has shown its limitations.
Traditional hard enemy-centric military approaches have been coupled with
softer population-centric approaches, namely, P/CVE, to achieve better
results. External donors have devoted enormous amounts of funding to the
P/CVE agenda in so-called fragile countries. Thus, on the basis of three
case studies—Niger, Tunisia, and Syria—the authors look at how states
have attracted economic assistance by portraying themselves as—at least to
some extent—proactive upholders of successful P/CVE policies. The
authors also highlight how constructing the image projected externally is
functional in building internal political consensus.

Part 3: Conclusion

The final part looks at policy and policy implications. In Chapter 12, Dylan
Macchiarini Crosson, Pernille Rieker, Tatjana Stankovic, Steven Block-
mans, and Elsa Lilja Gunnarsdottir compare the preventing and countering
violent extremism policies of the European Union and the United States.
The literature primarily emphasizes the EU’s counterterrorism- and P/CVE-
specific focus on using security to address the challenges of violent extrem-
ism, arguing that security has taken precedence over good governance and
social justice, thereby undermining its effectiveness. The US approach has
been described as exhibiting similar tendencies. The authors review general
concepts discerned from previous research on EU and US counterterrorism
and P/CVE policies and trace this approach over time. After analyzing key
documents and conducting interviews with policymakers, they find that
both the EU and the United States—in their words, funding and policy
implementation—pay significant and increasing attention to the structural
causes of radicalization, violent extremism, and terrorism by mobilizing
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significant development-oriented resources and diplomatic energy. By
doing so, both actors balance security concerns and broader socioeconomic
and diplomatic engagement. However, the authors’ analysis also reveals
that the EU and the United States pay less attention to measures specifically
promoting good governance and peacebuilding.

In the final chapter, Ulf Engel, Gilad Ben-Nun, Morten Beés, and Kari
Osland discuss the implications of our findings for policy and avenues for
future research.

Concluding Remarks

Literature published since September 11, 2001, has improved our under-
standing of radicalization processes and how groups that promote violent
extremism operate. Despite its usefulness, this bulk of research has
obstructed our awareness of the fact that most people are not radicalized,
even in areas that provide fertile ground for radical ideas. These so-called
enabling environments are places of poverty, where individuals lack social
mobility, which makes people feel hopeless about their future.

In this book, the empirical evidence is based on cases from the
Balkans, the Middle East, North Africa, and the Sahel. There are common-
alities even across such a large universe of cases. Local communities
demonstrate different degrees of resilience, but this is often overlooked and
misunderstood by international actors, who are much more interested in the
occurrence of violent extremism and hard security measures to fight terror-
ists in accordance with the still-dominant view of a global war on terror
that emerged after September 11. In the chapters ahead, we are more intere-
sted in the nonoccurrence of violent extremism and why some communities
are less susceptible to it than others.

Notes

1. PREVEX (grant number 870724) was funded by the European Union’s Hori-
zon 2020 modality. For further information see https://www.prevex-balkan-mena.eu/.
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Enabling Environments

Morten Bads and Kari Osland

Violent extremism is like a slippery soap—hard to grasp. Most of
us have our views about what violent extremism is, what type of acts of
violence qualifies, and what types of ideas, ideologies, and belief systems
we would say promote it. The challenge, however, from an academic angle
is that this is almost exclusively subjective. What we deem as violent
extremism may be perfectly justifiable in the eyes of others. For example,
indiscriminate violence may be used as part of a strategy of asymmetrical
warfare against a stronger opponent or may be deemed legitimate used
against someone seen as an enemy, intruder, or unbeliever. These individu-
als are considered sinful enemies of God who deserve whatever punishment
those on the right side of religion (and thereby history) see fit to expose
them to. Therefore, people disagree about what constitutes violent extrem-
ism, making it hard for states to reach a consensus on a universally
accepted definition (see Amit and Al Kafy 2022; Stephens, Sieckelinc, and
Boutellier 2019). Consequently, international law does not codify violent
extremism (Beas 2024; OHCHR 2008).

Although no universally accepted definition exists, violent extremism
is commonly associated with certain specific features. Most often, it
involves nonstate armed groups that either employ asymmetrical tactics of
warfare, including attacks on civilian targets and populations, or inspire
others not necessarily parts of the group to conduct such attacks. As a field
of inquiry associated with insurgencies and groups defined as terrorists,
violent extremism has been examined since the dawn of war studies, and
the academic field of terrorist studies appeared already in the early 1970s
(see, for example, Jenkins 1975).

17
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The shock of the September 11 attacks, however, created an intense
focus on the manifestations of violent extremism, on the actors involved,
and on the attacks they had perpetrated. This led to extensive and important
literature that provided valuable insights into the history and dynamics of
groups such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic State (IS) (Kepel 2005; Neumann
2006; Hegghammer 2010; Lacroix 2011; Byman 2015; Hegghammer and
Nesser 2015; Roy 2017b). However, the intense focus on the manifestations
of violent extremism also contributed to the creation of a blind zone. The
literature neglects the very fact that most people are not radicalized, and
even in what has been defined as areas conducive to violent extremism—
what we call enabling environments—most people are not radicalized.

This suggests that many local communities harbor a high level of
resilience against violent extremist ideas and the groups behind those ideas.
Therefore, this chapter aims to establish a framework for understanding the
relationship of drivers of violent extremism in enabling environments,
determinants of occurrence, and nonoccurrence in enabling environments.
To understand the latter, we need to focus on local community resilience,
what constitutes the basis of local community resilience, and why it can be
present in one local community but not in another within the same enabling
environment. In this regard, we have drawn some inspiration from Ander-
son and Wallace’s (2013) volume that discusses why people and communi-
ties opt out of war and subsequent strategies to prevent violent conflict.

Enabling Environments

We define the enabling environment as an area where the combination of
specific factors present creates a situation where expressions of violent
extremism are likely to occur. The factors supposed to facilitate the emer-
gence of violent extremism are usually listed in the literature as well as in
policy documents as resource scarcity and poverty, high unemployment,
few educational opportunities, and a sense of alienation and marginalization
from the state, often in combination with heavy-handed counterterrorism
measures from state security forces (see UNDP 2016).

To varying degrees of severity, these factors are present in the regions
of interest in the Western Balkans, the Middle East, North Africa, and the
Sahel. There are enormous differences between these regions, but distinct
similarities are also present, as spelled out in the introduction to this vol-
ume. The states in these regions are all, to varying degrees, fragile. Albeit
on very different scales, they face economic constraints and challenges,
high unemployment and underemployment that particularly affects youths,
educational sectors in crisis, and parts of the population feeling alienated by
the state they are supposed to belong to.
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Although acts of violent extremism tend to be justified on religious or
political grounds, the path to participate in extremism often starts with
more basic material grievances, usually issues concerning lack of security,
lack of employment, and other economic problems. The state may be per-
ceived as playing a role in creating these grievances, while, in some cases,
it is also too weak to control local conflicts, which leaves a space that vio-
lent extremists can exploit. This creates a local environment in which vio-
lent groups inspired by extremist ideologies can find ways to integrate into
local communities (Boéds 2015), for example, by offering protection and
support in local struggles over land rights and access to water. This is the
case in the Sahel, where most states are relatively weak and local militia
groups exert quite a high degree of social, if not always territorial, control
that allows them to present alternative ideas about how life should be on
the basis of their interpretation of religious texts and practices (Bods 2025).

Nonetheless, even in an environment conducive to violent extrem-
ism—an enabling environment—most people are not radicalized. An
important question that this chapter will attempt to clarify is, therefore,
what turns an enabling environment into one where violent extremist
ideas and groups supportive of these ideas gain traction to the extent that
they dominate the social sphere and gain acceptance for violent actions?
However, we must also investigate the other side of this equation and
thereby ask why some communities remain resilient even if all the factors
supposed to be conducive to the manifestation of radicalization and vio-
lent extremism are present. To achieve this, we first elaborate on the
enabling environment framework, highlighting that cases of both occur-
rence and nonoccurrence of violent extremism are possible. We then delve
into the drivers of violent extremism, with examples from North Africa
and the Sahel, the Middle East, and the Western Balkans. Third comes a
section where we explore further the issue of nonoccurrence in enabling
environments by looking at cases in the Sahel and the Western Balkans
before we end the chapter with concluding comments regarding policy
prescriptions and further research.

The Enabling Environment and Cases of
Occurrence and Nonoccurrence

We defined the enabling environment as a space where the socioeconomic
conditions caused by a combination of specific factors create a situation
where violent extremism is likely. In these environments, disadvantaged
communities or individuals may become so disenfranchised by the state and
society that they could be susceptible to supporting, joining, or implement-
ing organized violence inspired by political or religious extremist ideology.
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If this happens, the enabling environment has become a site of various
deep-seated grievances that provide the precursors of such ideologies with
emotional entry points to garner support (see Rupesinghe and Beas 2018).
This can happen, for example, if an armed group approaches those who are
(or feel) most vulnerable in society and offers them the means of escaping
a situation of despair and lack of direction in favor of the dead certainty of
violent resistance (see Bods and Dunn 2013a). Recruiting among the poor-
est and least educated is a well-proven insurgency tactic: targeting destitute
young men (but also women) who are considered more malleable to indoc-
trination by the group targeting them. Those targeted by violent extremist
groups may be in a life situation where they feel that they have little, if
anything at all, to lose by joining or supporting an extremist group.

This can happen in an enabling environment, but we stress that there
is no path dependency between living in an enabling environment and
becoming a violent extremist. An enabling environment means that most of
the factors that, according to the literature, are conducive to the occurrence
of violent extremism are present. Whether violent extremism manifests and
gains social traction depends on several factors we conceptually define as
decisive moments, cases of occurrence and nonoccurrence of violent
extremism and the effect of preventive measures (see Figure 2.1). Together,
this constitutes the enabling environment framework.

The first core feature is the decisive moment. Although ideological rad-
icalization bordering on hate speech may be widespread, it is crucial to

Figure 2.1 The Enabling Environment
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understand the moments in which this is transformed into violence. What
leads to these decisive moments, and what is the potential for violence?
Sometimes, the nonoccurrence of violent extremism in an enabling envi-
ronment that has reached a decisive moment—a potential tipping point—is
due to a successful intervention by a local or external stakeholder.

The second core feature of the analytical framework is the occurrence
or nonoccurrence of violence. We pay particular attention to instances of
nonoccurrence of violence in the enabling environment (Raets 2017). Why
do some communities display much greater resilience to violent extremist
ideologies than others? What role do local community leaders, including
religious leaders, play? Do women play a particular role in these situations?
Understanding why violence does not occur is often more relevant for
strengthening resilience and devising preventive measures than understand-
ing why it does happen. Therefore, looking at this feature helps us under-
stand with greater precision the factors that make individual communities
more resilient.

This leads us to the third core feature of the enabling environment
model, which is the effect of preventive measures. Cases B and C in the
model show the usual anticipated outcome of prevention or no prevention.
However, in some cases, we are faced with evident preventive measures,
but violence still occurs (see case A in the model). In other cases, no visi-
ble preventive measures are taken, but anticipated violence still does not
happen (see case D in the model). This feature of the model sheds light on
when and where preventive measures are working so that we can prescribe
what works or does not. We assume that an improved understanding of how
different drivers of violent extremism operate and why extremism escalates
into violence in some places but not in others is the key to identifying
effective prevention strategies.

Therefore, this model’s key innovative aspect is our strong focus on
nonoccurrence. We observed that most research on violent extremism
focuses on answering the question of why people take up arms rather than
on answering the reverse question of why people living in enabling envi-
ronments often choose not to become involved in political violence. Fre-
quently cited factors—such as political grievances, socioeconomic depriva-
tion, and deeply conservative religious views (see, for example, UNDP
2022)—should, in theory, have led to much broader populations joining
violent groups. However, despite concerted attempts by violent extremists
to recruit more broadly, the overall majority of those living in enabling
environments remain resilient.

Thus, the most relevant questions for future research are: What prevents
decisive moments from tipping over into violence, and what prevents radi-
calization in the first place? Cragin (2014, 337) argues that it is impossible to
understand pathways to radicalization or to design policies to preempt them
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without a complementary knowledge of why individuals resist the influence
of violent extremism. Policies designed to prevent violent extremism need to
work on both levels: weakening the factors pushing for violence while
strengthening the factors resisting such a path. Hence, policies designed to
prevent violent extremism must incorporate knowledge of why individuals
and groups resist such influence, even in enabling environments.

Drivers of Violent Extremism

Violent extremism does not occur in a social vacuum, and in the regions of
the world that this volume is concerned about, most of the usual factors
attributed to the manifestations of violent extremism are present. Poverty is
widespread in the Middle East and North Africa, and in the Western
Balkans; many communities experience economic and political marginal-
ization. This may lead people to feel a sense of alienation from a state that
they think has never cared much for their well-being, safety, and security.
Youth and young men are particularly prone to perceived and real margin-
alization that could set them on a path to alienation, which could make
them more inclined to accept extremist religious-ideological manipulation
and indoctrination (see also UNDP 2016). We also know from our studies
that the chances that this will happen increase with the presence of two
other factors: rights-based grievances that, if expressed at times, are met
with very heavy-handed state responses (see Bods 2015; Boas, Cissé, and
Mahamane 2020).

What this means is that, although rising poverty and increased
inequality, dysfunctional and deteriorating educational systems, and a
sense of living in an insecure environment matter as potential drivers of
violent extremism, we cannot ignore the role and responsibility of the
state. This suggests that the real driver of violent extremism often is the
state, not only indirectly through its inability to give its inhabitants a sense
of meaning, belonging, and economic safety but also directly through
heavy-handed responses to expressions of radicalism and resistance
against a life that for many seems relatively meaningless because it does
not give them even the faintest promise of upward social mobility. Both
these expressions of state complicity in the spread of violent extremism
are vividly visible in the case of the Sahel; therefore, this is the place in
this chapter’s universe of cases where we start our inquiries before moving
on to the Middle East and the Balkans.

Under such circumstances, what often emerges is a scenario of com-
peting authorities. This happens most frequently when state authority is
weak and the state lacks legitimacy. Because the state lacks the capacity
or willingness to care for and protect its citizens, the latter view the state
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as dysfunctional and corrupted. This leads to grievances against the state
that can be instrumentalized by violent entrepreneurs using extremist ide-
ologies and discourses. The competing authorities that we conceptualize
as violent entrepreneurs (see Chapter 3 for a deeper discussion) are non-
state actors that use violence. They have some form of political agenda,
but it works in tandem with different types of income-generating activi-
ties. They rule by force and violence, but they also distribute (some)
resources, provide some level of order, and offer protection to (at least
parts of) the population in the areas they control or attempt to control.
Their presence among rural communities in the Sahel and parts of the
Middle East is often more substantial than that of international commu-
nity actors and their national allies (Boés 2015). These nonstate actors are
less visible in North Africa and the Western Balkans, but even there, we
find them in specific rural or urban settings.

Most of the violent entrepreneurs we are concerned with are local in
origin, but some may have solid local-global connections. By this, we
mean that the form of violent extremism we study in this volume’s empir-
ical universe is local but with global connections. We, therefore, need to
distinguish between local-global connections, where groups deliberately,
purposefully, and strategically navigate to become active operational enti-
ties in more extensive global networks of extremist ideology, and those
violent entreprencurs that mainly employ such strategies as a branding
exercise to look more powerful, international, and omnipotent than they
are (Bods and Dunn 2017).

The Sahel is increasingly presented as the new global frontier of jihadi-
inspired violent extremism (Council on Foreign Relations 2023; Demuynck
and Bohm 2023). Although the most important nonstate armed groups are
inspired by the religious doctrines of al-Qaeda or Daesh, this does not mean
that they have become operational branches of global jihadi networks.
Their struggle is almost exclusively local and regional. Although an ideo-
logically convinced leadership exists, the evidence we present later in this
chapter suggests that the majority of those who join these groups are
recruited less based on religion and more based on grievances concerning
lack of employment, education, and social mobility and the prevalence of
violent conflict and subsequent lack of security in the area where they live.

When all these factors are present, we may be confronted with so-
called decisive moments. These are the moments when extremist ideas are
transformed into violence and violent acts. Typically, this may be a situa-
tion where chaos erupts as a result of unforeseen incidents, which create a
cloud of uncertainty about the events that have transpired. Central to this
chaos is often the belief that an act has been committed against “Us”—a
perception of a situation that may or may not be accurate. The critical
aspect is that people feel an existential threat, a profound sense of injustice,
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or deep insecurity. A pertinent example from the Western Balkans is the
Kosovo riots of March 17-19, 2004.

After the 1999 war, Kosovo experienced a period of relative stability
(Bétora et al. 2018). However, on March 17, 2004, rumors started circulat-
ing that Serbs were allegedly responsible for the drowning of three young
Albanian children (Human Rights Watch 2004). This sparked ethnic Alba-
nians to violently riot against Serbs and other non-Albanians, which caught
many off-guard, including the substantial international presence of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-led Kosovo Force (KFOR), the
UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo police (UNMIK police), and
the Kosovo Police Service. Around 4,100 Serbs, Roma, Ashkali, and other
non-Albanian minorities were displaced, and 550 homes and 27 Orthodox
churches and monasteries were burned (Human Rights Watch 2004).
Though surprising, this incident manifested in underlying ethnic tensions
linked to security and group status (Kelmendi and Skendaj 2022). It was
also proof of the gap between the hopes held by the majority Kosovo-
Albanian population just after the NATO intervention, which ended the war
in 1999, and the experienced reality five years later (Visoka 2017).

This is an example of a decisive moment in an enabling environment,
where preventive measures had been established but were insufficient to pre-
vent the outburst of riots—although the rioting lasted only for a limited
period. This case also illustrates how the enabling environment model, dis-
cussed earlier, is an ideal-typical model, with most real-world instances
falling in between. Although it is crucial to understand these moments in
which an idea is transformed into violence, it is equally, if not even more per-
tinent to comprehend why a situation does not reach its decisive moment
even in an enabling environment where all the factors discussed here are
present. Therefore, we must also give due attention to the cases of nonoccur-
rence because these may very well tell us more about how violent extrem-
ism can be prevented than focusing postfactually only on why it occurred.

Corruption and State Fragility

While the differences among and level of diversity of the case studies are
significant, there are also important similarities regarding drivers of violent
extremism. State fragility, corruption and bad governance, an education
system that does not work, heavy-handed state security approaches, and
misplaced international interventions are present from the Western Balkans
to the Middle East, North Africa, and the Sahel.

If we want to understand the drivers of violence and the occurrence of
violent extremism in the Sahel, the situation in central Mali offers a vivid
illustration. Here, the region of Mopti is situated at the crossroads of the
North and the South of Mali. Whereas most of the population are Muslims,
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the region is also a melting pot of all major ethnic groups in Mali. It is
densely populated and not only ethnically diverse but also socioeconomi-
cally diverse, with various economic groups: pastoralists (Fulani and
Tuareg), sedentary farmers (Bambara, Dogon, Malinke, and Songhay), and
fishermen (Bozo). Thus, what the inner delta brings together is three differ-
ent types of livelihoods—herders, farmers, and fishers—who have entirely
different interests in using the scarce water and land resources. That is,
water and land are resources these groups have fundamentally different
functional interests in. In the Inner Delta, these issues of scarcity have never
been easily reconciled. As population pressure increases, traditional author-
ity wanes and state authority is increasingly dysfunctional and corrupted.
Because these resources are essential for survival, the right to access them
must be defended using all means necessary. Because the French interven-
tion of 2013 (first Operation Serval and later Operation Barkhane) failed to
defeat the jihadi rebellion (see Boas 2015), one jihadi faction—the Katiba
Macina—started to operate in the Mopti region. When a heavy-handed secu-
rity response followed this in the form of state security forces profiling
young Fulani herdsmen as “jihadis” and “terrorists,” the situation in Mopti
reached a decisive moment. Not only did support and acceptance of the Kat-
iba Macina grow among parts of the Fulani population in the region but also,
consequently, other ethnic groups also started to organize and arm their mili-
tias to provide security for their local communities.

What emerged was a cocktail of armed nonstate groups of jihadi insur-
gents and ethnic self-defense groups. Consequently, the relations between
various local communities that traditionally used to be at least cordial, if
not exactly friendly, were fragmented and polarized. The self-defense
groups of the Songhay and the Dogon—respectively, the Donzos and the
Dana—are widely understood by the Fulani community as driven by the
aim of expelling and killing every Fulani in the region and claiming their
land and cattle. As one local Fulani leader expressed it:

Their goal is to create disorder to seize and steal our properties. Once we
have left the area and abandoned our hamlets, they will take our proper-
ties. Their goal is to exterminate every Fulani and take our land. (Beas et
al. 2021, 13)

Dogon and Songhay communities in Mopti see the Donzos and the
Dana as defenders, and they claim that the Katiba Macina are violently
forcing them to submit to an extreme version of Sharia theology. To Song-
hay and Dogon communities, the Katiba Macina represents not only a new
and unknown danger that hides in forest bases and roams the region on
motorbikes but also an attempt to establish Fulani hegemony in Mopti.
Because Fulani and Dogon communities, therefore, increasingly seem to
stand on opposite sides in violent conflicts, it is easy to conclude that an
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ethnic element has been added to an already complex conflict. However,
interestingly, both Fulani and Dogon respondents to our fieldwork survey
reacted to this supposition. In their view, this is “neither a religious conflict
nor an ethnic one, but an economic conflict caused by bad governance”
(Bgas et al. 2021, 18). This suggests that the root causes are not necessar-
ily extremist ideology or religious views but a conflict over scarce
resources that has exploded into violence because of desperation and fear of
losing access to the primary resources of land and water that are essential
for the survival of their local communities.

Going more deeply into the ethnographic details of our fieldwork in
Mali, the conflict over scarce resources becomes quite clear and underlines
the complex micropolitics that can create a decisive moment. A snapshot of
our fieldwork data from the commune of Bandiagara in Mopti reveals how
intercommunal conflicts over access rights and the use of resources can
drive a community to collaborate with jihadi insurgents: After the 2016
municipal elections in Bandiagara, the losing candidates from the ADEMA-
PASJ party were worried about being excluded. They feared losing their
representation in the municipality assembly, which would preclude them
from voicing their concerns on land rights issues. Consequently, two promi-
nent leaders from the area brokered a deal with the Katiba Macina in the
hope of gaining by force what they had lost in the elections. Using Bandi-
agara as a base, the Katiba Macina started attacking neighboring villages
and taking control of fertile land that their new allies in Bandiagara could
utilize (Boas et al. 2021).

These findings dovetail with those of previous studies. For example,
Bods, Cissé, and Mahamane (2020) argue that a key strategy of jihadi-
inspired Sahel insurgencies is for violent extremists to appropriate local
conflicts, usually related to land usage, as a way to integrate locally. In the
Bandiagara case just described, we also see that the opposite can be true:
local opportunists may exploit the presence of armed groups in the vicinity
to reverse local power configurations. Poorly managed conflicts cultivate a
spirit of revenge, and in the region of Mopti (but also elsewhere in the
Sahel), communities have turned to extremist groups to take revenge and to
protect themselves and their property. This is the case not only in some
Fulani communities but also in Dogon, Bambara, and Songhay communi-
ties in Mopti.

The complex drivers of the violent extremism equation outlined here
are not unique to Mali and the Sahel. We also find similar micropolitical
dynamics at play in the Middle East. Iraq, for example, continues to suffer
from fragility, instability, and conflict, which in the past has enabled the
occurrence of violent extremism across the country. However, as studies
from our colleagues at the Middle East Research Institute (MERI) in Erbil
have shown, there are huge variations at the local provincial level, and Nin-
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eveh, for example, suffers from tensions between urban and rural areas that
are exacerbated by conflicts between some groups in Nineveh and in Bagh-
dad fueled by geopolitical tensions (see Ala’Aldeen, Mohammed, and
Wirya 2022). The liberation of Nineveh from IS in 2017 did not offer a
solution to these long-standing conflicts. Instead, the forces that have dom-
inated post-IS Nineveh have played a prominent role in feeding these con-
flicts, limiting the attempts that have been made to build local resilience
against violent extremism.

The political elite that captured and since 2017 has dominated the local
administration in Nineveh is backed by the Shia Popular Mobilization
Units. The minority Christian groups have received generous international
economic grants compared to other religious communities. In contrast, the
Sunni Arab minority has once again been marginalized and suffers from the
stigma of association with IS. It is, therefore, no surprise that Sunni Arabs’
trust in state institutions, let alone their ability to achieve peace and stabil-
ity in the province, remains at its lowest.

This means that not only is this part of Iraq very much still an enabling
environment but also a new decisive moment may materialize once more.
Local government administration in Nineveh is still based on sectarian
power-sharing and characterized by discrimination based on religion and
ethnicity, which opens social spaces for agents of violent extremism to
operate. Widespread and increasing corruption becomes the hallmark of
governance and, thereby, drives further rivalry and conflict in the gover-
norate. Limited access to education in the post-2017 phase is another con-
cern, because this is another key feature of an enabling environment. The
defeat of IS was not accompanied by measures aimed at returning children
and youths to school. This is particularly evident in the camps where IS
members’ families have been held since the military defeat, where many
who should have been to school do not have access to any educational
facilities (Ala’Aldeen, Mohammed, and Wirya 2022). This combined with
the lack of appropriate programs for reintegrating these children and youths
into the public school system leaves them completely excluded from access
to education. Lack of education and, we would say, lack of opportunity to
engage socially with children and youth from other ethnic and religious
communities in school will continue to make them vulnerable to agents of
violent extremism, who will have a substantial pool of disadvantaged and
alienated youths to recruit from.

Unemployment and youth unemployment are top concerns in Nineveh.
The disastrous economic consequences of IS occupation exacerbated an
economic decline of the governorate that was already dire because of high
levels of corruption through a patronage system organized around the key
political parties. Nineveh’s economic recovery continues to be hampered by
bad governance and persistent conflict and displacement.
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As was the case in Mali, also in this part of Iraq, the state, the state’s
security forces, and the militarization of society that nearly always follows
on the heels of such behavior by the state are barriers to stabilization, peace-
building, and the fight against violent extremism. As one group either arms
themselves or is armed by the government, other groups begin to believe
that security can be provided only by an armed group (see Ala’Aldeen,
Mohammed, and Wirya 2022). In Nineveh, the militarization of society
occurred in parallel to the fight against IS that was consolidated after the lib-
eration of the governorate. These groups include the 30th Brigade, composed
mainly of the Shabak; the Babylonian Brigades, with a Christian minority
and an Arab (Sunni and Shia) majority, most of whom are not originally from
Nineveh; the Nineveh Plain Protection Units (mainly Christian); the Sinjar
Protection Units, consisting of Yezidi fighters; a Shia Turkmen majority
group; and the Tribal Mobilization Forces of Sunni Arabs. Although per-
ceived differently by different communities in the governorate, the conse-
quence of this militarization of society based on ethnoreligious groups
widens the gap between and within communities and further delegitimizes
and weakens state authority and control. This represents yet another key fea-
ture of an enabling environment that could turn into a decisive moment for
the recruitment of violent extremist groups that promise to restore order and
control based on an extremist religious and social script.

Following these lines of argument, we can see that local rights-based
conflicts turn violent in areas where states lack capacity and legitimacy and
where international responses are haphazard, ad hoc, and seriously under-
funded. Such circumstances open social spaces and physical landscapes onto
which violent insurgencies inspired by radical ideology can maneuver to
appropriate local conflict (Beds 2015). This is, for instance, what has hap-
pened in Mali, and there are several relatively similar situations across the
broader Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. In parts of the
Balkans, for example, in Kosovo, the state’s role and status in relation to Ser-
bia are contentious. There, local conflict has also been appropriated by other
actors, including, to a certain extent, those motivated by radical ideology.

Despite the absence of violent extremism in the Western Balkans since
the Yugoslav War of the 1990s, it remains crucial to maintain vigilance in
the region for several reasons. First, from a historical perspective, the phe-
nomenon of foreign fighters first emerged during the Yugoslav War in the
1990s. During this period, foreign fighters from the Middle East joined the
conflict to support Muslim fighters, known as mujahidin, particularly in
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo (Duyvesteyn and Peeters 2015). Addi-
tionally, there were reports of Russian fighters aiding Serb forces and Euro-
pean fighters supporting Croat forces (Popovic 2021; Mishkova et al. 2021,
11). Postwar, many mujahidin were granted citizenship, leading to the estab-
lishment of several Salafi communities. These groups actively attempted to
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propagate their ideology within the local communities (Mishkova et al.
2021, 23-24). Second, as a probable consequence of these developments,
many foreign fighters from this region joined conflicts in Iraq, Syria, and
Ukraine (Azinovic 2018; Global Initiative Against Transnational Organ-
ized Crime 2023). Third, the Western Balkans host several communities in
what could be described as enabling environments. These are areas where
underlying factors may predispose the community to violent extremism
and where a single triggering event, a decisive moment, could potentially
ignite violent extremism.

In the Western Balkans, such underlying factors are overlapping divi-
sion lines in ethnicity and religion, frozen conflicts with competing narra-
tives about the war, high unemployment and scarcity of resources, low
degree of horizontal and vertical trust, relative deprivation, and few oppor-
tunities for social mobility (Mishkova et al. 2021). Furthermore, studies
have shown that in the Western Balkans, radical Islamist ideology and rad-
ical ethnonationalist or far right ideologies both inflame and maintain each
other (see Becirevi¢ 2018; Stojkovski and Kalajdziovski 2018). Thus, as the
in-depth studies of violent extremism in Kosovo by Shpend Kursani
(2018a, 2018b, 2018¢) suggest, the intriguing question should be centered
on why even more people in the region have not been radicalized. Also,
Georges Fahmi (2017), an expert on the Muslim Brotherhood, posed a sim-
ilar question related to this group in 2017. These observations take us back
to the importance of understanding the logic behind cases of nonoccurrence
in enabling environments.

Cases of Nonoccurrence in Enabling Environments

Although it might seem naive to discuss cases of nonoccurrence in environ-
ments as enabling as those in Mali and Iraq, this perspective gains depth
when we explore people’s perceptions of the reasons why acquaintances join
groups like the Katiba Macina in Mali or IS in Iraq. It is, in fact, quite
remarkable that we find such similar motivations for joining extremist groups
in two countries as different as Iraq and Mali. Despite their only primary
commonality being they are Muslim-majority countries, research reveals a
fascinating trend: In surveys conducted by Ala’Aldeen, Mohammed, and
Wirya (2022; in Iraq) and Beés et al. (2021; in Mali), only 10 to 15 percent
of the respondents believed that acquaintances who joined violent extremist
groups did so because of religious conviction. Instead, a majority indicated
issues such as state repression, poverty, unemployment, and lack of education
as the primary drivers.

Some of the respondents in Mali who had intimate knowledge of people
who had joined the Katiba Macina pointed to a feeling of being abandoned by
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the state as the decisive moment for the individual in question (Beds et al.
2021). This is noteworthy because it suggests that when extremist ideas man-
ifest in local communities in Mopti, this should be seen not as a sign of an
anti-state rebellion but rather as a craving for a state that would work for them.

This insight is important because it challenges the prevailing notion in
mainstream scholarship about the primary motivations for joining violent
extremist insurgencies. If extremist beliefs are not the primary driver, these
conflicts must be rooted in material conditions more than previously
thought. This revelation also highlights the likelihood of more moderate
religious views being prevalent in these societies than commonly assumed.
This indicates that, despite a minority who join insurgencies with extrem-
ist ideology, local communities may still exhibit significant resilience
against extremist ideas.

Findings by Mishkova et al. (2021, 71) indicate that, for the Western
Balkans, two types of factors have strengthened communities’ resilience
against violent extremism. The first category includes religious counternar-
ratives, social cohesion, and civic values linked to what the authors call
“the radicalization wave” (from 2011 through 2014). The second category
includes the hard approach by state institutions and the soft response by
international donors and civil society organizations, which is linked to the
period after the radicalization wave (from 2015 onward).

As for the first category, the prevalence of moderate Islam in the
Balkans is significant. Muslim communities primarily adhere to the Hanafi
Sunni tradition, which differs from radical Islamic interpretations. The
region’s history of communism has also nurtured a secular mindset, leading
to a unique, less conservative Islamic practice than the religion practiced on
the Arabian Peninsula. Furthermore, through their studies, Mishkova et al.
(2021, 76-83) found that entrepreneurs of violence carefully analyze com-
munities before advancing their agendas. They avoid targeting mosques,
communities, or religious leaders who have a history of actively addressing
and combating violent extremism. Muftis and imams play a crucial role in
fostering tight-knit communities where radical elements can be readily
detected. They are key in efforts to prevent and counter extremism and
raise awareness about these issues (87).

As for the second category, Mishkova et al. (2021, 83—84) identify
that the way violent extremism is met matters. First, they point to rigor-
ous state actions against violent extremism that have confined extremists’
activities to propaganda, disrupted group organization as a result of height-
ened visibility, and projected legal risks onto the group. Second, they also
identify the effects of the softer approach, led by civil society organiza-
tions and supported by international bodies, that focuses on preventing and
countering extremism. Such an approach includes referral systems, capac-
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ity building, awareness campaigns, and community-level projects to bol-
ster grassroots resilience.

Our research findings from Mali corroborate results of our Balkan
research, particularly the role of traditional and religious leadership. Segou,
the region neighboring Mopti, has shown much more resilience toward the
forces of violent extremism. Although the region is slightly closer to
Bamako, there are also clear indications that the jihadi insurgents have met
more discursive resistance in Segou than what has been the case in Mopti.
The question is why. Our research indicates that the relative nonoccurrence
of violent extremism in Segou can be explained by stronger social cohesion
(see Boaas et al. 2021). The region has experienced fewer access-based con-
flicts between farmers and herders than Mopti. This suggests that traditional
authority is less likely to be eroded by this potentially violent competition
and has, therefore, been able to maintain traditional values that reduce
causes of conflict within and between local communities. Another important
factor is that Segou has been exposed to a different land dynamic from that
of Mopti. Ever since the 1930s, agricultural production in Segou has been
export-oriented, which has created an environment prone to investment and
has encouraged an entrepreneurial mindset to which the “liberation” seman-
tics of the violent extremist groups under the guise of Islam and “jihad”
seem to have less appeal. This is supported by a historical tradition in Segou
of being an important center of Sufism and Islamic teaching.

Contrary to other places in Mali and the Sahel, Sufism has here seen a
revitalization of traditional praxis resulting from the development of new Sufi
figures who stand at the crossroads of charismatic leadership and the newly
emerging stylistic trends of youth movements (Beés et al. 2021). What we
can draw from this is that, first, the absence of local conflict that forces of
violent extremism can appropriate is essential to resilience. The local tradi-
tional authority can maintain its position as an institution of arbitration that
earns local respect and legitimacy as it continues to provide public goods.
Second, suppose this also contributes to an economy with a certain level of
inclusivity, as seems to be the case in Segou, which fosters an environment of
economic entreprencurship and peaceful activities. Both conditions may be
important sources of local resilience against violent extremism.

Conclusion

Despite the very distinct characteristics of communities in the Sahel, the
Middle East, and the Western Balkans, some driving forces toward violent
extremism are similar in these regions, making them each an enabling envi-
ronment: there is high unemployment, lack of resources, weak governments,
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and few possibilities for social mobility, especially among the youth. Fur-
thermore, although people living in these enabling environments have many
good reasons for being angry, few become radicalized to the extent of taking
up weapons. We find that most people are not radicalized and that many of
these communities have a high level of resilience.

What can external stakeholders learn about societal resilience from
such cases? Although the importance of contextual understanding cannot be
overemphasized, our cases have the following characteristics in common:
First, they have a long history of moderate religion and ideology. Second,
respected local leaders, families, or individuals who protect the tradition of
moderation are present. Third, these leaders are seen as noncorrupt and
deliver or do something that the local community sees as valuable.

Last, and in conclusion, the finding that extremist beliefs are not the
primary motivation for joining violent insurgencies in regions like Iraq and
Mali or becoming foreign fighters from the Western Balkans has significant
implications. It challenges the dominant academic perspective and suggests
that these conflicts are more materially based. It also points to a more wide-
spread presence of moderate religious views in these societies than previ-
ously recognized. For policymakers, this emphasizes the importance of
addressing underlying material issues such as state repression, poverty,
unemployment, and lack of education. It also underlines the potential effec-
tiveness of reinforcing and supporting the inherent resilience of local com-
munities against extremist ideologies. To do so, we need to understand the
context of the case in question and then support and strengthen the local
community leaders so that they can continue to contribute with something
that is seen as valuable in their community. To do so and to avoid delegit-
imizing these local actors of resilience, outside actors must have the light-
est possible footprint. Local leaders must be their own agents, not any out-
side actor’s agents. Thus, to prevent violent extremism from happening, we
need to understand not only why it happens but also why it does not occur
in what we have called enabling environments.



The Entrepreneurs of Violence
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Long-term ethnographic research on militant youths commonly
highlights how mobilization and radicalization are entangled into larger
social worlds. Rather than being isolated from the mundane, as extremism
dislodged from everyday life, such studies are attentive to how extremism
is seen to provide alternative states of order and rights and how mobiliza-
tion is seen to afford life chances and security. Who are identified as
extremist or radical figures or formations by figures in power may be
locally approached for their potential in providing opportunities to attain
socially or culturally defined goals. Building on a comparative mixed meth-
ods study from the Sahel—that is, Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger—in this
chapter we look at the social contingency of radicalization and extremism
and detail how people may mobilize into such movements to survive and
maintain viable existences.

The point of departure is twofold. On the one hand, we highlight how
so-called extremist groups and tenets crosscut national boundaries and
political entities. Militant groups and movements in the Sahel have pro-
foundly regional rather than merely national dynamics. On the other, it
becomes clear from the ethnography that violent extremism emerges in
relation to unjustly distributed or directly lacking states of order. Rather
than merely being forces of disorder, such movements gain traction in
countries where the existing order is seen to benefit only a tiny part of the
population or in zones where the governing order is perceived as preda-
cious and rapacious.

The three field sites covered in this chapter can be comprehended as
intertwined within a larger region, sharing cultural, social, and political
dynamics and deep-seated disgruntlement regarding the distribution of
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resources, power, and, not least, suffering. The states in question are per-
ceived to have serviced a small elite at the expense of the population. The
state has been either minimally or negatively present in the areas where vio-
lent extremism has gained a foothold. Extremism is understood as a move-
ment aimed at destroying the existing order through violence and, if neces-
sary, gaining backing in social systems that are unable to guarantee the
well-being of their populations. In politically, economically, or socially dis-
advantaged areas, as well as in poor neighborhoods and slums, calls for rad-
ical change, destruction, and the establishment of new systems often seem
necessary for achieving basic levels of influence, resources, and recognition.

The point is perhaps a bland one, yet in a period when radicalization and
violent extremism are, at least in the Global North, predominantly associated
with Islamist movements, it seems pertinent to point out the obvious, namely,
that one is hard-pressed to find examples of violent Islamic extremism that
does not emerge upon a background of existing radical exploitation and
oppression. In other words, the institutionalization of, for example, sharia is
commonly predated by predatory regimes, where sharia stands out as a more
just and benevolent order, just as violent extremism most often overturns not
a benign order but a brutal one. The latter instigates a sequence of violent
societal changes; the former, an encompassing body of rights.

Radicalization, as a particular trajectory into violent extremism, is, in
this perspective, simultaneously a move away from a life deemed lacking in
worth and a move toward an envisioned better state of being. Extremism
emerges within crises rather than merely being a phenomenon that is con-
ducive to crises (Vigh 2008). Extremist groups often end up being as
repressive as the forces they overturn. Yet, they gain their initial support by
proclaiming themselves to overturn wrongs and provide better futures for
the people they identify with. The remainder of this chapter describes the
specific affordances of violent extremism in the crises-struck field sites in
question. In it, we ponder the underlying motive behind the witnessed move
to violence and the decision not to engage in or to disengage from such. We
discuss characteristics, agendas, modes of negotiating violent extremism,
and the opposition that such movements conjure.

Empirical Point of Departure

All violent extremist groups may be related to an experience of exploita-
tion and repression in one way or another, be it the class struggle and the
downtrodden masses, the local or global fate of Muslim population
groups, regionalist or nationalist insurgence, or more political experi-
ences of grief and grievance (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Beoés, Cissé, and
Mahamane 2020).
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The prolific emergence of violent extremist movements in the Sahel is
no exception (Cissé 2021). With a focus on Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger,
it becomes clear that all three Sahelian countries have been ruled by polit-
ical groups that worked to privilege specific parts of the population at the
expense of others and that used violence and repression to maintain control.
We are looking at not new lines of conflict but novel intensifications of
long-term fault lines. Multisecular conflicts between pastoralists and farm-
ers, between ethnic groups, and between rival political communities have
existed in the region and have taken violent forms before (cf. Bisson et al.
2021). However, within the last few decades, we have seen more organized
militant formations emerge in response to shifting political dynamics and
compound critical states of affairs. Since 2015, modes of violence using
religious rhetoric, as well as groups seeking to counter such Islamist and
jihadist-defined militancy, have gained a clear presence in the region. Mil-
itant proselytizing takes place, and various insurgent groups have material-
ized in response.

This is the case in Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger, which form the
empirical basis for this chapter. In Burkina Faso, our fieldwork was con-
centrated on regions such as the Boucle du Mouhoun, the Northeast, and
localities that have been heavily impacted by the activities of violent entre-
preneurs, such as Toéni, Barsalgho, and Kongoussi. We picked Mopti,
Segou, and Ansongo as localities for scrutiny in Mali. And in Niger, we
conducted a survey in the Diffa region and two others in the Tillabéri
region. The criteria for selecting these localities were defined in terms of
proximity to areas under the control of violent extremist groups, levels of
insecurity, and proximity to similarly affected areas in neighboring coun-
tries (Ansongo in Mali bordering Niger, Toéni in Burkina Faso bordering
Mali, and Tillabéri and Ayourou in Niger close to the border with Mali). We
selected these to capture more regional dimensions of the issue.

In all cases, we are looking at areas where armed actors work through a
political agenda that seeks to unsettle or disrupt existing (dis)orders and insti-
tute new regimes of authority, resource distribution, and income-generating
activities. The empirical material was collected primarily through qualitative
methods. Using interview guides, a questionnaire, and focus group interviews
structured around precise information to be gained, we conducted research
over four years in different localities in the three countries. The research
involved various stakeholders (i.e., local populations, administrative and cus-
tomary authorities, civil society organizations, youth organizations, and
herders’ organizations). Three field surveys were carried out in Mali and
Niger in addition to two surveys in Burkina Faso. After each collection, a
feedback workshop bringing together the research assistants who had carried
out the fieldwork and the principal researcher was organized to present the
data and discuss the methodology, the salient findings, and the difficulties
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encountered. This reflexive and participatory phase of our fieldwork enabled
us to rephrase and adapt research guides to the specific settings at hand, to
shape the particular questions meaningfully to the local context, and to iden-
tify and address different categories of actors—such as state agents, local
elected representatives, traditional authorities, and so forth—that were seen
to play a role in the occurrence and nonoccurrence of violence, and the sup-
port and resilience toward it. More specifically, we designed individual ques-
tionnaires to acquire knowledge of people’s perceptions of such violent
extremism in the areas. A total of 250 individual questionnaires were admin-
istered in Niger (Tadress, Tilla Kaina, and Kabia) and Mali (Niono, Sirifila
Boundi, Diabaly, Nampala, Dogofry, Sokolo, Siribala, Dialloubé, Tenenkou,
etc.). In Burkina, we collected data in various parts of the country (eastern
region, Tapoa Province, etc.) and carried out around one hundred interviews
over four years of fieldwork in the country.

The context of insecurity and suspicion prevailing in the survey areas
prevented us from carrying out many focus groups. Despite this, a few
were, notably, conducted in Burkina Faso and Niger. Criteria of occurrence
and nonoccurrence of violent extremism were used to select the localities
where the interviews occurred. For example, the choice of Tadress in Niger
is justified by the fact that this site is home to people who are victims of
violent extremism. In the case of Tilla Kaina, also in the Tillabéri region
of Niger, the area has never been directly affected by the phenomenon yet
functions as an enabling environment and space for recruitment.

In each locality, we approached community leaders and village chiefs
and explained the reasons for the research to gain their trust. We explained
that we needed to interview elders, men and women, young people, and so
on. Although such an approach may reaffirm existing power hierarchies, it is
necessary to gain access. Respondents were selected according to their avail-
ability and trust. The environment is characterized by solid distrust, and as a
result, we had to present and make ourselves visible numerous times to gain
the respondents’ trust before interviewing them. Sometimes, the intervention
of chiefs facilitated rapport, making it possible to carry out interviews
because respondents were assured they were not exposed to any risks by
participating. In these situations, we communicated the anonymous nature of
the interviews, which helped to overcome the obstacles of reticence and mis-
trust, and we methodically requested oral consent before interviews.

Extremist Order

Researching the presence and emergence of armed groups in a situation of
crisis and (dis)order, such as in the Sahel, is a challenging task. Yet the
importance of doing so is evident: it provides a window to a better under-
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standing of the phenomenon of violent extremism in the specific region and
broader terms. The ethnographic focus on movements that seek change by
violent means and formations that rule by force clarifies how locals inhabit
unstable and fluctuating political landscapes and how people and politics
adjust their presence and alliances accordingly (Vigh 2006; Sardan 2023).
Understanding how violent extremist groups operate vis-a-vis local popula-
tions is crucial to national, regional, and international attempts to stabilize
the Sahel and, hence, is vital for shaping policies and responses accord-
ingly. Three dimensions of violent extremism became intelligible through
the fieldwork undertaken, namely, (1) the internal orders that it seeks to
instantiate, (2) the oppositional order it represents, and (3) the oppositional
striving for order that it spurs.

About the former, what characterizes violent extremist groups is, rudi-
mentarily, their use of violence and coercion in seeking to establish rule and
govern population groups. Yet we know relatively little about how this is
accomplished concerning jihadist or Islamist movements in the Sahel.
Besides narratives centered on reigns of terror and violence—often articu-
lated within a tiresome narrative of the perpetual perpetration of African
politics—we have little insight into the strategies of consolidation and the
roads to legitimization that such groups make use of.

What surfaces with a closer look is that these groups are less mono-
lithic than we imagine and that a redistribution of resources, provision of
order, and offers of protection are part of their presence. Whereas the vio-
lence is apparent, the reality on the ground is particularly challenging for
any attempted categorization because forces are multiple and variable.
While some may proclaim to work via an order given to them directly by
God, that is, sharia law, the picture on the ground is less clear-cut and often
of a more complex nature. “The ways in which jihadist insurgents in the
Sahel govern is rarely considered in the academic literature,” Rupesinghe
and Beds 2019, 1) states, continuing:

They have often been portrayed as “Islamic terrorists,” who achieve their
objectives by using brutal force against the civilian population and who
finance their activities through criminal networks and activities. However,
scattered empirical evidence reveals a different picture. Jihadist insur-
gents, like other insurgent groups, often use a variety of strategies to rule
territory and populations. The scale, character, and form of how such
groups govern differs not only between countries but also at the sub-
national level within the same group.

As it becomes apparent when doing fieldwork in such situations, and in
conflict zones more generally, such politics are defined not by the absence
of governance but rather by the coexistence of various modes of governance.
As Bgias and Dunn (2017) argue, armed insurgencies may be seen as part of
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emerging arrangements that do not exist in isolation from the political,
social, and economic dimensions of local governance systems nor do they
necessarily eclipse such other dimensions. They are part of shifting and,
often, unstable landscapes of authority and rule as “governance assem-
blages” or “figurations.” In some cases, armed insurgencies are one mani-
festation of competing governance systems. In other situations, they may be
consolidating their presence, yet there is a complex interaction between
modes of governance at various stages of power (Boés and Dunn 2017).

Furthermore, rather than being a singular movement or emergence, the
range of, for example, Islamist insurgencies in the Sahel consists of groups
with vastly different modes of governing and governance capacities. Sharia
may be proclaimed as an implementation of a universal order, but the real-
ity on the ground is far more diverse than this totalitarian discourse sug-
gests. Still, some groups can provide a certain degree of sovereign order,
while others are roaming groups without much territorial control (Olson
2000). Between these two poles, we find insurgencies that provide what we
may call “sporadic governance” (Utas and Vigh 2017) as a type of politi-
cal ordering that fluctuates between potentia and presentia. Not all groups
seek to gain more permanent territorial control but aim for social control of
a targeted population or over an economic niche, often through unpre-
dictable coercive activities and the intermittent provision of some gover-
nance services. Suppose the formal power of the state cannot prevent the
coercive activities of an insurgency or offer governance services of usable
quality. In that case, the considerable social grip that violent extremists may
have over local populations is facilitated.

The reduction of dominant governance capacity, particularly but not
only in peripheral areas, thus opens new spaces where distinct groups of
actors can seek local integration and legitimacy through the establishment
of different types of violent and repressive order. All this takes place in
what we define as an enabling environment, that is, in areas where the com-
bination of economic recession, changing livelihood possibilities, unem-
ployment, low and declining levels of education, and the impact of climate
change cause disadvantaged communities or individuals to become so
alienated from the powers that be that they become inclined to support,
join, or implement violent extremist agendas (cf. Breen 2019). Although
extremist groups are defined by their use of violence, this does not mean
they are void of legitimacy when seen locally. The structural factors that
constitute enabling environments translate into an array of deep-seated
grievances that provide the harbingers of such ideologies with the social
and emotional entry points that allow them to garner support (Merton 1938;
Rupesinghe and Boas 2019).

A field-based approach is therefore needed to understand the finer
dynamics of the phenomenon, not only to illuminate the social anchoring of



The Entrepreneurs of Violence 39

such movements but also equally to nuance standard descriptions of state-
centric and methodologically nationalist approaches. As Rupesinghe and
Beas (2019, 5) make clear in their work on the issue, “The focus on stable
territorial control, institutions and delivery of services, does not illuminate
the diverse practices which foster social embeddedness of insurgents in
local communities, how they regulate and control social behavior, their
implantation in and regulation of local political economies and clientelist
logics which connect insurgents to the local population and other elites.”
So, when looking at the social, economic, and political orders that
define violent extremism in the Sahel, we may summarize that we are con-
cerned with groups that seek to mobilize an organized force to promote an
alternative order of governance in response to an already critical situation.
These are actors who resort to violence (weapons), work with a more or
less defined political agenda, and set an alternative set of rights (e.g.,
sharia-based politicoreligious order, control of local resources). And the
allure of this agenda is associated with imaginaries and practices set on
alternative resource-distributing activities (Della Porta 1995). What also
becomes clear is that people who resist or desist from such mobilization
commonly have viable alternatives to violence. Those who resist can access
other subject positions and choose different forms of inclusion than those
who engage. Resistance points our attention to the processual aspects of
such affiliations, where what was formerly necessary has become voluntary.

Emerging Islamist Groups

Our work resonates with a social movement theory of violent extremism
(Della Porta 1995). Yet, it does so by looking at more significant regional,
transnational, and global dynamics and their localized responses. Such a the-
oretical point of departure enables us to move beyond the notion of innate
violence and institutional failure and look instead at how violent extremism
comes into being and what it brings into being—what it does and how. Vio-
lent extremism commonly represents, in this perspective, an oppositional
order that works through and produces politics in its own right, seeking to
construct legitimacy and authority in the process (cf. Lund 2006).

From a more social scientific perspective, the conflicts researched in
our survey areas can in part be explained in generational and class terms by
a desire to challenge social status on the part of individuals who might be
called “social cadets” (Bayart 1978)." A range of scholars have raised this
point using different idioms centered around generational positions and
youth, yet all direct our attention to the social construction of forced immo-
bility and subservience within societies (cf. Vigh 2003). They illuminate the
struggle for social status and the quest for viable beings that are found at
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the lower echelons of society. Individuals who are dominated and struc-
turally disadvantaged—slaves, herdsmen, youths, migrant populations
groups, et cetera—are, in this perspective, particularly prone to being mobi-
lized into supporting revolutions and partaking in violent rebellions because
they stand most to win from dismantling the established system. It is an
aspect of disgruntlement that connects many groups examined in our work.
What sets those who take action apart from those who do not is that the for-
mer have fewer or more positively imaginable paths available. The legiti-
macy of collective violence is often rooted in the unbearable or unsustain-
able nature of the status quo.

The example of the Rimaibés, or cattle herders, can be given. In the
commune of Toéni in Burkina Faso, the interviews revealed that cattle own-
ers employed herders to guard their herds. The latter began to resent their
status as subservient herders, a position without positive prospects. They
took advantage of their positions to seize the herds entrusted to them before
joining the groups of violent entrepreneurs operating in the cross-border
arca with Mali (Gaye 2020). Interestingly, the frustration of the herders has,
furthermore, served as a reason for enlisting in jihadist groups, militant for-
mations also offering the possibility of change yet even further legitimized.
The same situation can be observed in the central region of Mali and the
Tillabéri or Diffa area of Niger (Benjaminsen and Boubacar 2009; Idrissa
and Isambourg 2020). The more militant interpretations of Islam may thus
provide both the impetus and the ideological justification for violent
extremism. Such interpretations may provide the medium through which
such imaginaries are articulated and alternative politicoreligious practices
instituted as they afford legitimacy, community, and a script for order. In
the three fieldwork countries, Islam is a widely practiced religion. In Niger
and Mali, Islam of Sufi origin (e.g., Qadiriyya, Tijaniya) has dominated the
market of religious offerings. Currently, reformist Islam, which is influ-
enced by Saudi-supported and financed Salafism, is becoming increasingly
prominent in these three countries. It is in fierce competition with the tra-
ditional beliefs within the faith, which Salafists position as being less
“pure” as a result of their accommodation of certain traditional practices
specific to the communities in question.

Within the novel Islamist movements, preaching is used to gain support
from communities, to challenge previously adopted religious practices, and
to impose a new code of life and “performance” of ingroup community
(“skipped” pants, mandatory hijab wearing for women and beards for men,
etc.). Similarly, as a singular claim to legitimacy, Islam is highjacked into
advocating direct attacks on competing, foreign, or formerly dominant sys-
tems of value. The public school of the French language is, for instance, a
target because it is considered by such groups to convey socioreligious
ideas and values defined as haram—that is, prohibited. Schools are closed,
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and teachers and traditional administrative authorities are threatened or
assassinated as transmitters of Western rather than Islamist values.

The Group for the Support of Islam and Muslims (JNIM) provides an
interesting example. It operates in the eastern region of Burkina Faso and
central Mali. It is a violent extremist organization of Salafist ideology cre-
ated on March 1, 2017, during the Malian security crisis. It was born from
the merger of Ansar Dine, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb forces, and the
Al-Mourabitoune Katiba. Its leader is Iyagh Ghali, a Malian, and the
group’s emir in the eastern region of Burkina Faso is Jaffar Dicko, a Burk-
inabe¢, brother of Malam Dicko, the first jihadist leader in the Sahel region.
The group is active in Burkina Faso, in the provinces of Gourma (Nas-
sougou and Matiacoali), and in Kompienga and Komanjoari. The armed
groups of Hamadoun Kouffa’s Katiba of Macina, allied with the JNIM, are
directly present in Mali in the communes where surveys were conducted
(Dialloubé, Tenenkou, Douentza, etc.).

Another such example of an Islamically anchored violent extremist
group is the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), a terrorist organi-
zation with a Salafist ideology that emerged on May 15, 2015, from a split
in Al-Mourabitoune caused by the allegiance of one of its commanders,
Adnane Abou Walid al-Saharaoui (killed in a French Army bombing). This
group reports its presence in Burkina Faso in the provinces of Komandjari,
Tapoa, and Yagha in the Sahel. In Mali, their presence is known in Ansongo
on the border with Niger. However, it has recently been reported that ISGS
is moving toward central Mali and is competing with (JNIM), with violent
confrontations taking place in a feud over the same religious claim to
power. Finally, the ISGS is the leading violent extremist group in Niger,
where it operates mainly in the Tillabéri region (cf. Rupesinghe and Boés
2019). All three groups manage to fuse local grievances with more signifi-
cant ideological movements, and in this way Islam becomes both a place-
holder for a broad range of complaints and concerns, a connector, and a dis-
course that lends itself to performative opposition.

Islam, or religion more generally, does not seem viable as a single
motivating force toward extremism. First, traditions vary, readings and
interpretations of scriptures differ, and minor interreligious differences
may become conflictual divides. Second, the imposition of a singular
order on a diverse field is often as repressive as the orders sought to be
replaced! Instead, such movements need to benefit from an intersection of
authority on different levels to maintain momentum. The ability of violent
entrepreneurs to create, manipulate, or interfere in local conflicts and ten-
sions varies. Still, those among them who have the opportunity to be
“embedded” locally are more likely to establish and maintain authority.
Their capacity to resonate with local grievances and social cleavages,
such as land disputes, disputes over trade rights, or transhumance, is
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needed to secure their integration into local communities. For instance, in
the Tillabéri region of Niger, most actors interviewed said that violent
extremists have support among the population: “they benefit from the
complicity of widowed women, those frustrated by bad governance, cer-
tain traditional authorities, and traders” (cf. Hassan 2020). Likewise, in
Diffa, the Boko Haram sect has support from various socioprofessional
groups (herders, fishermen, youths, traders, women, marabouts, etc.),
refugees, and internally displaced persons. It achieves this through coer-
cion (threats, terror, intimidation of the population), but also because the
dissatisfaction with the status quo is, in fact, broadly shared, the money
the group distributes and material donations it makes—such as motorcy-
cles given to young people—and the internal security it provides show-
case alternative orders that are perhaps not yet realized or considered
comparable in terms of the suffering Boko Haram produces.

However, jihadist groups not only exploit local cleavages but also work
with a strategy of actively creating them. In addition to violent attacks result-
ing in the death of men and massive displacement of populations, a tactic is to
progressively embark on territorial occupation in several regions of Burkina
Faso, notably in the Boucle du Mouhoun, the East, the Sahel, the North-Cen-
tral region, the North, and recently in the Cascades and the Hauts-Bassins.
These occupations begin, most often, with violent incursions into villages, and
sometimes they carry out targeted executions to increase the scale of the ter-
ror and push the population to flee or to collaborate. Gradually, they establish
themselves and set up a blockade on the villages or groups of villages under
their administration. This strategy can also be observed in Mali and Niger. In
these villages, it is not the laws of the republic that govern the daily life of the
population, nor local customs, but rather the laws of armed individuals.

The most emblematic cases are Mansila and several villages in the Sahel;
Madjoari in the East, Soll¢, and other communes in the northern region of
Burkina Faso; and Somadougou and Mondoro in Mali. In most of these areas
under terrorist occupation, the population is subject to sharia law. Men must
wear beards and short pants, while women must wear veils. French language
education is replaced by preaching and or Koranic teaching. The sale of alco-
holic beverages and music is prohibited. In short, the armed groups have
imposed new modes of social regulation on the population, which has no
choice but to suffer or flee. In some communes, local authorities have decided
to negotiate with them to avoid attacks. This is sometimes an initiative of local
elected officials and religious or customary leaders. In the Mopti region of
Mali, for example, local communities (Djénné, Somadougou, Safourlaye,
etc.), including Fulani and hunters, have signed peace agreements in several
communes, thereby agreeing to cease all hostility toward each other.

The actions of violent extremist and particularly jihadist groups such as
the JNIM and ISGS have promoted a radical change in community life in
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their preferred territories. From Diffa to Tillabéri in Niger, from Kongoussi in
Burkina Faso to Dialloubé in Mali, the presence of these groups has weak-
ened the state presence in terms of delivery of essential social services. This
greatly affects already marginal communities. For example, the transhumant
cross-border herders of the region are forced to remain in set areas even when
there is a fodder and water deficit, the triggers that would typically make
them move their herds. Markets are no longer lively along the borders.
Access to schools, water points, and health centers is becoming problematic,
and schoolteachers are threatened with death or sometimes killed. Thus, the
attacks clarify the weakness of the state. Unless the insurgent movements
promptly provide social services and security, they very quickly risk being
identified as the cause of rather than the alleviation of suffering.

The complex strategies of providing better opportunities, dividing com-
munities, and inciting unrest can be seen in central Mali and the areas of
Burkina Faso where our surveys were conducted. Violent extremist groups
take advantage of the lack of job opportunities and training for young people
as well as local dissatisfaction with government services such as water and
forestry management in central Mali, and the suspicions of corruption and
slow administrative processes as well as the state’s counterterrorism efforts in
Burkina Faso. Land conflicts, exacerbated by climate change, which are
numerous in local communities, feed the breeding ground. “To be honest,
these are the same Fulani who were with us here,” an interlocutor told us
when he was describing who mobilized into such groups. He continued:

The same people with whom we formed a family, the same people who
were guarding our cattle, disappeared with the cattle. They came to see me
personally with the following message: “We cannot be considered herders
and find ourselves guarding your cattle; your cattle should be our property
because you are farmers, and we are herders.”

The Fula here were considered our employees because they keep
our animals, and in addition, they do not cultivate. Logic would dictate
that instead of being farmers, they own animals. However, the reality is
quite different; not only do they not cultivate and therefore depend on
what they produce, but they also do not own the animals they keep. In
other words, they have nothing. This frustration has led many to become
involved in terrorism.?

Self-Defense Groups

Terrorist attacks have, as such, been directed at destroying the state, public
services, and alliances by targeting their symbols or leaders. This has been
observed in all three countries of fieldwork. Several local elected officials
have been assassinated or have only barely escaped the ambushes of armed
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terrorist groups. In all regions under the influence of violent extremist
groups, the local administration—both deconcentrated and decentralized
(prefectures, town halls, schools, health centers, police stations and gen-
darmerie brigades, water, and forestry posts, etc.)—have practically ceased
to exist. The various technical services are closed. Local elected officials
and municipal or deconcentrated service agents have had to withdraw to the
provincial or regional capitals. In the northern region of Burkina Faso, for
example, more than fifteen mayors have taken refuge in the regional coun-
cil, where they occupy an office with their agents—a telling sign of the state
virtually disappearing from several communes in the Boucle du Mouhoun,
East, Center-North, North, and Sahel regions.? In addition, armed terrorist
groups seem to focus on undermining all local legitimacy that could help
build community resilience by carrying out targeted assassinations. These
include the assassinations of the Chief of the Land of Yirgou (also a munic-
ipal councilor and moral supporter of the Koglweogo in his zone) and mem-
bers of his family (January 1, 2019) and Sheikh Werem Issoufi of Arbinda
(March 31, 2019). In the East, local imams were coldly executed, an atroc-
ity followed by attacks on Catholic and Protestant churches in the Sahel (Sil-
gadji, April 28, 2019), Center-North (Dablo, May 12, 2019), and North
(Toulfé, May 27, 2019) regions.

This targeting of religious and customary practices and actors pits com-
munities against each other. It provokes clashes and lasting disruption of
social cohesion and peaceful cohabitation between ethnic groups that have
traditionally lived in relative harmony. In some cases, terrorist attacks have
indeed provoked monstrous reprisals. Examples include the intercommu-
nity clashes in Yirgou, where dozens of people were killed (49 according to
the government; more than 200 victims, according to the collective against
impunity and the stigmatization of communities, which was formed after
the Yirgou tragedy), and in Arbinda, where about sixty people were killed.
Although religious communities have shown relative resilience in the face
of this attempted opposition by terrorist groups, the fact remains that terror
has invaded several regions and villages. There has been a gradual shift
from spectacular attacks with high media profiles to acts of intimidation
and mass exactions that force people to flee their villages to urban centers
or to areas that were seen as less exposed.

However, given the poor security situation in areas under the influence
of terrorist groups, East, North-Central, North, and Boucle du Mouhoun in
Burkina Faso, for example, communities have organized to ensure their
protection by creating self-defense groups. In some regions, notably in the
far west of Burkina Faso, secret societies (such as the Dozos) have armed
and organized, which only generates additional groups of violent entrepre-
neurs. Here, recruitment is often voluntary or by initiation and driven by a
commitment to defend their land, their communities, and their property.
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Furthermore, such groups may be seen as a response to the targeting of tra-
ditional authorities, such as customary chiefs, imams, priests, and village
chiefs, by violent extremist groups, who consider these to be supporters of
the state they are fighting against.

Yet, the nature of such attacks varies. In Diffa, Boko Haram infiltrated
customary authorities through money or parental affinity. In the region of
Tillabéri, dozens of village chiefs have been forced to flee with their fam-
ily members to avoid being killed. Local elected officials in Burkina Faso
were forced to hold municipal council meetings in their place of refuge.
The Islamist groups in the region have thus shattered traditional or modern
state structures of power and provision. As an interlocutor described, he had
never “personally” been “threatened”:

But in some communes, some village chiefs have been threatened, such as
in the commune of Bourra or the commune of Fafa. Just recently, the vil-
lage chief of Monsonga received threats from an armed group; to guaran-
tee his safety, his children took him to Bamako, but the rest of the family
remained in Monsonga.

As both traditional authority and the presence of the state are increas-
ingly limited, the defense and security forces have, in places, bolstered the
state’s mission to fight terrorism. In central Mali, prefects, sub-prefects, and
magistrates have been almost totally absent until recently when the state
claimed “an increase in the power of the FAMA [Malian Armed Forces].”
Yet, at times, such security forces themselves become semidetached in their
attempt to counter jihadist groups, and parts of them continue to convert the
organized force at their disposal to gain alternative systems of resource and
power distribution. The development of such relatively rogue security forces
concurs with other groups seeking to reinstate weakened sociopolitical
orders and groups that arise as self-defense groups, for example, in opposi-
tion to other violent extremists. Whereas extremist groups seek to unsettle
existing orders and impose new ones, the defense and security forces seek to
restore, reinstate, or preserve the order that formerly served as the guaran-
tor of their lot. The primary objective of self-defense groups is, more specif-
ically, to protect the communities that have created or mandated them.

Such groups highlight the fact that violent extremism is not merely an
Islamist issue. Extremists can be found in all the outer regions of political
orientations. Furthermore, extremists are not just interned and imprisoned
but also emerge from such processes in a response to punishment inter-
preted as persecution. In other words, looking at the Sahel, it seems clear
that oppression and persecution, despite it being counterterroristic and
regardless of who is perpetrating these strategies, may lead to extremist
responses. State repression and corruption led to the onset of jihadist
violence in the Sahel, causing the process of escalation—a circuitous
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dynamic—where Islamist violence leads to a reaction in the shape of coun-
terterrorism and what we may call counterextremism—a violent extremist
feedback loop.

Militias and self-defense groups have, for this reason, become numer-
ous in central Mali. Working under names such as GATIA, Dozo Hunters,
Dana Ambasagou, Coupeurs de Route, and Foirail Robbers, these groups
are varied in terms of ethnicity, religion, and livelihood—just as their
defined enemies and political aims may vary—yet they connect in seeking
to protect their community or livelihood (for example, Bambara, Bozo, and
Bella). In the three countries under scrutiny, such informal defense forces
are usually made up of police, gendarmes, and military personnel and fight-
ers associated with them. They meet the criterion of violent extremism
insofar as their counterterrorism strategy seeks to restore order, yet this is
done brutally and often with disregard for the rule of law. In pursuing this
agenda, such groups sometimes become implicated in atrocities similar to
those of the groups they resort to perpetration and coercion against. Self-
defense group dynamics become even more apparent when we briefly
describe some examples of the forces involved.

The Rougas

The National Union of Rougas, created in 2012, based in Fada N’gourma in
eastern Burkina, is a group primarily made up of Fulani, but there are also
Mossis and Gourmantchés. Traditionally, the Rougas were representatives
of Fulani herdsmen present in all three of our field sites. This group of
“herdsmen,” responsible for representing all herders in the area, are mainly
present in the East, North, Center-North, and Sahel parts of Burkina Faso.
They formed an interesting group in terms of violent extremism because
they turned into a defense force in reaction to the disruptive developments
that came to impact their lives and livelihoods. Their mission currently con-
sists of preventing and settling conflicts and ensuring good conditions for
pastoral practices in their competence areas.

The Rougas are divided into four main groups: the rougas themselves,
who are chiefs; the dogoréh; the warssgho; and the larméh. The larmeh
constitute the female part of the rougas, the dogoréh are constantly with the
rougas, and the warsgoh guard the herds during transhumance. Tradition-
ally, they were called to action in the event of cattle theft and relied on
information networks throughout the country to apprehend the alleged thief
or thieves. Elected by a college of wise men, according to a certain num-
ber of criteria—the main one being that he or she has never been found
guilty of theft—the rougas do not impose fines on suspected thieves or pos-
sess weapons. However, within a context of growing insecurity, in which
they have become targeted by terrorist groups as well as defense and secu-
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rity forces, their organization has changed, and parts of the group have
become militarized. Some have migrated to the cities for fear of being
killed; others formed an intelligence network for the defense and security
forces, with whom they collaborate to inform about the movements of ter-
rorists; and others have evolved into a militant defense force set to protect
and reinstall their tradition livelihoods and ways of life (Bisson et al. 2021).

The Koglweogos and Donzo Hunters

The Koglweogo, a Mooré term meaning “guardians of the forest,” were
established in the 1990s with a mission to protect the environment and agri-
cultural property, and the traditional livelihoods associated with them.*
Today, they are present throughout the country, except in the west of Burk-
ina Faso and the Cascades. Their members are called on to intervene in
cases of theft or looting. They are made up of mainly farmers and herders
but also former thieves who have repented and decided to side with the
general population. Each zone in the area has a Koglweogos leader. The
Koglweogos were formerly armed with traditional hunting rifles, but they
now have weapons of war to deal with terrorist attacks. The Koglweogos
have set up a court where they judge alleged thieves and wrongdoers.

In 2015, faced with the resurgence of organized crime and terrorist
attacks in some areas of the country, they changed not only their mission
but also their name. Rather than protectors of ecological niches and liveli-
hoods, they became a militia, or self-defense group, that mobilized to com-
pensate for the lack of manpower in the defense and security forces. Con-
sequently, since the beginning of terrorist attacks in eastern Burkina, the
Koglweogos have become targets of armed groups, and being unable to deal
with the sophisticated weapons of the terrorists, many Koglweogos have
fled to larger towns to escape the killings. However, according to testi-
monies, some Koglweogos with sophisticated weapons are now at the fore-
front of the fight against terrorism under another name: the VDP, or Volun-
teers for the Defense of the Homeland.

Volunteers for the Defense of the Homeland

The VDP were established by a bill on December 26, 2019, signed into law
on January 21, 2020. Recruited volunteers receive fourteen days of military
training and sign a contract with the state. They are hired for one year on a
renewable contract, with a maximum of five years of legal duration. Vol-
unteers are recruited in villages that are burdened by jihadist aggression
and supervised by the defense and security forces. The VDP intervenes
alongside the Burkinab¢ army for surveillance, information, and protection
missions. They act as guides and trackers and are often engaged in combat.
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Organized around a local leader and divided into distinct groups—namely,
intelligence groups and combat groups—they monitor the movements of
people in the territory and identify incoming “foreigners.” In the event of a
terrorist attack, they are generally on the front line, and the defense and
security forces are alerted afterward.

The defense and security forces in Burkina Faso do not always respond
to terrorist attacks. This was the case in the terrorist attack in Solhan on
June 5, 2021, which resulted in the death of more than 130 civilians. The
defense and security forces that were alerted were unable to come to the
rescue of the volunteers and civilians, highlighting the need for the VDP to
remain vigilant and ready to defend their community. The VDP has repelled
terrorist attacks in certain localities, such as Koaré, located a few kilome-
ters from the city of Fada N’gourma. Yet, the Volunteers for the Defense of
the Homeland are not merely reactive and have carried out military actions
in the eastern region. Areas once under siege by jihadist groups have been
liberated by the VDP, as in the case of Mouroudeni, located five kilome-
ters from Tanwalbougou in the department of Fada N’gourma. National
opinion in Burkina Faso is divided over the establishment of the VDP.
Although part of the population supported their creation, large parts
opposed it because of the likelihood of perpetration of violence by the vol-
unteers, instances of which have indeed been reported.

Diverse Extremism in the Sahel

It is essential to underline that all the described militant groups operate
within an arena that goes beyond the traditional delineation of state. Some
operate locally, others are regionally anchored, and still others are squarely
focused on protecting groups or factions within the state rather than the
population at large. Yet, despite these differences, we argue that three types
of violent extremist groups exist in the Sahel: (1) state security forces, (2)
Islamist groups, and (3) self-defense groups, and they share several traits
despite their many differences. All three types of militant formations can
concurrently be found in the Sahel, and all recourse to or use violence and
coercion—in opposition, as resistance, or in relation to attaining an alter-
native societal or religious order. The simultaneous presence of these dif-
ferent forces in the region means that the populations of conflict-affected
arecas are often trapped by confrontations of state security forces, jihadist
groups, and self-defense forces. Burkina Faso currently has more than one
million internally displaced persons.’ The massive displacement of people
in the Tillabéri region has prompted the Nigerien government to strengthen
security in the region and to encourage people to return to their homeland.
The number of displaced persons from the Mopti area to Bamako is also
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significant. One of the major challenges linked to these massive population
displacements remains the reconstitution of living together in a post-con-
flict period. Yet, once again, we see violent extremist groups capitalize on
social cleavages and grievances to recruit to their cause.

The recruitment methods of extremist groups vary according to the
group’s nature—that is, state security, jihadist, or self-defense—but most
entice new members by offering promises of order and social possibilities
and self-worth, which is otherwise missing in people’s lives. In addition to
religious discourse, terrorist groups use promises of increased status and
autonomy to recruit from the communities under their influence. This is the
case, for example, for the Fulani who herd the animals of other ethnic
groups in several of the regions concerned. In exchange for joining the ranks
of a group, such herders are pushed to break ties with their patrons to
become owners of the herds under their care. Caste systems are also
denounced as an injustice as a way to mobilize the youths of ethnic groups
that are dominated by such social hierarchies. Although the groups in ques-
tion may have different beliefs and ideological attunements, they share a
modus operandi of taking advantage of social injustices in crisis situations.
To further convert poverty-stricken youths to their cause, they offer security,
mobility, goods, capital, and status—motorcycles, sums of money, and hope
for a better life. The deterioration of the security situation and the multiple
and protracted crises (community, land, local governance, climate change,
etc.) that the conflicts have exacerbated make youths particularly vulnerable
and leave them at risk of being exploited by violent extremists. As such,
armed terrorist groups (ATGs), as they are called in Niger, most often use
strategies based on social, cultural, political, and economic offerings and
inclusion to penetrate communities and convince people to join them.

Conclusion

The changes underway in the Sahelian region are unprecedented in terms
of the destabilization of state, social structures, and community relations.
The actions of violent extremist groups not only challenge territorial
security and the institutional foundations of states and political structures
but also breed and feed the fragility of the latter and amplify it as they
encourage populations to reject the status quo. Violent extremism is
defined by its use of force and coercion. It resorts to collective violence
to unsettle, dismantle, or overturn political orders and institutionalize new
ones. However, this chapter, seeking insights beyond that, highlights that
the insecurity induced is only the visible face of deeper grievances and
aims whose contours and consequences must be analyzed from a short-,
medium- and long-term perspective.
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What and how the situation will change from here is difficult to predict
and prejudge. However, while there is ample uncertainty about whether the
destabilization capacities of violent extremism, the capacities of state struc-
tures, and the resilience of communities to safeguard relations of peace and
bearable coexistence will be reduced or reinforced, the potential for dis-
ruption prevails. Violent extremism in the Sahel currently induces local and
regional disorder while violent extremists gain support as purveyors of
order and from global positions proclaiming to supply it. The Sahel is a
region caught in a flux that transcends local feuds and national dissidence
and that is reinforced or attenuated by geopolitical concerns beyond local
actors’ control.

Notes

1. Writings, including those of Georges Balandier, Claude Meillassoux, and
Bayart, have referred to “social cadets” as the set of dominated social categories
(youths and women) as opposed to their “social elders,” who have authority
linked to their age, their position in the lineage, and the possession of symbolic
and material resources.

2. Interviews with Toéni, Burkina Faso, September 2020.

3. Nevertheless, there is a clear desire on the part of the state to reclaim areas
that are beyond its control. This is notable in the Malian and Burkinabe cases in
recent months.

4. Moor¢ is Burkina Faso’s main national language.

5. Recently, armed jihadist groups in Burkina Faso have given ultimatums to
evacuate people from specific sites. Some explain that these evacuation ultimatums
aim to control mining sites, pressure the state, and the like.



Measuring Social Cohesion
and Resilience

Ulf Engel

The aim of the Preventing Violent Extremism in the Balkans and
the MENA (PREVEX) research network is to “contribute to more effective
policies that prevent violent extremism through strengthening societal
resilience.”! The intellectual puzzle the project addresses is why violent
extremism (VE) does not occur in places that would otherwise be con-
ducive to its flourishing. These enabling environments include the existence
of past grievances, detrimental economic conditions, the lack of options for
better livelihoods resulting from unemployment, young median ages, and
other structural conditions favorable to the rise of VE (see Chapter 2, this
volume). The research interest is why, under these conditions, individuals
and groups show resilience toward violent extremist ideologies. The empir-
ical findings from our collaborative research (see, for instance, Mishkova et
al. 2021; Beas et al. 2021; Skare et al. 2021a, 2021b; Ben-Nun and Engel
2022a, 4) indicate that “resilience towards VE concerns the relationship
between stable and socially credible governance structures that provide
long-term betterment of economic conditions, which builds upon strong
politico-religious legitimacy of government.”

Some scholars and international organizations use the terms resilience
and social cohesion almost interchangeably (see World Bank 2022), but
most treat social cohesion as a precondition, or a necessary component, for
building resilient collectives and institutions. In general, resilience, first, is
discussed regarding individuals, groups of people, companies, or societies
and, second, about very different phenomena—including climate change,
drought, famine, technological change, psychological trauma, urban
change, or violent conflict (see, for instance, the literature reviews by
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Bhamra, Dani, and Burnard 2011; Martin-Breen and Anderies 2011; Bar-
rett et al. 2020).3

This chapter aims first to contribute to the question of whether it is
possible to define the concept of social cohesion so that it works across
world regions and can be applied to very different empirical cases. Second,
I discuss whether it is possible to measure social cohesion comparatively
across world regions without falling into the trap of conceptual Eurocen-
trism (on the notion, see Amin 1988; Blaut 2000; Hobson 2012). If this is
feasible, then deeper insights into social cohesion’s emergence, mainte-
nance, and contestation across historically and culturally distinct world
regions might be possible.

It is almost impossible to do justice to the wealth of literature on social
cohesion that academics, think tanks, and international organizations have
published. Therefore, this chapter broadly discusses four key initiatives that
implement social cohesion for “development” and “peacebuilding” inter-
ventions. The first project reviewed is Social Cohesion and Reconciliation
(SCORE), which has been developed since 2009 through a partnership
between the United Nations Development Programme’s Action for Cooper-
ation and Trust (UNDP ACT) and the Brussels-based Centre for Sustainable
Peace and Democratic Development (SeeD); funding comes from the US
Agency for International Development (USAID). Second, in 2012, the Ber-
telsmann Stiftung, an independent foundation established in 1977 and based
in Giitersloh, Germany, began the development of the Social Cohesion
Radar. Third, around the same time, the UNDP started to develop a concep-
tual framework for social cohesion (Lefko-Everett 2017). Fourth, the Ger-
man Development Institute in 2020 established a research focus on social
cohesion for the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (BMZ) and developed an indicator system for Sub-Saharan
Africa.* Of course, there have been numerous other attempts to operational-
ize an idea of social cohesion, but they have been less sustainable, less
sophisticated, or less well-documented.®

This chapter is organized as follows: In the second section, a brief
overview of the central dynamics in the debate on social cohesion is given.
The third section discusses different definitions of social cohesion, as pro-
vided by the aforementioned four initiatives. The fourth section examines
their attempts to measure and compare social cohesion across different
societies. Particular attention is paid to how conceptual Eurocentrism is dis-
cussed, if at all. In the fifth section, the observations on definition and
measurement are taken up again from a perspective of postcolonial reason-
ing. This includes a brief discussion of other proposals on how best to build
social cohesion indices (SCls). The examples are from African cases
(Rwanda, South Africa, and Kenya). The implicit hope is that at least some
offer an epistemology inspired by experiences and concepts different from
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those of the (nongeographical but epistemologically defined) Global North.
A conclusion follows this.

Social Cohesion in Academic Debate

Social cohesion has been discussed in the humanities and social sciences
for many years.® There seems to be a general understanding that social
cohesion “makes communities and states more resilient in the face of crises
and facilitates change processes that benefit everyone” (Leininger et al.
2021, 1). It is the “glue that holds societies together and is connected to
numerous positive social outcomes” (Moustakas 2022, 1). In international
peacebuilding and conflict prevention, it is regarded as a critical concept
(see United Nations and World Bank 2018). Often, authors place their con-
cepts intellectually in a historical line with European sociologists such as
Ferdinand Tonnies (1885-1936), D. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), and, to
a lesser extent, Georg Simmel (1858-1918) and Max Weber (1864-1920).
Looking at the academic debate that developed in the late nineteenth and
carly twentieth centuries, Hooghe (2011) identifies a distinctly European
and a North American approach. The former stresses how social exclusion,
inequalities, and marginalization undermine social cohesion and how the
state must play a role in mitigating these dynamics, whereas the latter high-
lights the importance of individual behavior and beliefs (see also Langer et
al. 2011, 323f.). The term is used in descriptive, normative, prescriptive,
and analytical ways.

Based on a bibliometric analysis of 5,027 journal articles listed in the
Web of Science (WoS), Moustakas (2022, 4) shows that “there has been a
substantial growth in publications since 1994, with over 55% of publica-
tions originating between 2016-2020 alone.”” The list of the twenty “most
prolific countries and institutional affiliations regarding social cohesion-
related research” is dominated by the United States (20.02 percent) and the
United Kingdom (14.81 percent). The highest-scoring non-Western coun-
tries among the top twenty are South Africa (2.92 percent) and China (2.27
percent) (5). Following the WoS categories, Moustakas identifies public
occupational, environmental health, sociology, environmental studies, edu-
cational research, and interdisciplinary social sciences as the most relevant
disciplines where the concept is used most widely, “together accounting for
just over 40% of all research” (7). Moustakas furthermore identifies three
dominant research clusters within this body of research. The first is explor-
ing “how social and structural factors, such as inequality, economic devel-
opment, or education, impact social cohesion at the city, national, or
regional level”; a part of this cluster discusses “how education can mediate
social cohesion in different contexts” (see also Burchi and Zapata-Roman
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2022). The second cluster interrogates “how identity or diversity, be it eth-
nic, religious, or class level, mediates social cohesion or its specific dimen-
sions, such as social relations, civic participation, or trust.” The third clus-
ter highlights “how (perceived) social cohesion in neighborhoods or other
geographic settings impact various measures of health, quality of life, and
wellbeing” (Moustakas 2022, 12—13). These findings emphasize the vague
nature of the term social cohesion and its use in response to very different
empirical situations, predominantly in contexts in the Global North.

Closer to the research agenda of this collaborative effort (see Beods,
Osland, and Erstad 2019, 7f.), in the literature on the “de-radicalization”
of violent extremists and terrorists (on the concept, Ashour 2009; Rabasa et
al. 2010), one can also find traces of the term social cohesion (see, for
instance, COAR 2022; Mercy Corps 2022a). This literature is written from
a social engineering perspective to programming conflict interventions by
actors based, or trained, in the Global North (for an overview, see Grip and
Kotajoki 2019).

Defining Social Cohesion

Attempts by academics, think tanks, and international organizations to
define social cohesion overlap and intersect. An element of intertextuality
has yet to be uncovered more systematically (and bibliometric analysis
would be an exciting tool to do so). In the policy realm, the concept of
social cohesion rose to prominence more than twenty years ago: in 1998,
the Canadian government established a Social Cohesion Network; in 2004,
the European Council adopted a Social Cohesion Strategy; in 2005, the
government of New Zealand adopted a Social Cohesion Framework; in
2011, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
drafted a social cohesion policy to close the widening gap between
economies of the Global North and the Global South, to name but a few.?
To illustrate the variety in the debate, two examples from international
organizations should suffice. Introducing the Social Cohesion Policy
Reviews tool, the OECD formulated its concept directly referencing
Durkheim’s “The Division of Labor in Society” (the French sociologist’s
doctoral dissertation, 1893). Accordingly, a society is “‘cohesive’ if it works
toward the well-being of all its members, fights exclusion and marginaliza-
tion, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members the
opportunity of upward social mobility” (OECD 2011, 51). Social cohesion
was imagined as a triangle comprising social inclusion, social capital, and
social mobility (54).° A decade later, UNDP published a note on social cohe-
sion approaches’ conceptual framing and programming implications. It
stated that social cohesion “is the extent of trust in government and within
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society and the willingness to participate collectively toward a shared vision
of sustainable peace and common development goals” (UNDP 2020, 16).°
This ambiguity on the meaning and scope of social cohesion is characteris-
tic of much of the debate in think tanks and academia.

To come to the four institutions analyzed in more detail in this chap-
ter, SCORE is focusing on four dimensions whose absence would under-
mine social cohesion: governance and human security; intergroup relations
and identity formation; psychosocial functioning and community bonding;
and civic attitudes and behaviors (SeeD 2018, 2022a; see SCORE 2022). It
aims at supporting what is labeled “resilient social cohesion.” On its web-
site, SeeD reflects on the “sharing and transferring [of] knowledge, ensur-
ing national experts can use evidence-based strategies to design commu-
nity-level peacebuilding and conflict prevention projects and approaches”
(SeeD 2022b). Therefore, part of SeeD’s methodology lies in establishing
national reflection groups. The principle of “inclusive national ownership”
has an epistemological dimension and can be a way to avoid the simple
transfer of Eurocentric concepts. Still, it is not in itself a guarantee. How-
ever, in identifying the lack of evidence-based research as a challenge, that
is, the “unvalidated theories of change based on expert assumptions, intu-
ition and habitual practices without robust contextual adaptation” (e.g., the
use of liberal peace theories could be an example of unquestioned transfer-
ence of Western concepts), SCORE shows some awareness of a few pitfalls
associated with the use of Western ideas.

A rather influential definition of social cohesion has been provided by
the Bertelsmann Foundation in its Social Cohesion Radar (SCR), initially
as a reaction to a growing sense of fragmentation within Western soci-
eties.!! Social cohesion, the foundation argues, “is generally agreed to be
valuable in and of itself—as the manifestation of an intact society, marked
by solidarity and helpfulness, and by a kind of team spirit” (Bertelsmann
Stiftung 2013, 8). Explicitly, Bertelsmann’s researchers relate to Durkheim
(1897) and Tonnies (1887). Sensing some form of consensus in the research
community, Bertelsmann defines three domains: a “cohesive society is
characterized by resilient social relations, a positive emotional connected-
ness between its members and the community and a pronounced focus on
the common good” (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2013, 13). Deliberately, this def-
inition excludes “material wealth, social inequality and well-being” (14).
Interestingly, the UNDP—which will be reviewed shortly—has criticized
the Bertelsmann approach precisely on this ground: if you discuss social
cohesion or the lack thereof in, for instance, South Africa, “omitting wealth
and quality-of-life measures would create an incomplete picture of the state
of society” (Lefko-Everett 2017, 23)

Furthermore, the Bertelsmann concept does not rely on the assumption
of homogenous values (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2013, 15), but this is not
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because of cultural relativism. Instead, the opposite holds: with Durkheim,
the notion of “organic solidarity” (“which is rooted in diversity and mutual
interdependence”) and the imagination of European modernity without the
need for homogeneity in Western societies is reintroduced (15). The first
Bertelsmann Study focused on thirty-four Western countries (see also
Dragolov et al. 2016). Case selection, first and foremost, was justified by
the fact that these countries “are at a similar stage in their social, political,
and economic development” (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2013, 18). The refer-
ence to “stages” of “development” indicates a slightly outdated, heavily
Eurocentric understanding of history. Not too surprisingly, Bertelsmann
finds a strong correlation between high GDP and strong social cohesion
(41); likewise, higher levels of income inequality are associated with
weaker social cohesion (42). Reviewing this approach five years later, Ber-
telsmann concludes “that modernization and social cohesion are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Successful modernization bolsters social cohesion. When
modernization works, societies hold more strongly together” (Bertelsmann
Stiftung 2018, 18). On the basis of identification of different “social cohe-
sion regimes” (a Nordic one, one from an English-speaking country, etc.),
it is concluded that there is not a single path to cohesion but many different
options (see Dragolov et al. 2016, 51ff.). The centrality of “modernization”
(and modernity) reflects a specific Western knowledge order in which other
world regions are assigned their place.

An opportunity for postcolonial reflexivity arose five years later, when
Bertelsmann conducted a similar exercise in Asian countries (Bertelsmann
Stiftung 2018). The question was solved by interpreting “the complexity of
the economic, social, and political transformation processes that almost all
Asian societies have been undergoing” as just another form of “social mod-
ernization” (20). Extending its methodology to non-Western world regions
hasn’t raised any conceptual problems for Bertelsmann; the opportunity to
engage with indigenous thinking and longstanding traditions about social
cohesion in India, China, South Korea, Japan, and other regions was lost.

UNDP, the third primary social cohesion tool scrutinized here, also
refers to Durkheim and Tonnies but comes up with a slightly different tax-
onomy.'? Stressing the commonalities, rather than the differences in debate,
UNDP argues that social cohesion is “a key element of stability and peace”
(Lefko-Everett 2017, 12). It avoids spelling out a clear-cut definition
(though it suggests that social cohesion is somehow related to social capi-
tal and reflects upon how social cohesion can be achieved). The UNDP pro-
posal for operationalizing social cohesion is reflective to the point that it
concludes from the diversity of the African continent in terms of “history,
culture, language, governance systems, economic conditions, and human
development status” that “without additional supplementary research,”
existing social cohesion indicators and measures “will be unable to capture
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[the continent’s] complexity and diversity” (9). However, this additional
research was not undertaken.

In academic debate, it is generally acknowledged that “while there is
a common sense across the literature that social cohesion is a key trait of
any society, its definition varies in different disciplines and socio-cultural
contexts” (Leininger et al. 2021, 1). As Schiefer and van der Noll (2017,
587) demonstrate, many definitions of social cohesion cut across various
epistemological lines. However, in their review of the literature, they also
identify some common ground, materializing in six core dimensions:
“social relations, identification, orientation towards the common good,
shared values, equality/inequality, and subjective/objective quality of life”
(595). Close to the Bertelsmann Stiftung, Schiefer and van der Noll frame
three essential features of social cohesion: “(1) the quality of social rela-
tions (including social networks, trust, acceptance of diversity, and partic-
ipation), (2) identification with the social entity, and (3) orientation
towards the common good (sense of responsibility, solidarity, compliance
to social order)” (595).

Explicitly based on Schiefer and van der Noll’s literature overview, the
German Development Institute has coined the following lean definition:
“Social cohesion refers to the vertical and horizontal relations among mem-
bers of society and the state that hold society together. Social cohesion is
characterized by attitudes and behavioral manifestations that include trust,
an inclusive identity, and cooperation for the common good.” Horizontal
refers to “the relationship between individuals/groups within a society,” and
vertical refers to “the relationship between individuals/groups and the
state/other public institutions” (Leininger et al. 2021, 3). The institute
traces the concept’s roots back to Durkheim (and a touch of Weber). As in
most examples discussed here, there is no serious attempt at an intellectual
archacology of the term. Underlying the whole concept is a universalism
the authors are usually unaware of: “The concept of social cohesion pre-
sented here is universally applicable. We demonstrate how to apply and
operationalize it in Africa” (10).

In the collaborative research that led to this edited volume, many
important observations have been made on the nexus between resilience
and social cohesion. Regarding the Balkans, social cohesion has been dis-
cussed in the context of civic values around the dominant form of the
Hanafi school of thought of Sunni Islam (Mishkova et al. 2021, 72-76).13
Accordingly, “social cohesion refers to the extent of connectedness between
individuals and institutions, as well as the homogeneity in society” (72).
Social cohesion is also associated with “neighborliness” (75). In North
Africa, the Sahel, and the Middle East, social cohesion is associated with
peace (Bgas et al. 2021, 70; Skare et al. 2021a, 34). Analyzing EU practices
to prevent and counter violent extremism (P/CVE) in the Maghreb and the
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Sahel, Raineri et al. (2020) identify a social cohesion narrative underpin-
ning these interventions, particularly in Tunisia and Mali. This narrative,
the second most prominent out of a cluster of five narratives, “builds on the
idea that existing conflicts fuel violent extremism and that individuals at
risk often belong to a specific community (defined by religion, age, social
status, ethnicity, etc.). The aim of P/CVE is then to reinforce the overall
cohesion of the society, including through peacebuilding and development
initiatives, and to have fragile communities acting as gatekeepers against
extremism” (3). This research also identified the need to address the chal-
lenges of cross-regional and cross-cultural comparison systematically.

In the past decade, a consensus has emerged among academics, think
tanks, and international organizations mainly situated in the Global North
to define social cohesion based on a few interrelated domains. If and when
attempts have been made to search for a theoretical grounding, reference is
to a constructed tradition of European sociology (in this ancestral gallery,
one will then find Durkheim, Ténnies, Simmel, and Weber). However, the
representatives of this tradition are only sparsely quoted in the original.
Other than Western philosophical or sociological sources of knowledge
production, they are hardly acknowledged. Thus, thinking about social
cohesion quickly tends to become a universalized Western enterprise.
What does this finding mean for discussing how social cohesion can be
measured and compared?

Measuring Social Cohesion

Schiefer and van der Noll (2016) relate the discussion on the standardization
of measurement to the purpose of comparison. They argue that “a society’s
level of social cohesion can only be properly evaluated when it is possible to
compare social cohesion across countries.” A comprehensive measurement
of social cohesion should, therefore, span across time and an adequate set of
societies. However, at the same time, they are also skeptical about the lim-
its of comparison when they state: “A possible comparison can be OECD, or
EU countries, or countries within continents. Comparing Germany to, for
example, India or a central African country is difficult” (595). Why?

The challenges of interregional and intercultural comparison have been
extensively discussed (see, for instance, Chabal and Daloz 2005; Middell
2021). Predominantly, concepts of comparison are based on the historical
experience of the Global North; the analytical categories derived from this
are deeply embedded in a very dominant knowledge order. Yet, the com-
parison makes little sense and leads to distorted results if the concepts are
not neutral, have normative weight, and represent only a Western world-
view (“the state,” “development,” “market,” “civil society,” “secularity,”

2 2
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etc.). Therefore, the following section also explores if and how the aca-
demics, think tanks, and international organizations that define and meas-
ure social cohesion are reflecting on what has been called the “cognitive
empire” (see Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2020), that is, the asymmetries in knowledge
orders, the continued dominance of Western thought, and its power effects
(also see Inusah 2022).

In the following, the four abovementioned analytical instruments on
social cohesion are briefly discussed (for an excellent systematic overview
of an even more significant number of tools, see Lefko-Everett 2017, 51—
53). First, SCORE was developed as a tool “to diagnose the root causes of
conflict and predict which peacebuilding measures would most likely bring
about positive conflict transformation outcomes” (SeeD 2022b). It is active
in sixteen countries across the world."* SCORE constructs case-specific
composite indices that are based on nationwide household surveys devel-
oped in bottom-up consultative processes and that operate within the
boundaries of a “content framework.” The latter focuses on four dimensions
of “societal functioning”: (1) governance and human security; (2) inter-
group relations and identity formation; (3) psychosocial functioning and
community bonding; and (4) civic attitudes and behaviors. Depending on
the country and index iteration, the SCORE index uses different variables.
These are shown in “heatmaps,” which also illustrate regional differences.
For Ukraine, for instance, the 2017 SCORE index is based on a combina-
tion of measurements of trust, identity/feeling of belonging, participation,
equality/inequality, orientation toward the common good, solidarity, shared
values, cooperation, tolerance, connectedness, and other (life skills, civic
attitudes, psychosocial assets). For South Sudan, for instance, social cohe-
sion is measured against six primary indicators: intergenerational cohesion,
peaceful citizenship, intergroup harmony with outgroups, community coop-
eration, inclusive civic identity, and readiness for violence.

Second, on the basis of three domains—social relations, connectedness,
and common good—the Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Social Cohesion Radar
assigns three empirical indicators to each of the domains: Social relations
represent the networks and interactions between individuals and groups
within a community, trust in others, and acceptance of diversity. Connect-
edness captures the degree to which people identify with the community,
their trust in society’s institutions, and whether they believe that social con-
ditions are just. Finally, the common good describes actions and attitudes
manifesting people’s willingness to take responsibility for others and the
community. These include solidarity and helpfulness, the recognition of
social rules, and participation in society and political life (see Walkenhorst
2018, 2; Bertelsmann Stiftung 2013, 14). The sources used are cross-sec-
tional data from representative comparative surveys, data from international
institutions, and expert opinions.
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Third, UNDP (i.e., Lefko-Everett 2017) introduces a variety of social
cohesion measurements, also making a distinction between those developed
outside Africa and those developed on the continent (discussed later). It
stresses the strengths and limitations of each of these proposals. Yet this is
not done from an explicit position of epistemological reasoning or a more
profound understanding of the challenges of cross-regional or cross-cultural
comparison—but with a sense that, for some reason, local knowledge and
attitudes make a difference. UNDP (Lefko-Everett 2017, 34) proposes six
dimensions to measure social cohesion in an African context: (1) inclusion
(measured in terms of primarily access and participation in economic and
social life, including quality-of-life indicators), (2) belonging (identity,
shared norms and values, and feelings of acceptance and belonging in soci-
ety), (3) social relationships (social networks, trust in individuals, and the
acceptance and value placed on diversity in a society), (4) participation
(active involvement in political life), (5) legitimacy (trust in institutions and
feelings of representation), and (6) security (feelings of safety from politi-
cal or social violence and crime). The secondary data to investigate these
aspects comes from the Afrobarometer, the World Values Survey, the Pew
Research Center, the Gallup World Poll, the Strategic Harmonization of
Statistics in Africa, and the African Peer Review Mechanism.

Finally, the German Development Institute operationalizes social cohe-
sion using perception-based data generated by the Afrobarometer and
empirical data from the Varieties of Democracy Institute (V-Dem). The data
selected from these surveys is then coded and aggregated. In some cases,
the interpretation of this data, however, is a little irritating. One example is:
“High identity scores coincide with countries with strong liberation move-
ments. This is consistent with the fact that liberation shaped national iden-
tities after the independence of these states (South Africa, Tanzania, Zim-
babwe)” (Leininger et al. 2021, 32). This observation contrasts the social
realities in the countries concerned, the levels of resistance to liberation
movements in power (or apathy), and the relative weight of the born-free
generation (i.e., those born after independence).!®

What do these SCIs say about the countries PREVEX is dealing with?
Very little, actually. Leininger et al. (2021, 39) indicate that in the period
2005-2015, social cohesion in Mali was in decline, but that (in 2014) the soci-
ety still was characterized by high levels of “trust” (44). None of the other
SCIs discussed in this section have addressed the PREVEX case studies.

Discussion

To conclude the last two sections of this chapter on defining and measuring
social cohesion, this brief review shows that the term social cohesion is a
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floating signifier (Laclau 2005) that social actors can fill with shifting
meanings. It is fluid and has no fixed meaning. Others have called it a
“quasi-concept” (Bernard 1999). And this can be an advantage (see Ostiguy
and Moffitt 2021). As UNDP (2020, 16) observed: “Much of the value of
the concept of social cohesion . . . lies in its adaptability and the thinking,
debates, and descriptions that support discussions of its definition, charac-
teristics, and contribution to peace and development.” However, apart
from the definitional differences in detail, three points stand out: The ana-
lyzed SClIs situate themselves in a Western school of sociological thought.
They operate with a methodological toolbox that is informed by Western
academic practice. And they treat the societies under review as closed
national containers. This form of methodological nationalism (see Agnew
1994) easily misses the relevance of cultural transfers, diaspora entangle-
ments, and other transregional influences on individual perceptions and
how they may affect group perceptions and identities. However, the main
critique is on the first two points.

The previous two sections have highlighted some essential definitional
ambiguities. They have also drawn attention to the tension between the pur-
suit of objectification and the search for general patterns that insist on a
universalized order of knowledge, on the one hand, and local or regional
knowledge systems that resist these attempts, on the other. The following
two examples of non-Western philosophical traits of social cohesion are
briefly recalled to challenge the current research agenda.

Discussing the methodology of an SCI for the Arab world, Harb (2017,
10) emphasizes the relevance of the writings of the famous Arab scholar
Ibn Khaldiin (1332-1406) for the debate on social cohesion. In the Mugad-
dimah (“Introduction,” 1377), Ibn Khaldiin, among others, discusses the
concept of ‘Asabiyyah and the nature of social ties, or bonds of cohesion,
between group members (on the continued relevance of his thoughts, see
Abou-Tabickh 2022).'° In South Africa, the philosophy of Ubuntu offers
similar traits, particularly about shared beliefs and values. Ubuntu—often
translated as “a person is a person in the community with others,” or “I am
because you are”—is in itself a heterogeneous concept. Also referred to as
“African humanness,” it is a cosmology, a nonuniversalizing epistemology
that makes no difference between the physical and the spiritual, between
humans, animals, and objects.!” Both ‘Asabiyyah and Ubuntu thinking
impact how social cohesion is imagined—with further consequences on
how it then can be measured.

Against this background, the question arises whether African research
communities commissioned by their respective governments have seized the
opportunity and developed non-Western narratives and probably even spe-
cific methodologies on social cohesion. There are three exciting cases where
African governments have invited the development of SClIs in societies that
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have reemerged from trauma: Rwanda after the 1994 genocide, South Africa
after the end of apartheid in 1994, and Kenya after the violent elections in
20072008 (for an overview of the literature on social cohesion after violent
conflict, see Fiedler and Rohles 2021).

Rwanda started publishing opinion surveys on social cohesion in 2005.
They are administered by the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission
(NURC, established in 2002) and result from a merger of previously sepa-
rated reports on community courts (gacaca), decentralization, and land
reform. The national household survey asks how government initiatives
affect social cohesion at various spatial layers of governance, that is, cells to
provinces (NURC 2008, 8). The NURC questionnaire addresses traditional
practices that have been revived to deal with the effects of the genocide, such
as the gacaca (community) courts or inyangamugayo (trustworthy persons
who become mediators in their communities). However, it does not lead to
methodological innovations that would depart from standard Western prac-
tice: NURC has spent little time discussing its epistemology, and the surveys
are firmly based on a Western tradition of technological conceptualizations.
After the third iteration (2007), the Social Cohesion Index was replaced in
2010 by the Rwanda Reconciliation Barometer (which still contains a wealth
of information on social cohesion but does not relate to local concepts or a
discussion on other methodological ways to think about society).

Two institutional proposals have been made in South Africa for con-
structing a Social Cohesion Index (SCI). With funding from the govern-
ment, the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) proposed a Social
Cohesion Barometer aligned with government policies and inspired by the
South African constitution. The proposal was developed by academics,
including Jaré Struwig (Struwig et al. 2013). The data for this endeavor was
to come from the South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS) regularly
conducted by the HSRC. All academic references are to the “cognitive
empire.” However, the authors also admitted: “The conceptual and empiri-
cal work discussed in this chapter represents the formative stages in a
longer journey” (418). In the end, the barometer did not materialize. Four
years later, the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR) suggested an
SCI based on data from its own South African Reconciliation Barometer
(SARB) (IJR 2017). The methodology closely follows Langer et al. (2011)
as well as UNDP (Lefko-Everett 2017; see also Burns, Lefko-Everett, and
Njozela 2018). Although the IJR at least captured “local” and “national”
approaches through an open-ended questionnaire, in both the HSRC and the
IRJ proposals, there is no epistemological innovation outside of the domi-
nant Eurocentric tradition previously discussed (cf. Lefko-Everett, Goven-
der, and Foster 2016).

Finally, in 2012, Kenya established a National Cohesion and Integra-
tion Commission. It tasked the Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research
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and Analysis to develop a Kenyan Social Cohesion Index. Like all the other
indices, this one also (briefly and superficially) ties in with Durkheim’s
intellectual tradition (see KIPPRA 2014, 6). On a methodological note, the
critical points of reference are Chan, To, and Chan (2006) and Rajulton,
Ravanera, and Beaujot (2007) (see Onsomu et al. 2017). Again, nothing
new under the sun.

Overall, there are few prospects for developing African SCIs that also
relate to local cosmologies and philosophies. The trade of SCIs is firmly in
the hands of institutions that are part of the epistemological Global North and
its dominant political economy. Admittedly, this conclusion also depends on
the extent to which alternative cosmologies and philosophies (such as
Ubuntu) have any relevance in real life, and if so, for whom. The discussion
can be cut short if they are only assertions rather than social practices.

Conclusion

The presence and degree of social cohesion in society are vital to under-
standing why some communities are more resilient to violent extremism
than others. Against this backdrop, two questions were at the center of this
chapter: first, whether it is possible to define the concept of social cohesion
to make it usable for the different empirical cases that stretch across several
world regions, and second, whether it is possible to measure social cohe-
sion across regions without falling into the trap of conceptual Eurocentrism.
The findings are ambiguous.

First and foremost, social cohesion is a socially constructed and
time/space-specific term (see Blum et al., forthcoming). The universalist
understandings discussed in this chapter are based on Western historical
experience and epistemologies of the Global North (and, on top, often also
lack historicity). They need to be contextualized, deconstructed, and decol-
onized. Recent research on southern Africa confirms that debates about
social cohesion ought to differ from place to place and should not neces-
sarily be bound to discourses within containerized states but have dimen-
sions of transregional entanglements (Blum and Engel 2024). The under-
standing of the term depends on concrete political negotiations and social
discourses on cultural transfers and exchanges. The meaning of social cohe-
sion in one place can change over time (see Engel and Middell 2020). Con-
tributions to this edited volume confirm this assessment: during fieldwork
in the various sites analyzed by the multiple contributors, the ambiguity of
terms came to the fore.'®* Hence, these dimensions of intertextuality and
intertemporality call for more attention.

It is not a matter of throwing out the baby with the bathwater but of
taking a closer look at the site-specific cultural and philosophical traditions
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related to what is discussed today under the term social cohesion. The
SCORE methodology provides some good guidance in this regard. So,
first of all, the concrete conditions under which societies, or groups of
people, talk about social cohesion in their language and concepts must be
reconstructed discourse-historically. Cultures of remembrance, the arts,
and popular culture may serve as promising entry points. Harb’s (2017,
16f.) methodological notes on an SCI for the Arab region come closest to
this suggestion. This can have very local references and transregional ref-
erences that arise through interconnectedness (for rural southern Africa,
see, for instance, Bank 2021). This investigation should also address how
social order is created and legitimized. In this case, the “state” as imag-
ined in the Global North may not necessarily play such a central role
(which is partly reflected in the Afrobarometer data). Only then will it be
possible to think about measurability.!” Whether the indicator systems pri-
marily developed in the Global North are then still considered sufficiently
context-sensitive can only be reserved for a later discussion. At least
regarding the Arab region, Harb (2017, 24) concludes that relying on
available opinion polls “is counterproductive and ill-advised” because
such polls “do not address any of the [relevant] horizontal (intergroup)
variables . . . and are thus unlikely to address questions on social cohe-
sion in the region.” Developing a global understanding of social cohesion
has only just begun.

Notes

1. With gratitude, I acknowledge the profound comments made on an earlier
draft of this chapter by Constanze Blum, Research Institute Social Cohesion
(Leipzig University).

2. Regarding Asia, for instance, a similar argument has been advanced by
Walkenhorst (2018), Bertelsmann Stiftung (2018), and Croissant and Walkenhorst
(2021). “Overall, the study shows that economic development, prosperity, human
development (especially education and life expectancy) and gender equality are key
factors fostering social cohesion” in South, Southeast, and East Asia (SSEA)
(Walkenhorst 2018, 6).

3. Considering the PREVEX research agenda, few operationalizations of the
term can be found. About Africa and transnational organized crime (TOC), ENACT
(2021, 146) defines resilience “as the ability to withstand and disrupt organized
criminal activities as a whole, rather than individual markets, through political, eco-
nomic, legal and social measures. Resilience refers to countries’ measures taken by
both the state and non-state actors.”

4. Renamed in June 2022 as the German Institute of Development and Sus-
tainability (IDOS).

5. This is not to diminish the relevance of the contribution of other pioneers of
the debate such as Beauvais and Jenson (2002), Berger-Schmitt (2002), Chan, To,
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and Chan (2006), Jenson (2010), Acket et al. (2011), Langer et al. (2011), or Njozela,
Shaw, and Burns (2017).

6. The Google Ngram Viewer (https://books.google.com, accessed in 2022)
shows a first entry for the term in 1805. The term resilience goes back to at least
1500, although was used infrequently.

7. The Google Ngram Viewer indicates that the exponential growth of the term’s
use occurred somewhat between 1982 and 2004. The same applies to resilience.

8. Active social cohesion policies in the Global South are often neglected in
this literature (for instance, South Africa since 2008, or Sierra Leone since 2018).

9. The term social cohesion is distinct from social capital and social contract.
However, the OECD was not the only one conflating them (see, for instance,
UNDP 2020).

10. The lead author of the study is Timothy D. Sisk, who is teaching at the Josef
Korbel School of International Studies, University of Denver, Colorado. See also
Cox and Sisk (2017).

11. The report was written by Klaus Boehnke, Georgi Dragolov, and Jan Lorenz
(all Jacobs University, Bremen), Zsofia Ignacz (Goethe University, Frankfurt/Main),
and Jan Delhey (Otto-von-Guericke University Magdeburg). The Bertelsmann
methodology has also been applied by, for instance, UNECA (2016).

12. The report was written by Kate Lefko-Everett (submitted June 29, 2016),
who at that time worked at the Institute of Justice and Reconciliation in Cape Town.
Today she is a freelance consultant.

13. See also the SeeD report on Bosnia-Herzegovina (Guest, Machlouzarides,
and Scheerder 2020), which is based on the SCORE methodology.

14. Also in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iraq, and Mali—but not in any of the other
countries analyzed by PREVEX.

15. Tanzania gained independence in 1961, Zimbabwe in 1980, and South
Africa held is first democratic elections in 1994.

16. On the importance of high ‘Asabiyyah for the formation of sectarian iden-
tity, see Goldsmith’s (2015) study on the Alawite community in Syria.

17. For recent discussions, see, for instance, Genger (2022), Sartorius (2022),
Kaungu (2021), Moyo (2021), Tella (2021), and Nnodim and Okigbo (2023).

18. Exchanges were conducted at a PREVEX project workshop held in Copen-
hagen, Denmark, May 4-5, 2022.

19. A panel organized at the annual conference of the Research Centre Global
Dynamics (ReCentGlobe) on April 20, 2023, in Leipzig, with contributions on
Ethiopia (Fana Gebresenbet, Institute for Peace and Security Studies, Addis Ababa)
and Cote d’Ivoire (Betrand Baldet, SeeD, Nicosia), demonstrated that this perspec-
tive indeed has some potential.






Islamists and the Choice
Not to Take Up Arms:
Algeria and Egypt

Georges Fahmi and Djallil Lounnas

In the 1990s, Algeria and Egypt were among the first Arab states
to experience violent extremism.' The origins in both cases can be traced to
the Afghan jihad of the 1980s, when thousands of young Arabs traveled to
Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion to “support” the resistance against the
Red Army. Upon return to their home countries, they coalesced with local
youth and created jihadi groups to overthrow the regimes in place within
the Arab world to replace them with radical Islamist ones instead (Tawil
2011). Under repression, those radical groups experienced splits and divi-
sions, both on the battlefield as well as on the ideological front, leading
some of them to renounce violence. In contrast, others continued to wage
brutality, often going to extremes.

In Algeria in January 1992, Algeria’s authorities canceled the general
legislative elections because of fears of the state’s takeover should an elec-
toral victory of the Front Islamique du Salut (FIS) ensue. The cancellation
of elections, along with the prospect of the takeover, raised fear, and the
elections were canceled by the authorities while the FIS’s banning led to
civil strife, which claimed tens of thousands of lives during the 1990s
(Willis 1999; Martinez 2000). Moreover, FIS’s outlawing resulted in the
emergence of various disconnected (and often competing) jihadi groups,
which, by 1994, had regrouped into two major rival factions. On the one
hand, Armée Islamique du salut (AIS) remained open to negotiations with
the Algerian authorities toward potentially putting an end to the violence.
On the other hand, the contrasting Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) rejected
any engagement with the government because it sought to conduct a jihad
for the sake of overthrowing the government and replacing it with a revo-
lutionary Islamic state. Whereas the AIS insurgency eventually entered into
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a truce in 1997 and later disbanded itself in the 2000s, the GIA veered into
extreme violence, which ultimately resulted in its demise.

Mirroring the events in Algeria in July 2013, Egypt witnessed a mili-
tary intervention against the Muslim Brotherhood’s rule, with the new
regime’s decision to classify the movement as a terrorist organization. At
that time, many warned that nonviolent Islamists would shift their tactics
toward violence, as happened when the Algerian authorities decided to can-
cel the results of the elections after the victory of the Islamists in 1992. Yet,
unlike their Algerian counterparts, only a minority among the Muslim
Brotherhood’s followers opted to do so.

Correspondingly, this chapter compares these two cases by analyzing the
attitudes and actions of Islamist actors who agreed not to resort to violence
(or renounced it outright) versus those who marched forward violently. Each
case is presented within its respective general country-specific context, which
provides clues toward the broader question of occurrence or nonoccurrence
of violent extremism across and within the Islamist spectrum of both cases.

Conceptual Approach:
Two-Factored Framework for
Islamists’ Decision to Take Up Arms

To facilitate a deeper understanding of the occurrence or nonoccurrence of
Islamist violence, we examine two decisive moments in each country where
Islamic groups actively engaged in debates over this issue of picking up
arms: Algeria in 1992 and Egypt in 2013. We then set these debates within
a two-factored framework. The first debated issue concerns the role of reli-
gious ideas in leading or preventing people from taking up arms. The sec-
ond issue revolves around the calculative rationale of resorting to violence
in terms of its projected odds expediency when considered against the
regime’s anticipated sheer military strength of prospective retaliation. As a
former GIA leader who relinquished violence explained, the process of not
resorting to violence was based on gauging two elements:

1. The religious-ideological question of whether or not Islamist violent
actions would trigger fitna (division of the community of believers)
and whether or not the killing of civilians en masse is tantamount to
takfir (apostasy)

2. Consideration of the government’s military superiority and its con-
trol over all aspects of security in the country

The central concept in radical Islam, called takfir, has steered major
debates within jihadi groups because it constitutes the basis for the legit-
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imization of the use of violence. The notion of takfir is central to jihadists
because it is a necessary logical stepping stone for them to enact violence
against those classified as enemies (Hafez 2000). For some jihadists, takfir
can only be declared on governments and their supporters, yet not on civil-
ians. In contrast, the more extreme groups, such as the GIA, believed that
because government stems from populations, these populations were no
longer considered as “civilian” and hence had become legitimate targets. It
is the more extreme groups that eventually became known as Takfirists or
Neo-Takfirists (Alshech 2014).

Mirroring Algerian debates a decade or so earlier, the Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood’s youth debated the use of violence against Egypt’s security
forces, with discussions revolving around two questions: Was it religiously
permissible to use violent means? Would such violence achieve its goal of
bringing down the regime? In Egypt, many youths answered both of these
questions negatively, concluding that violence was neither religiously per-
missible nor militarily expedient to bringing down the regime.

The Case of Algeria:
Jihadi Armed Groups’ Internal Conflict
1992-2000: AIS vs. GIA

The FIS’s victory in Algeria’s 1992 elections, which signaled an increased
risk of the establishment of an Islamic state in the country, brought about an
intervention of the Algerian Army, which canceled the elections and out-
lawed the FIS. With most of the FIS leadership exiled or in jail and thou-
sands of its militants arrested, those who did escape repression decided to
resort to armed force to directly confront the authorities. The dissolution
of the FIS, which hitherto was already divided along two main competing
ideological lines, led to the formation of two rival armed groups: the AIS
and the GIA, who confronted the Algerian authorities while also engaging
in a deadly struggle with one another. This resulted in bloody civil strife
that killed tens of thousands of people between 1992 and 2000.

The AIS’s origins trace back to the FIS faction known as the Djazara,
or the Algerianists, which comprised the FIS’s educated political leader-
ship, who demanded the establishment of an Islamic state as sourced from
Algerian Islamic inspirations rather than Middle Eastern influences such as
those from the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (Labat 1995). The Djazara
believed in utilizing political activism rather than violence to reach power.
They broadly endorsed a multiparty system with its associated social and
political freedoms, yet remained ambiguous on the justification of resorting
to violence and the respect of individual liberties such as women’s rights
(Joffe 2011). By 1994, most Djazara-affiliated armed groups that merged to



70  Georges Fahmi and Djallil Lounnas

form the AIS claimed allegiance to the ex-FIS jailed leadership now in jail.
Accordingly, the AIS stressed its commitment to abide by the Quran and
Sunna and considered the jihad as a means (wassila) to establish an Islamic
state, albeit it did not see jihad as an end in itself. This implied that other
means (e.g., elections, preaching) could create an Islamic state (Hafez
2000). As a former AIS member explained: “The main goal of the AIS was
the return to the electoral process of 1992,” and violence remained “a
response to the canceling of the election.”” As a mediator between the AIS
and the authorities confirmed: “The fact the AIS was structured by former
political activists of the FIS, with a certain level of political training, facil-
itated contacts and potential negotiations with them.” Notwithstanding its
armed insurgency, the AIS’s main agenda was a political one.

Juxtaposed to the AIS stood the GIA, which stemmed from the FIS rad-
ical Salafi school of thought. It gathered support from the youths of the
impoverished, marginalized suburbs of major cities, especially in Algeria’s
north, which constituted favorable enabling environments for the spread of
the most extreme views of Salafism. Radical and revolutionary, and abhor-
rent of democracy as a form of disbelief (kufr), this faction of Salafi
jihadism, now termed “the Islamic Armed Group,” or GIA, called for the
establishment of a fundamentalist Islamic state in Algeria run strictly
according to the tenets of the Quran, Sunna, and sharia (Islamic) law.

The backbone of GIA’s earlier guard consisted of Algerian foreign
fighters from Afghanistan who, after fighting the Soviet Army during the
1980s, had returned home. Between 1979 and 1989, an estimated one thou-
sand Algerians, answering the calls of Palestinian preacher Abdellah
Azzam, joined the “jihad” in Afghanistan, where they received ample mili-
tary training (Labat 1995). A radical mentor of Osama bin Laden, Azzam
called the Arab youths for the jihad in Afghanistan against the Soviet inva-
sion and in support of local Afghan Muslim populations. Once there, the
Algerian fighters were dispatched to the various camps led by the Afghan
resistance, and many of them received ideological and military training
from former Afghan politicians and mujahidin leader Gulbuddin Hekmat-
yar, the most radical leader of the Afghan resistance.

Once back in Algeria in 1990, following the Soviet withdrawal from
Afghanistan, the “Algerian Afghans” recruited youths from the poor suburbs
of the cities from which they originated and trained and socialized them
toward radical Salafi jihadism (Tawil 2011). This resulted in the establish-
ment of the GIA in 1993, which deemed the Algerian authorities as apos-
tates, hence the announcement that there would be “no negotiation, no
cease-fire, no reconciliation, no security, [and] no guarantee with the apos-
tate regime” (Hafez 2000). Moreover, whereas the AIS fight was to take
place strictly within Algeria itself, the GIA’s war was to be broader in its
geographic scope: “Our fight is to free all the Muslim countries, from here
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(Algeria) to Palestine” (Sifaoui 2010). In 1994, intending to unify the ranks
of all Algerian jihadi groups, the GIA’s then leader Chérif Gousmi, pro-
claimed himself “caliph” and required all to pledge allegiance to him while
also declaring the Djazara as a bidaa (innovation), which in effect amounted
to proclaiming the AIS as a takfiry (apostasy) group—in addition to the
regime. By adopting such a brutal and uncompromising stance, the GIA
effectively escalated into “total war” with all the other actors in the conflict.
The carnage that followed between 1994 and 1997, which is considered
the bloodiest years of the Algerian civil war, has been well documented. At
its peak, up to a thousand people were killed per day; often no one was
spared, including women and children. By 1996, and moving away from
Salafism jihadism to takfirism, the GIA effectively declared apostasy
against parts of Algeria’s civilian population writ large, raiding and mas-
sacring remote villages. Even under the most conservative estimates, well
over a hundred thousand people died in Algeria between 1992 and 1997.

The Decision to End Violence on
the Part of the AIS: The Ceasefire of 1997

On September 1, 1997, Madani Mezrag, the national emir of the AIS,
ordered all his troops to stop fighting while calling other groups “attached
to the interest of Islam and the Nation” to do the same (Martinez 1998).
This decision was motivated by two converging dynamics: the evolution of
the security situation, which was favorable (by then) to the Algerian author-
ities. And the fact that prominent Ulema (religious scholars) now called the
violence fitna (a division of Islam) rather than jihad—hence, it was reli-
giously illegitimate altogether.

The origins of the 1997 ceasefire can be traced back to the Algerian
army’s massive offensive of 1995, which pushed back all the armed groups
and inflicted heavy losses on both GIA and AIS virtually across the entire
country (Martinez 1998; Willis 1999). At the same time, the violent con-
flict, which had also pitted the GIA against the AIS (since 1994), further
depleted the resources of both groups. The GIA’s 1996 decision to deliber-
ately target civilians caused further internal struggles while distancing local
populations from both the AIS and the GIA; local populations created pow-
erful pro-government groups called the Groupes de Legitime Defense
(GLD), or Patriots. These provided additional and decisive support to the
army against the various armed groups, especially the GIA (Martinez
2000). In that regard, to describe the situation during those years, a former
GLD/Patriot explained that “there was no more State in those areas; they
(GIA) killed everyone: paysans [villagers], women, kids . . . destroyed
schools . . . they destroyed knowledge. It was a project of death, [so] that’s
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why we decided to combat them, with [the] support of the army.” In this
context, the situation was rapidly deteriorating for the jihadi groups, at risk
of total defeat. In this context, the AIS leaders had realized that “there had
been too many killings, too many deaths, that the country could collapse
and this was not their aim at all.” Specifically, a former AIS member
explained that the extreme violence of the GIA had put the AIS under
extreme pressure to find a (negotiated) solution with the authorities to stop
the cycle of violence.® The life of the jihadists in the mountains had become
unbearable under the pressure of the army, aggravated as it was by the lack
of food and medicine that followed the dismantling of the logistics groups
of those jihadi groups and loss of popular support.’

Thus, by 1996, direct negotiations between the authorities and the AIS
had begun while jailed FIS leadership were only “informed and consulted.”
Lengthy and complex, the talks lasted well over a year. By the summer of
1997, an agreement was reached, with the AIS groups expected to announce
a ceasefire for September that year. To date, the existence and exact content
of the agreement remain in question. Yet it is fact that the AIS did agree to
a ceasefire, along with another faction (the Islamic League for Predication
and Djihad, or LIDD). Overall, nearly 6,000 men stopped fighting in
exchange for amnesty, some 2,200 prisoners were released, and economic
benefits for social reintegration were provided. However, any return to the
political process was precluded. As a former FIS leader put it, this agree-
ment was “purely a ‘military one,” nothing more. There was no political
component, and it was done without being sanctioned by the FIS.”® Never-
theless, one should note that the ex-FIS leaders endorsed the agreement if
only to stop violence.

The Role of Ideas in the AIS Ceasefire

One of the significant challenges for the Algerian ceasefire concerned the
so-called ideological religious legitimacy conundrum. At its heart, any
process of peace between the Islamists and the government they considered
a vile enemy of Islam, or even an apostate, required some Muslim theolog-
ical “squaring” of such efforts as religiously legitimate. In this context, the
AIS resorted to a rather extensive religious corpus that was essentially, yet
not exclusively, derived from the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s religious
scholarship; it eventually resulted in the disbandment of insurgency in
Algeria. These religious references played a pivotal role in the negotiations
and agreements between the AIS-LIDD and the Algerian authorities.

To begin with, there was the resort to precedents and analogies
inspired by the actions of the Prophet Muhammad. LIDD leader Ali Ben-
hadjar argued that it was religiously legal to enter into talks and to sign a
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truce with the Algerian authorities because the Prophet himself had under-
taken similar endeavors during his time. Benhadjar explained that the
Prophet did not hesitate to negotiate and sign truces with Jewish commu-
nities of the Arab Peninsula (with which he had been in conflict at times)
as well his archenemies, the Quraishi tribes ruling Mecca, with whom he
signed the treaty of Hudaybiyyah. Thus, Benhadjar reasoned, given that
negotiations had ensued and pacts were signed with people the Prophet
considered “infidels,” the Islamist groups in Algeria could do the same
with the Algerian authorities. This was further justified by the fact that it
was being done for the general good of Muslims across Algeria, rendering
Islamist groups as faithful followers of the Prophet’s path of reconciling
with authorities,’ also seeing as these authorities had never been consid-
ered non-Islamic sensu stricto by the AIS.

As AIS’s Emir Madani Mezrag explained, his decision to enter into the
negotiations was strongly influenced by the writings of Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood leaders, including Hassan al-Banna, Mahmud Abdel Halim,
and the texts of Cheikh Abu Hamid al-Ghazali—one of the most critical
thinkers of Islam of the twelfth century (Ashour 2011). Back in the 1930s,
the Muslim Brotherhood’s founder, al-Banna, had stressed that jihad was a
duty for all Muslims. Yet the jihad was meant to resist aggression, not com-
mit one. For al-Banna (2010), the jihad was designed to protect God’s mes-
sage and peace. It was not meant to satisfy private or personal interests.
Moreover, al-Banna believed that no atrocities should be committed dur-
ing wartime under the pretext of jihad, including stealing or killing of
women, children, elderly persons, or religious leaders. Still, these very
atrocities were being committed by the GIA.

The writings of Mahmud Abdel Halim, a founding father and signifi-
cant leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, were also cited by Mezrag as hav-
ing profoundly influenced his thought process. Indeed, Abdel Halim wrote
three major books that exposed the organization’s history from its very cre-
ation in the 1930s to what Abdel Halim called its “darkest hours” in the
1950s and 1960s. The third volume is the most interesting because it cov-
ers those “dark years” of the Brotherhood’s massive repression by the
Nasser regime, as thousands of its members were arrested, tortured, and
killed. Back then, despite the repression, Abdel Halim continued to negoti-
ate with former Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser. As he stressed,
this was done in accordance with the orientations of the organization’s mur-
shid (religious leader) al-Hudaybi, who, back in the fifties and sixties,
called for moderation and centrism. The talks with Nasser included the pos-
sibility of freeing all prisoners and the potential for the Brotherhood’s rele-
galization (Abdelhalim 1973, 288-289). All this perfectly mirrored the AIS
negotiations with Algeria’s authorities, although back in the sixties, the
Muslim Brotherhood—Nasser negotiations eventually failed.
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The writings of al-Ghazali, a critical Islamic scholar of the twelfth cen-
tury, are essential in the sense that he insisted on science and reason as
much as religious principles to achieve the goals of Islam. In that regard,
while al-Ghazali’s writings did deal with the jihad and apostasy, he
nonetheless insisted on those following principles in reaching the way of
Islam. Finally, one should note that several other highly respected Muslim
scholars (in this case, of Salafi obedience) also called for the end of vio-
lence in Algeria and the need to put an end to the fitna (division) because
the jihad had effectively become illegitimate. Among these, one should note
shaikhs al-Albani, al-Uthaymeen, and Rabi, who all called for the end of
violence in Algeria, issuing fatwas in that regard back in 1999.

The Role of Ideas in the GIA’s Refusal to a Ceasefire

Whereas the AIS and other groups entered negotiations with the Algerian
authorities to put an end to the conflict, eventually reaching an agreement,
the GIA followed the opposite path. Remaining firm and rejecting any dia-
logue or truce, regardless of the situation on the field, the GIA instead
launched a wave of bloody massacres against the Algerian population. The
GIA justified this by using more radical and extreme views of Salafi
jihadism, eventually drifting toward takfirism. Much like the AIS-LIDD
leadership resorted to analogies of the Prophet’s actions, Mohammed
Mokkdem (journalist and specialist of Algerian jihadi groups) explained
that those who rejected any process of negotiations despite military defeat
did so by arguing that “the prophet was defeated in the battle of Uhud, [so]
it did not prevent him from taking Mecca and winning a few years later,
that God was testing their patience and endurance.”!® Thus, for them, the
jihad was to continue regardless of the setbacks.

Indeed, in 1996, the GIA issued a communiqué announcing that it
remained steadfast on the principle of wala and bara (loyalty and dis-
avowal). Thus, those who were allied with God and helping the GIA would
be spared, whereas those who did not follow the religion of God and helped
the taghout (tyrant) would enter into conflict with the GIA, which would
“kill them” (Sifaoui 2010, 113). In this context, after initially declaring
apostasy against the Algerian regime and all those who supported it, from
1996 onward, the GIA declared the fakfir on the population at large (Hafez
2000, 587-588).

Because foreign-fighter returnees from Afghanistan chiefly created it,
the GIA was de facto inspired by the Salafi jihadi doctrine. Thus, among
the critical thinkers that influenced this organization was Sayyid Qutb, on
the takfir of the regimes in place and the need to conduct the jihad against
them; another vital thinker from whom the GIA derived thought was Abu
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Muhammad al-Maqdisi, whose work covered in many respects the concept
of Al Wala wal Bara (see Thurston 2017). The doctrines of Abdellah Azzam
and bin Laden on the jihad also played a pivotal role in the ideological
framing of the GIA. Therefore, once back in Algeria, foreign-fighter
returnees fascinated with those ideas and precepts inculcated them into
their recruits, primarily youths from the poor suburbs of major Algerian
cities. This helped to decisively frame the ideological orientations of the
GIA, which from the onset claimed direct filiation with Salafi jihadism.

Moreover, once the civil strife started, the GIA began to receive sup-
port from Salafi jihadi scholars, among whom was Abu Qutada al-Filistini,
an extremist imam. In that regard, al-Filistini signed numerous fatwas
authorizing the GIA to (among other tasks) kill the families of the members
of the security services (Mokeddem 2002). Another one was Abu Mussab
al-Suri, a prominent radical Salafi jihadi scholar who framed the thinking
of the GIA and helped its newspaper Al Ansar get published in London
(Atwan 2007). For al-Suri, Islamic states could only be established with
“guns, bullets and teeth,” which echoed the strategy of the GIA, which he
described as “a heroic and powerful organization” (Thurston 2017).

Hence, adopting the hardened Salafi jihadi creed, the GIA refused any
talks or negotiations with Algerian authorities and instead called for jihad
until victory. In the end, this very line of extremism led the GIA insurgency
to fall into takfirism when it launched its policy of extensive massacres
against Algerian civilians. In turn, this finally led all the foremost Salafi
jihadi scholars (including al-Filistini and al-Suri) to break ties with the GIA.
In 2004, the GIA was wholly dismantled by the Algerian security services.

For its part, the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC)
was created in 1998 by Salafi jihadi splinter groups of the GIA. The
GSPC, claiming to return to the “Puritan Salafi creed,” rejected the rak-
fir on the population and the extreme violence of the GIA while also
rejecting any negotiation with the authorities. In time, by 2007, the
GSPC had become al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). On the
basis of those very principles of Salafi jihadism and the rejection of tak-
firism, in 2014 AQIM also refused to join the newly created Islamic
State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIS/ISIL) and decided to remain loyal to
al-Qaeda instead.

Egypt: The Case of the Muslim Brotherhood After 2013

Since Hassan al-Banna founded the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928, the
group has maintained an influential position in Egypt’s political scene.
The group has a dual structure as a religious evangelizing movement and
a sociopolitical organization. After the 1952 military coup, the Muslim
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Brotherhood thought it would play a role in shaping the new regime.
However, it clashed with Nasser twice in 1954 after an attempt on his
life, and in 1965, Nasser accused the Brotherhood of planning a series of
terrorist attacks to destabilize his regime. Nasser eradicated the move-
ment by imprisoning many of its leaders and making others leave the
country. These repressive measures led to the radicalization of a faction
within the Brotherhood. It was during these years that the Muslim Broth-
erhood figure Sayyid Qutb wrote his book Milestones.

This was considered the ideological foundation of the radical Islamic
movement in Egypt. The Nasser regime executed Qutb in 1966, but his
ideas inspired a violent Islamist insurgency that started in the 1970s.
According to Qutb, a society is only Muslim if it lives under God’s law,
hakimiyyat Allah, as revealed in the Quran. He argued that any supposedly
Muslim society governed by artificial law is not Muslim, even if it claims
to be. Another faction of the Muslim Brotherhood rejected Qutb’s ideas.
The supreme guide of the movement, Hassan al-Hudaybi, responded to
Qutb’s ideas in his book Preachers, Not Judges (Du’at la Qudat), arguing
against Qutb’s concept of excommunication. In its treatment of the funda-
mental question of who is a Muslim, al-Hudaybi insisted that anyone who
pronounces a declaration of faith in earnest must be considered a Muslim
(Zollner 2009).

After Sadat rose to power in 1970, he released the Muslim Brother-
hood leaders. He encouraged them to rebuild their movement to counter
the influence of Nasserist and leftist groups, particularly inside the uni-
versities. This is known as the second foundation of the Muslim Brother-
hood. Since the 1980s, the Brotherhood has taken part in almost all par-
liamentary elections (except in 1990), seeming more like “an informal
party” than a religious evangelizing movement (Bianchi 1989, 198). The
Brotherhood also succeeded in using democratic processes to achieve
electoral victories in almost all professional syndicates. In 2000, it won
17 of the 444 parliamentary seats, a number that jumped to 88 in the 2005
parliamentary election. During the 2010 parliamentary election, together
with other opposition parties, the Brotherhood withdrew after the first
round when it became clear that the regime would not allow opposition
members to gain seats. Only two months later, Egyptians took to the
streets against the Mubarak regime. The January 25, 2011, revolution that
toppled Mubarak’s regime opened up new opportunities for the Muslim
Brotherhood, whose activities had until then been relatively restrained by
the regime. In April 2011, it established the Freedom and Justice Party.
The party participated in the 2011 legislative election and won 46 percent
of the seats in Egypt’s first free and fair election. In May 2012, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood competed in the presidential election. Its candidate,
Mohamed Morsi, who ran against Mubarak’s former prime minister,
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Ahmed Shafiq, won the second round in June 2012 with almost 51.7 per-
cent of the votes.

During the Muslim Brotherhood’s rule, relations between the Islamic
movement and non-Islamic political groups were sharply polarized. In
his first few months in power, Morsi tried to reach out to the opposition,
and he even appointed some opposition figures to his administration.
However, it soon became clear to these people that they were only there
for show and that political decisions were not made by Morsi at the pres-
idential palace but instead by the guidance office at the Brotherhood’s
headquarters. The turning point in relations between the regime and the
opposition came while writing a constitution. The opposition withdrew
from the constituent assembly to put pressure on the president to change
his policies. However, Morsi decided to face the crisis, accepted the draft
constitution, and called for a referendum. Although the constitution was
adopted with 63.8 percent of the votes, three governorates rejected it,
including Cairo with 56.8 percent. On a parallel track, tensions also rose
between the Brotherhood and Egyptian state institutions, particularly al-
Azhar (Egypt’s oldest religious institution), the judiciary, and the secu-
rity agencies, over which the group attempted to tighten its control.
Although it was in power, the Brotherhood lacked control of the state
apparatus. The more it tried to control these institutions, the more resist-
ance it faced (Al-Anani 2015, 539).

Some institutions rejected what has been called the “Brotherhoodisation
of the state” (akhwanat al-dawla), referring to the appointment of Muslim
Brotherhood members to key positions in the state administration. The crisis
peaked on June 30, 2013, when the opposition forces participated in massive
demonstrations to demand early presidential elections. Morsi rejected this
call and insisted that he was the legitimate president until the end of his
mandate. His supporters also took to the streets to support him. In this
highly polarized environment, supported by the judiciary, the political oppo-
sition, the Coptic pope, and the shaikh of al-Azhar, the military intervened
on July 3, 2013, to remove Morsi from power. The Muslim Brotherhood and
its supporters refused to accept this and staged sit-ins at Rabaa al-Adawiya
and al-Nahda Squares to demand Morsi’s return to the presidency. As all
political attempts to reach a compromise between the Brotherhood and the
new regime came to a dead end, the security forces intervened on August 14,
2013, and dispersed the demonstrators, resulting in the Brotherhood having
to operate under even harsher conditions than during the Mubarak era. In
addition to thousands of deaths and arrests, the new regime also dissolved
the Freedom and Justice Party, confiscated and froze the financial assets of
the movement’s leadership in October 2013, and classified the Brotherhood
as a terrorist organization in December 2013. Members of the Muslim
Brotherhood continued to protest the new political rule.
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This strategy stemmed from a decision made during a sit-in to use a
nonviolent, creative approach to face the new regime. In a speech on July
5, 2013, at the Rabaa al-Adawiya protest, the Brotherhood’s supreme guide,
Mohammed Badie, stressed, “our revolution is peaceful and will remain
peaceful. And our peacefulness is stronger than bullets.”!! However, by the
end of 2014, as the regime was consolidating its power, some Muslim
Brotherhood youths began to question the utility of this approach to facing
the regime, particularly as jihadist groups in Sinai and mainland Egypt that
had chosen a violent path were seeking to attract Brotherhood members.
Within the Brotherhood, a tense debate ensued on whether to use self-
defense tactics to protect protesters from police attacks.

At the end of 2014, Mohammed Kamal proposed a new plan to escalate
violent attacks. The plan was intended to pave the way for what he thought
might have been an opportunity to bring down the regime. The new lead-
ership framed this strategy within an ideology based on a document called
“The Jurisprudence of Popular Resistance to the Coup,” issued by a reli-
gious committee within the Brotherhood. The document offers religious
justification for the use of violence against security forces by underlining
the religious concept of “Dafa’ al-Sa’el” or “Repelling the Assailant,”
which, according to this document, is equivalent to the modern idea of the
right to self-defense. However, the historical leadership, both in Egypt and
abroad, interfered to put an end to this violent approach and accused Kamal
of seeking to militarize the Muslim Brotherhood.

Members of the historical leadership represented by Mahmoud Ezzat,
the deputy of the supreme guide, and Mahmoud Hussein, the secretary gen-
eral, rejected Kamal’s new strategy to escalate violence and tried to reassert
their control over the movement. To decrease the tension between the two
groups, Mohammed Kamal agreed to step down as leader of the administra-
tive committee. In October 2015, the two camps decided to form a second
administrative committee directed by Mohammed Abdel Rahman, a member
of the Guidance Bureau known for being close to the historical leadership.
Mohammed Kamal kept his position as a mere member of this new commit-
tee. However, this attempt soon failed as Mohammed Abdel Rahman
accused the committee of acting without consulting him. In contrast, the
committee accused him of blocking all its decisions without explanations.

Throughout 2016, the historical leadership used organizational skills
to regain control over the administrative structure. In April 2016, Mah-
moud Ezzat declared that the Shura council had met and selected a new
administrative committee. A month later, Mohammed Kamal announced
his resignation in an audio message from his position as an administrative
committee member. He called on all the administrative offices to unite and
support the efforts to elect a new leadership. Five months later, security
forces assassinated Kamal.
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Factors Shaping Youths’ Decision Not to Take Up Arms

Although many Muslim Brotherhood youths experienced the wave of polit-
ical radicalization after 2013, most of them didn’t take up arms. Two main
factors shaped their decisions on whether to take up arms: (1) ideas and, (2)
cost-benefit calculations. Both of these factors were further influenced by
the more general presence of legitimate voices that either supported or
rejected such decisions.

The Role of Ideas

Youths who went through this wave of political radicalization looked for a
conceptual frame to explain the political struggle they were facing, to show
the final aim they should struggle for, and to clarify the means allowed to
be used in the battle. Although, as many have already argued (Roy 2017a),
religious ideas play only a secondary role in the radicalization process, they
nonetheless play an essential role in the transition from radicalization to
violence. The fact that ideas come later in the radicalization process does
not mean that ideas were not influential in shaping the paths of these radi-
cal youths. These ideas frame the struggle and identify the final aim and the
path toward achieving it. Without these ideas, a decision to take up arms
was less likely to take place. A Salafi jihadi frame offered some youths an
answer to their questions.

The root of the jihadi doctrine goes back to a similar period of clashes
between the Muslim Brotherhood and the Egyptian regime during the 1950s
and 1960s. The writings of Islamist thinker Sayyid Qutb in the 1960s offered
an inspiring frame for many youths to make sense of the post-2013 political
environment. The Muslim Brotherhood, including Qutb himself, was a strong
supporter of the 1952 military coup in Egypt, with the idea that it would build
a regime based on Islam. However, both the secular and socialist political
paths of coup leader Gamal Abdel Nasser left Islamists disappointed.

The regime’s persecution of the Muslim Brotherhood during the 1950s
and 1960s led Qutb to reconsider the frame of the political struggle in
Egypt. He concluded that the battle was neither economic nor political—
but religious. Essentially, it was a struggle between beliefs: either unbelief
or faith, Jahiliyyah or Islam (Qutb 1987, 176—177). According to Qutb, the
enemies of believers may wish to change the nature of the struggle into an
economic, political, or racial struggle so that believers become confused
concerning the true nature of the battle and the flame of belief in their
hearts is extinguished. Believers must not be deceived and must under-
stand that this is a trick. Qutb argued that by changing the nature of the
struggle, the enemy intended to deprive them of their weapon of true vic-
tory, victory that could take any form, be it the victory of the freedom of
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spirit, as was the case for believers in the story of the Makers of the Pit, or
dominance in the world because of freedom of spirit, as happened with the
first generation of Muslims.

It was only after the process of political radicalization, as described in
the first section of this chapter, that youths started to look for ideas that fit
their radical political approach to make sense of the political crisis they
were facing. In most of the cases followed here, the decision to embrace
jihadi ideas came only after radical political convictions were deeply
rooted. In other words, angry youths looked for ideas to justify their deci-
sion to practice violence. They looked for ideas; it was not ideas that were
looking for them.

However, these ideas were not merely tools to justify their political
radicalization. Once adopted, these ideas had their own impact. For many
of these individuals, Salafi jihadi ideas changed their worldview entirely,
including the initial trigger of radicalization, and ousted the rule of the
Muslim Brotherhood. In the case of one Muslim Brotherhood supporter
who had protested against ousting Mohammed Morsi after July 2013,
adopting jihadi ideas led him to change his position on Morsi and argue that
Morsi entirely deserved what happened to him because he did not rule by
what God revealed—he’d resorted to democracy (Arij 2018). Here, the
jihadi literature makes out that political violence is not only a normatively
accepted choice but also an Islamic duty. Ideas play a primary role in lead-
ing an individual to move or not move from political radicalization to vio-
lence. All the cases of Egyptian youths who decided to take up arms looked
for literature that justified the use of violence. Many of them found what
they were looking for in the writings of Sayyid Qutb and Abdullah Azzam.

On the other side, religious ideas represented a barrier to violence
among those who were raised rejecting ideas of excommunication. This
was the case with many of the Brotherhood youths. Since the 1970s, the
Brotherhood had preached against the jihadist groups’ doctrine of excom-
municating state officials and using violence to achieve their political goals.
There were clear orders not to promote any sympathizer to the entire mem-
ber level if there were doubts over his views on these two issues. Others
who had had religious education at an al-Azhar religious institute faced this
same ideational barrier. In these cases, their religious ideas played a deci-
sive role in their decisions not to take up arms against other Muslims.

Youths reacted to this ideational barrier differently. Some, indeed,
accepted the fact that violence was not a viable option. Others tried to offer
a new conceptual frame for the practice of violence. This is the case of one
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. A part of the leadership sought to offer
a conceptual frame that would allow Muslim Brothers to practice a limited
level of violence in their strategy to resist the political regime. They asked
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several religious scholars within the Brotherhood to offer an ideational
frame that set the conditions for the practice of violence. This committee
issued a document called “The Jurisprudence of Popular Resistance to the
Coup.” It justified the use of violence against security forces by underlin-
ing the religious concept of Dafa’ al-Sa’el, or Repelling the Assailant,
which, according to the document, is equivalent to the modern idea of the
right to self-defense.

This ideological framework contained various degrees and choices
between nonviolence and fully armed confrontation. According to the reli-
gious approach, the assailant should be resisted gradually, starting with the
least costly measures (threats/beatings). This new ideological framework
was distinct from Salafi jihadist ideology, which relies on the principle of
excommunication as the basis for the military struggle against state insti-
tutions to achieve Islamic governance. The approach in the document did
not excommunicate members of the security forces and underlined that they
should be resisted not because of their faith but because of their actions.

Cost-Benefit Calculation

On the basis of the conceptual frame adopted to make sense of their politi-
cal crisis, youths likely weigh the costs and benefits of taking up arms
against state institutions. The decision to take up arms is a challenging one.
The Muslim Brotherhood youths who considered this path in the new ideo-
logical frame supported by a part of their leadership had two main concerns
that led them to renounce violence on the basis of cost-benefit calculations.

The first factor was the power imbalance between them and the secu-
rity forces they faced, which made it impossible for them to win a military
battle. The second factor was the lack of support from Egyptian society.
This was the case even within families. One member of the Brotherhood
was rejected by a part of his family after he was released from prison. Other
members of the Brotherhood were shocked when residents of their neigh-
borhoods attacked them and refused to let their protests pass through those
arcas (Ramadan 2013). This high level of widespread anger, together with
the power imbalance between violent groups and the Egyptian state security
forces, rendered the decision to take up arms very costly. At the same time,
any benefits were less likely to be achieved.

Some youths who abstained from practicing violence saw violence in
this case as a premature option because it did not reflect a strategy.
Although they could accept the use of violence in principle, they argued
that violence needed to be part of a more comprehensive strategy, and this
was not the case. By lack of a strategy, they meant that the approach did not
consider the day after the collapse of the regime. It principally appeared to
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be a mere hopeless option with a lack of other reciprocal political tools
such as cultivating channels for negotiation and building alliances to trans-
late gains. Many of these Islamist youths thought that violence would lead
nowhere. However, those who followed the jihadi doctrine were not
deterred by the sacrifices they had to make and not even by their likely
defeat by the Egyptian security forces.

The jihadi doctrine frames the struggle against the political regime as
one of believers against nonbelievers, in which jihad is a religious duty
regardless of the outcome of the battle. Moreover, the jihadi doctrine
frames the meaning of costs and benefits differently. In Sayyid Qutb’s own
words, life with all its gains and losses is not the main criterion when
weighing the costs and benefits, and it does not determine who wins and
who loses. In his famous book Milestones, Qutb quotes the story of the
“Makers of the Pit” as is told in the Surah al-Buruj (The Constellations).
This is the story of a group of people who believe in Allah and openly pro-
claim their belief. They encounter tyrannical and oppressive enemies. In
Qutb’s words, the faith in the hearts of the believers raised them above all
persecution. Belief triumphed over life.

The threat of torture did not shake them; they never recanted, and they
burned in the fire until death. They freed themselves from this earth and all
its attractions, triumphing over life through a sublime faith. Qutb makes
this meaning clear by arguing that life’s pleasures and pains, achievements
and frustrations do not have significant weight on the scale and do not
determine winning or losing. Triumph is not limited to immediate victory
but is one of the many forms of triumph. In Allah’s scale, the proper weight
is the weight of faith. In the “Makers of the Pit,” the souls of the believers
were victorious over fear and pain, over the allurements of the earth and of
life (Qutb 1987). Therefore, the ideational frame adopted by the youths
directly affected the cost-benefit analysis they made. Ideas shaped the
weight of both costs and benefits and, therefore, determined the rationality
of the political decision of whether to take up arms.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s post-2013 ideational frame based on armed
political resistance led many Brotherhood youths to doubt that using vio-
lence against Egyptian state institutions would destabilize the political
regime, given the imbalance of power between the two sides. Weighing an
unlikely victory against all the sacrifices they had to make, many of them
gave up on the armed struggle. The youths who adopted a jihadi approach
did not face this dilemma. The jihadi frame also played a role in the deci-
sions of Islamist youths who were never members of organizations but who
chose to participate in violence. In their case, they were not interested in a
cost-benefit calculation because they did not see violence as a political tool
to make gains but, instead, as an act of purification to display devotion to
God by standing up against tyranny. Only through violence and the sacri-
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fices that came with it could they fulfill their responsibility before God and
their fellow Muslims, and the earthly outcome, winning or losing, was
merely God’s will, according to their understanding. This was true in the
case of an Islamist engineer with no organizational affiliation. He fiercely
refused any call to consider the rationality of sacrificing his privileges and
his established social stance in favor of going for the unrealistic choice of
jihad. According to accounts of his experience, he thought it was a matter
of being ethical and a good Muslim to care for supporting the weak and to
fight injustice.

This account and similar ones contribute to our understanding of why the
jihadi approach was more attractive to individuals who did not have any
political project, because it seemed more authentic, pious, and transparent in
comparison to other trends that sought material gains from this mighty cause.

Conclusion

The comparative analysis of paths to violent extremism in Algeria and
Egypt shows many similarities in the characteristics of mobilization but
also in the decision not to resort to violence. In the end, the decision not to
resort to violence was motivated by two main factors. First is the realistic
consideration of the political/military situations, which the Islamist leaders
in Algeria called the Wagqii (the reality), and what the youth of the Muslim
Brotherhood refer to as the balance of power between their movement and
Egyptian security. The second factor is religious ideas, especially the writ-
ing of the Ulama about the need to maintain unity and peace among the
Muslims and to avoid fitna (social strife) at any cost.

These two factors are interdependent. Religious ideas shape actors’
perceptions of the balance of power and what they might consider a “ratio-
nal” action or not. Jihadi ideas could offer a frame to make sense of the
political struggle by reducing it to a battle over religious doctrine. Jihadi
ideas also shaped the weight of both costs and benefits, leading youths to
follow this path despite the imbalance of power between armed groups and
the Egyptian security forces.

On the other hand, individuals with a religious background that rejects the
concept of excommunication of Muslims, such as those with an al-Azhar reli-
gious education and members of the Muslim Brotherhood, were less likely to
accept the jihadi frame. When members of the Muslim Brotherhood offered a
new ideational frame to justify the use of violence based on ideas such as
political resistance and self-defense, the power imbalance between them and
the state security forces led them to give up on this violent approach.

These differences could also be found within each case. The key dif-
ference among the Muslim Brotherhood, Gamaa Al Islmaliya, AIS, and
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GIA is the fall into takfirism. Although the Muslim Brotherhood, Gamaa Al
Islmaliya, and AIS did not adopt the concept of excommunication, their
political struggle against state institutions had a solid political, not reli-
gious, component. In contrast, the GIA, as well as groups like Islamic State
(IS) in post-2013 Egypt, followed the path of excommunication, and reli-
gious puritanism was more prominent than their political goals.
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Religious Resilience and
the Guardian State:
Morocco and Jordan

Gilad Ben-Nun and Nizar Messari

Violent extremism continues to affect global societies and has
resulted in confrontations between states and violent extremist groups the
world over. This chapter examines two states that have been relatively
spared extremist strife despite their evident “enabling environment” char-
acteristics. Morocco and Jordan, two relatively poor states in terms of nat-
ural resources, are ruled by two constitutional monarchies. Although both
countries have had their share of terrorist attacks over the last two decades,
compared to other states in the region, these two countries have shown con-
siderable degrees of immunity and resilience toward violent extremism. In
addition, both states have seen their GDP progress in the decade between
the commencement of the 2011 Arab unrest and 2021, rendering them
somewhat exceptional (Jamal and Robbins 2022).

So why have Morocco and Jordan shown such resilience against violent
extremism? We argue that both Morocco and Jordan have succeeded in estab-
lishing spaces of dialogue between state and society as well as within society.
Despite their unequal traits, it is a dialogue that has allowed—as this chapter
illustrates—both youth and society to avoid engaging in violent extremism.
Moreover, it has permitted Moroccans and Jordanians who had been actively
involved in violence to return to their own countries, face tribunals, and even-
tually benefit from measures of reintegration into their societies.

To explore these different dimensions of dialogue, we first present the
institutions Morocco put in place and the initiatives it has taken to deal with
violent extremism. We show that although these initiatives are imbued with
overt power dimensions, they have allowed Islamists to participate in the
public realm and have allowed youth groups to be heard when they express
their qualms. In Jordan, we explore engagement in elections as an explicit
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act of dialogue in which the state and the Islamists have both made active
concessions as they have moved toward one another to establish a distinctly
Jordanian space for dialogue, coupled with other mechanisms to reduce
social tension, such as community policing, broad distribution of food sub-
sidies, usage of subsidies for societal calming, and usage of electoral
allowances that serve as pressure valves for the alleviation of social unrest.

Methodological Justifications of the
Moroccan-Jordanian Comparison

The comparison of Morocco and Jordan is methodologically merited
because of the countries’ several unique characteristics. Both are “Sharifian”
kingdoms (“‘guardian states”), rendering their comparison one of cases most
alike. Both countries are defined as Muslim constitutional monarchies. Both
draw their religious and governmental legitimacy from the lineage of their
royal houses as alleged historical generational extensions stemming back to
the Prophet Muhammad. From 2011 to 2021, during the Arab unrest, both
successfully maintained relative degrees of peace and social calm within
their borders, in sharp contrast to many other Arab states.

In contrast to their Gulf state royal peers, neither Jordan nor Morocco
rely on the extraction of fossil fuels for economic viability. In contrast to
other countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), whose GDP
per capita declined between 2011 and 2021, both Jordan and especially
Morocco continued to demonstrate steady GDP growth during these tumul-
tuous years (Ben-Nun and Engel 2022 a, 13—-14). Last, both countries
decided to rely on meaningful dialogue efforts to alleviate their social ten-
sions vis-a-vis Islamic extremism.

Notwithstanding all these similarities, academic literature has not paid
attention to the similarities between Morocco’s and Jordan’s approaches
toward preventing violent extremism (PVE) (Jumet 2019, 394). Yet,
whereas academic literature has missed the specialty of the Moroccan and
Jordanian cases, Arabic-speaking journalism was keen-eyed enough to
notice the countries’ success. Four years before his assassination in Saudi
Arabia’s consulate in Istanbul, the well-respected Jamal Khashoggi praised
Morocco’s and Jordan’s conduct vis-a-vis their popular uprisings. Emphat-
ically titling both guardian states as “successful Arab Spring models,”
Khashoggi wrote:

These two non-oil-producing . . . have not resorted to force, oppression,
security, and detention; instead, they transferred the Arab Spring’s protests
and anger into positive energy and reconciliation between the government
and the people. (Khashoggi 2014)
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The Case of Morocco: Dialogue and
Engagement on the Monarchy’s Terms—
The Rabita Mohamadia and Moussalaha

Morocco’s strategy for confronting violent extremism serves as an example
of resilience and nonoccurrence in an otherwise enabling environment for
the development of violent extremism (Ben-Nun and Engel 2022a). This
strategy is based on a top-down approach with three different pillars. The
first consists of classical policing and intelligence operations. The second
focuses on human development to reduce individual and communal vulner-
abilities. The third pillar puts forward a more moderate and tolerant under-
standing of religion in the face of extremist views. The assumption behind
this triple top-down strategy is that violent extremism has multiple causes
and that an approach that focuses on one cause while neglecting the others
is bound to fail. In other words, the triple Moroccan strategy in dealing with
violent extremism can be efficient only if it avoids operating in terms of
autonomous silos and, instead, entails coordination among the three pillars.

This raises the question of what facilitated Morocco’s success in com-
bating political violence and extremism. To be sure, and notwithstanding
the international Global Terrorism Index’s specific biases, Morocco is a
low-risk country in terms of violence, as evidenced in its being ranked sev-
enty-sixth in terms of terrorism threats in 2022 and then improving to place
eight-third in 2023 (IEP 2023). This might point to causal links between
Morocco’s anti-extremist strategies and its low incidence of terrorist
attacks. Nevertheless, despite Morrocco’s apparent successes in countering
extremism, there are adverse examples of this trend. During the second
decade of the twenty-first century, young Moroccans were among the high-
est numbers in the MENA to have migrated to Syria and Iraq to join the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), second only to Tunisians. According
to Moroccan authorities, until 2021, 1,659 nationals joined ISIS ranks in
Syria and Iraq (Morocco World News 2023).

So, what explains the relative success of Morocco’s strategy in coun-
tering violent extremism?

Our hypothesis in this chapter is that Morocco, like Jordan, provides
spaces for dialogue that brings extremized individuals back to moderation.
We focus on three population groups: youths, returnees from Syria and
Iraq, and individuals with jail sentences related to previous terrorist activi-
ties. What we term “spaces of dialogue” are both upstream of the struggle
against extremism and downstream of that action. Upstream action is that
of the Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama, which dispenses significant effort in
engaging youths in languages and narratives that are attractive to them and
that provide alternative, more nuanced, moderate, and ultimately more
mainstream religious views, much in line with established Moroccan norms



88  Gilad Ben-Nun and Nizar Messari

of Sunni Maliki Islam.! As for downstream action, we refer here to the ini-
tiative called Moussalaha, which can be translated as “reconciliation.” It is
an official state-sponsored initiative that engages prisoners and provides
them with alternative, more nuanced, more moderate, and ultimately more
mainstream religious views. It is relevant to note here that the Rabita
Mohamadia of Oulama is also a key partner of Moussalaha.

The Moroccan state’s strategy in dealing with Islamist-based contesta-
tion forces is twofold, resembling a similar strategy followed by the Moroc-
can state against left-wing contestations during the 1960s and 1970s. These
strategies vary with the individual or group targeted and their inclinations.
For those whom the Moroccan state deems sensitive to co-optation, it has
sought first to domesticate them and then attract them to the legal political
realm. When they eventually started participating in official political
spaces, the first type of group, represented today by the main Islamist party,
the Party of Justice and Development (PJD), did so under the terms estab-
lished by the so-called Makhzen.? This co-optation process did not occur
overnight; it took almost three decades to complete and culminated with the
legislative elections of 2011, which followed the enactment of a new
Moroccan constitution in July that year. Consequently, the PJD became the
first political party in Morocco whose leader was appointed head of the
government (Bergh 2013).

A second group has been less susceptible to co-optation, given its
refusal to endorse the Moroccan king’s role. Similar to some leftists who
had contested the monarchy in the 1960s and 1970s, Islamist groups, and
one in particular, Al Adl Wa Al Thssane (the Movement of Justice and Mis-
ericord), which the late Abdessalam Yassine founded, contested the role of
the king as Commander of the Faithful, which has consistently been a red
line that the regime, the deep state we previously referred to as the
Makhzen, has never tolerated. Suspicion about the other side’s intentions
was mutual between the Makhzen and the abovementioned movement.
Indeed, the latter group has also been considering the state’s official
approaches of co-optation as attempts at indoctrination. In turn, the Moroc-
can state’s approach toward this second group has varied between con-
frontation and “containment” (Maghraoui 2017; Willis 2012).

A third group might be added, and it would consist of those who were
radicalized and who participated in violent acts but who are considered to
have redeeming features. In its approach toward individuals in this third
group, and after the state confronted them with the traditional security
apparatus tools, it—the deep state, the Makhzen—also ended up resorting
to dialogue and eventually prevention. In this chapter, we focus on the third
group and the spaces of dialogue created by the state with this group
through two distinct institutions: the Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama and the
Penitentiary Administration. The Penitentiary Administration, in collabora-
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tion with the Rabita Mohamadia and other institutions, has initiated the
Moussalaha program. Indeed, Rabita Mohamadia plays a crucial role in
educating new religious leaders, or imams, and in reaching out to the youth
through establishing spaces of dialogue with them to impact their under-
standing of Islam. The action of the Rabita aims to prevent radicalization
by offering spaces of dialogue to youths. The second initiative, Mous-
salaha, aims at deradicalizing detainees who have participated in violent
activism. More details are given later, but through Moussalaha, detainees
engage in a three-and-a-half-month program in which they venture into
spaces of dialogue with their religion and with themselves, after which they
can apply for a significant reduction of their sentence or even freedom. In
summary, these two initiatives create separate platforms for engaging with
vulnerable youth and individuals who have already been radicalized, albeit
aiming for the same objective: countering violent extremism.

A caveat is necessary here. In Morocco, political violence is not the
exclusive act of the marginalized, on the left or the right. Political violence
has also been an act of the state (imprisonment of journalists, crackdowns
on human rights, repression of peaceful demonstrations, among others).
These state-led actions have established a political environment that has
pushed the youth to desperate actions: some dream of fleeing the country
and others do flee. Violence as a reaction to desperate conditions takes dif-
ferent forms. For instance, the “Ultras,” which are violent groups of soc-
cer team supporters, represent one response by youths to the limited
opportunities for freedom in Morocco. Similarly, those who turn to violent
extremism demonstrate another response to the oppressive actions of the
state. In Morocco and many other regions, people respond to state violence
and systematic oppression.

Three-Prong Strategy for Dealing with Extremism

In the next part of this discussion, and as previously mentioned, we analyze
the three pillars of Morocco’s strategy in dealing with violent extremism.
The first pillar involves using traditional police and intelligence meth-
ods that follow a three-step process known as “location, identification/iso-
lation, and eradication.” This approach relies on gathering intelligence to
locate insurgent groups (location), then separating them from their support-
ers by disrupting their activities and exposing the threat they pose (identi-
fication/isolation). Finally, the strategy involves taking action to attack and
arrest these groups (eradication). Over the first two decades of the twenty-
first century, approximately 2,000 terrorist cells have been dismantled, and
over 3,500 individuals in Morocco with links to terrorist activities have
been arrested. This efficiency of Morocco’s preemptive strategy results
from a wide net of informants throughout the country, which was reinforced
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by Moroccan intelligence’s permanent efforts to infiltrate the suspected
groups and gather information from within them (Maghraoui 2009). But
even as data exists on dismantled cells and arrested individuals, there is
scant information about the whereabouts of detained individuals, their judg-
ments, and their eventual sentencing (Mostafa, Nakagawa, Matsumoto
2016; Wainscott 2017).

The assumption behind the second pillar is that although poverty, job-
lessness, and lack of economic perspectives are not directly conducive to
violent extremism, these conditions represent a fertile field for recruiting
would-be terrorists. To deal with these root causes of the insurgency,
Morocco launched the National Initiative on Human Development (INDH,
from its French name) in 2005 to foster and focus on human development,
but with a substantial side effect of limiting the fertile camp for recruiting
terrorists. But in fifteen years, Morocco’s Human Development Index (HDI)
has improved only modestly. In 2005, when INDH was officially launched,
Morocco’s HDI was 0.580. By 2019, it had reached 0.686. Simultaneously,
while Morocco’s ranking according to its HDI back in 2005 was 128, in
2019, that ranking was 121. For comparison, during the same period,
Botswana, for instance, improved from 0.601 to 0.735 and moved from
123rd to 100th in the ranking. In sum, although Morocco made some rela-
tive progress in terms of its human development performance, that evolution
was not only modest, but it paled when compared to similar states. King
Mohammed VI underlined the limitations of INDH in a speech in 2015. In
2019, he appointed a national commission intending to revamp Morocco’s
development model to make it more robust and allow it to respond to the
needs of the Moroccan population and the challenges facing the country.
This shows a significant concern at the top of the political pyramid about the
challenges facing Morocco’s development and the need to tackle them.

It is possible to argue, however, that the central innovative aspect of
Morocco’s strategy in dealing with the insurgency is what we call here the
third pillar, that is, the one that consists of reforming the religious field.
The reform, composed of several parallel initiatives, advocated for
Morocco’s traditional understanding of Islam: a moderate Sunni and Maliki
understanding. One of the main initiatives was to intervene in the education
of new imams and the retool those who were already acting, with the same
objective: reinforce what is referred to in Morocco as the spiritual strength
of Moroccans through the reaffirmation of a moderate understanding and
interpretation of Islam. The education of new imams began in 2004. In
2014, the Mohammed VI Institute for Imams was established. It expanded
to educate not only Moroccans but also imams from other parts of the
world. The institute’s significant mission to train both male and female reli-
gious guides marked a major turning point in the process.’ Indeed, in 2014,
the institute hosted 150 male future imams and 50 female mourchidates
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(women preachers); in 2015, the number of mourchidates increased to 100,
and currently, women represent 40 percent of the total number of students.
As a result, by 2019, more than 777 mourchid and mourchida (i.e., men and
women), including imams from thirty-two countries from Africa, Asia, and
Europe, have studied in the institute and were preaching its moderate
understanding of Islam throughout the world (Ordioni 2019). The curricu-
lum of studies consists of a one-year program, with an average of thirty
weekly hours of studies in which these future imams, men and women,
study different disciplines such as religious studies, human rights, foreign
languages, and information technology.

The Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama, which is the League of Religious
Scholars, is another significant contributor to the reformation of the reli-
gious sphere in Morocco, especially concerning the issue of violent extrem-
ism. Not only do many of its contributions and publications tackle that
issue, but it also has an active and dynamic online presence, which allows
it to reach the youth. The Rabita also contributes to initiatives such as
Moussalaha, which we describe later. The Rabita Mohamadia explicitly
aims at reaching out to youths, mainly through its website, and it resorts to
languages and narratives the youth are used to. It offers a platform of mul-
tilingual online videos of conferences and talks by theologians. The objec-
tive of these interventions is consistently to deconstruct the narratives of
violent extremism and offer moderate and rational alternatives to the youth.
As such, these initiatives represent a space of interaction and dialogue
between scholars and youths. The latter connect with listening ears and
open-minded scholars who help them veer from the language of extremism.
The work of the Rabita is long term because it must gain the trust of the
youth before it can deconstruct the language of extremism.

Moussalaha is another space of dialogue in which the Rabita plays a
significant role. The program was developed in 2017 by the Moroccan
Penitentiary administration in close cooperation with the Rabita Mohama-
dia of Oulama and the National Council on Human Rights (CNDH), with
the support of eminent specialists from different fields. The objective of
Moussalaha is to reintegrate detainees sentenced for extremism and ter-
rorism. It acts on the spiritual immunization of detainees and is itself
based on three pillars: reconciliation with oneself, reconciliation with the
religious text, and reconciliation with society. Selected detainees partici-
pate in a unique multiweek program that typically lasts three and a half
months. Successful completion of the program qualifies them for sentence
reductions or release. Two hundred thirty-nine detainees have benefited
from this program since 2017. Initially, the program targeted only male
detainees, but now it addresses female detainees as well. With Mous-
salaha, Moroccan authorities demonstrate their willingness to listen to
detainees, address their needs for redemption of past acts, and reintegrate
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them into society. The program provides that space of dialogue that grants
detainees a ticket to be readmitted to society. Moussalaha has a good
index of nonrepeat, that is, those who benefit from the program seldom
return to violent extremism.

It is also important to note that, as opposed to many other states, includ-
ing European states, Morocco has been opening the gate for Moroccans pre-
viously engaged in Syria as fighters to return home. The Parliamentary
Committee on Foreign Affairs and Moroccans Living Abroad has prepared a
report on Moroccans who are combatants in Syria and who remain stranded
in conflict zones. Of the 1,659 Moroccans who went to Syria and Iraq since
the emergence of ISIS, close to 300 were women and more than 628 were
children or minors, and Morocco has been readmitting them.

In sum, Moroccan authorities have shown an openness to listening to
the needs of the youth and those already radicalized. They opened spaces
for dialogues with the objective of deconstructing the pernicious narratives
of extremism, thanks to the work of the Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama, and
have allowed for the reintegration into society of detainees sentenced for
terrorist acts and of combatants who are willing to return home from war
zones. This shows Morocco’s flexibility in dealing with different situa-
tions; Moroccan authorities can offer options almost a la carte to those sus-
ceptible to extremism as well as those already victims of extremism but
who are willing to reintegrate into society. Of course, a dialogue is a two-
way street. In contrast, initiatives such as Moussalaha, as well as others by
the Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama, cannot be adequately called dialogues,
even if they cannot be described as monologues either. This is because the
dialogue takes place over two stages. In the first, Moroccan authorities lis-
ten to the youth, the already radicalized, and the combatants. After the lis-
tening phase, authorities subject these individuals and groups to a “reedu-
cation,” a deconstruction, that convinces them of what is considered the
right path. That has allowed Morocco to diversify the tools it uses to
address extremism efficiently. Rabita Mohamadia of Oulama, for example,
utilizes languages and narratives that resonate with the youth and relies on
the internet to convey its messages. This is the same space in which the
youth are radicalized initially. The Rabita Mohamadia of Ulama also ana-
lyzes the root causes of youth radicalization so that it can address those
specific underlying factors. In this sense, the Rabita—and through it, the
Moroccan authorities—has adjusted its language and narrative because it
listened to the youth.

So, the Rabita provides young people with a discourse tailored to their
needs and expectations, using language that shows respect and considera-
tion. Similarly, Moroccan authorities do not ignore or ostracize those
Moroccans who have already been radicalized—both combatants willing to
return to Morocco and detainees jailed for violent actions. They engage
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with them in a dialogue where individuals can express their position, and
only after are they offered paths to redemption. Even then, those who
choose not to participate are not forced to do so. Only those who are will-
ing and receptive are accepted into the program.

Morocco has significantly low incidences of violent extremism. This
fact is backed by data and by Moroccans’ feeling of safety. The state’s
approach is based on a policy to combat violent extremism that rejects sole
focus on security measures. Instead, policy includes initiatives for human
development, promotion of a moderate interpretation of Islam, and efforts
toward reconciliation. Some of these tools are more efficient than others:
INDH has not been as effective as it was expected to be, and a small but
substantial minority of religiously pious Moroccans refuse to be part of
what they consider an indoctrination endeavor. Finally, a critical character-
istic of Morocco’s response to violent extremism is its creation of dialogue
spaces presented here. The combination of these initiatives pays off and
allows Morocco to offer its citizens a safe and stable space.

The Case of Jordan: Limited Dialogue and
Embedded Policies to Alleviate Social Tension

Jordan’s mixed legacy of accommodation and confrontation with Islamist
groups dates back to the kingdom’s independence in 1946, which coincided
with granting the right of incorporation to the Jordanian branch of the
Egyptian-affiliated Muslim Brotherhood in the kingdom. Over the years,
and in stark contrast to their Egyptian counterparts, Jordanian Islamists
have generally supported the Hashemite dynasty through the many chal-
lenges to the legitimacy of its rule that this noble house has faced. The
Brotherhood’s siding with the crown against the obstacles to King Hus-
sein’s regime in 1956, and again during the Palestinian challenge to
Hashemite rule during Black September (1970), further cemented the
“mutually acquiescent relationship” between Islamists and the Jordanian
regime, at least until the 1990s (Ghadbian 1997, 25n23).

Since the mid-1990s, the challenges posed by Islamism to the Jordan-
ian regime have grown. The return of Wahabi-educated Jordanians from the
Gulf states following Saddam Hussein’s debacle during Iraq’s 1990-1991
occupation of Kuwait (ambivalently supported by the Jordanian monarchy),
together with the return of Jordanian foreign fighters from their anti-Soviet
campaign in Afghanistan, contributed to turning the kingdom into a hotbed
for radically violent but well-trained Islamists. As scholars have noted:

The paradox of Jordan is that from the 1980s to 2017, it was also a hotbed
for jihadi recruitment to fight in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. . . . Abdallah
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Azzam, Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, and Abu
Qatada al-Filastini were all part of the first wave of Jordanian “global
jihadists” who went to Afghanistan. (Skare et al. 2021a, 18)

From the 2000s onward, Jordanians were seen as both suppliers of for-
eign fighters and key ideologues of Islamist Salafi forces in both Iraq and
eastern Syria, where they played significant roles in both al-Qaeda and
ISIS. And yet Jordan itself has, by and large, been spared any noteworthy
“spillover” effect of violent Islamic terrorism in its territory. Jordan has cer-
tainly had its share of violent Islamist-inspired terrorist attacks, such as the
Amman hotel bombings in 2005 and the major attacks on Jordanian secu-
rity forces in 2016, which were officially claimed by ISIS (Sweis 2016).

In attempting to explain the conundrum of Jordan’s significant role as
a breeding ground for violent Islamic extremists as opposed to the rela-
tively few attacks and Islamist violence the country has suffered, critical
scholarship has pointed to the Jordanian regime’s dual approach of “cali-
brated repression” (Nesser and Gratrud 2019). Unlike Egypt and Algeria,
Jordan has chosen not to adopt an unwavering and across-the-board mili-
tary approach toward all Islamists. Instead, in an ideological echo of
Morocco’s strategy, it has combined the application of harsh military
measures against certain Islamists with structured state-controlled efforts
at societal dialogue with other Islamists. The latter has even included a
degree of co-optation of prominent Salafi Islamists such as Abu Muham-
mad Maqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Filastini, and Iyad al-Qunaybi, who at times
were released from state detention in exchange for support of the monar-
chy (Skare et al. 2021a, 20).

In a similar vein to Morocco, Jordan has been engaged in reforms of its
Islamic institutions, as carried out by the Jordanian Unit to Combat Violent
Religious Extremism and Terrorism, under the general umbrella of the
kingdom’s Ministry of Education, Higher Education and Religious Endow-
ments (Waqf). In addition to training, a significant effort to replace extrem-
ist clerics, especially in cities where there had been a proliferation of radi-
cal (takfiri) clerics, such as Maan, Zarqa, Rusayfa, Irbid, Salt, and Kerak,
has resulted in a massive shortage of some 3,300 imams and no less than
700 muezzins (Skareet al. 2021a, 19). The context of this shortage had to
do with a more general framework of religious reform in Jordan, which also
resulted in retraining programs for Muslim clerics and the screening of
those deemed too extremist or retrograde in their views of Islam (Abu
Rumman 2021, 247).

However, such measures, which resemble certain aspects of Morocco’s
work with the Rabita, are only one aspect of Jordan’s recourse to “dialogi-
cal logic” in confronting the challenges of Islamic extremism. In addition
to these measures, Jordan has relied on two significant sets of state prac-
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tices that, in addition to the more direct reform of Islamist clerical circles,
enhance our understanding of how the Jordanian regime communicates
with both its grassroots public and its midlevel Islamist social leadership.

Jordan's Specific Measures to Counter Violent Extremism

Jordan’s response to the challenges posed by violent Islamic extremism
emerges as a comprehensive structure based on state repression interlocked
through applying a three-tiered societal dialogue structure that includes
direct and indirect features of government—society communication.

This three-tiered structure’s most direct dialogue component, as in Jor-
dan’s direct dialogue programs for clerical reform, has already received
ample research attention (Skare et al. 2021a, 19-20). These direct efforts
consist of programs in which the government engages in frontal and face-to-
face communication with Islamists, either in the form of clerical reforms or
training programs for imams and muezzins. Another facet of this direct dia-
logue route emerged in February 2015 with the execution by ISIS of a Jor-
danian Air Force pilot, Moaz al-Kasasbeh, by burning him alive. Seeking to
drive a wedge between the ISIS leadership and the senior echelons of Jor-
danian Salafist clerics, the government released several of the prominent
ideologues from prison and placed them under house arrest in what appears
to have been an exchange of dialogue. In return, the released clerics, includ-
ing Abu Muhammad al-Magqdisi and Abu Qatada al-Filastini, clearly called
for the pardon of al-Kasasbeh and, after his execution by ISIS, swiftly con-
demned the excessive violence of their former comrade-in-arms Abu Musab
al-Zarqawi for executing a Muslim war prisoner (Hamming 2022, 196n91).
At present, a status quo seems to have been reached whereby Abu Muham-
mad Magqdisi, Abu Qatada al-Filastini, and Iyad al-Qunaybi, though they
have not renounced their extremist views, have nevertheless chosen to
refrain from any official and openly accessible attacks on the Jordanian
regime, cither on their websites or, more broadly, in their openly followed
sermons. In return, none of the three were sent back to prison. This latter
fact points to some dialogue-based co-optation between the regime and the
extremists, some kind of mutual deescalation of tensions between them.

The second measure of dialogue used by the Jordanian regime in its
relations with society, and especially with the supporters of the Muslim
Brotherhood in the kingdom, concerns the conduct of parliamentary elec-
tions. Because this aspect of the Jordanian regime’s dialogue with society
has received less scholarly attention, the following sections are intended to
fill this research gap.

The educated reader might wonder how such a rudimentary practice of
democracy as the conduct of elections could be related to societal dialogue.
But in Jordan, a country whose first four decades after independence were
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marked by the harsh imprint of martial law, the very idea of holding elec-
tions at all or suspending them, and the processes of gradual negotiation
and political bargaining that have accompanied cach stage of the country’s
electoral reforms, all amount to nothing less than a broad societal dialogue
between the regime and its citizens. This is especially true considering that,
out of all the political factions, the Muslim Brotherhood has been the most
vocal advocate for elections for many years. Far more politically substan-
tive than the Salafist fringe of extremist clerics such as Maqdisi, Qatada,
and Qunaybi, the Brotherhood’s electorate is undoubtedly a force to be
reckoned with. With roots in Jordan dating back to the kingdom’s inde-
pendence and its long history of support for Jordan’s monarchical regime—
unlike the Egyptian Brotherhood, which has at times supported and threat-
ened the regime’s existence—the Jordanian Brotherhood is not a force that
can be easily overlooked or brushed aside.

After Jordan’s first full parliamentary elections in 1956, there was a
failed coup attempt April 13-20, 1957. Following this event, significant
developments in the Palestinian West Bank city of Nablus led to Jordan’s
strong opposition to holding elections for many years. On April 22, 1957, two
days after the failed coup, the deposed Palestinian Jordanian prime minister,
Suleiman Nabulsi, officially launched Jordan’s so-called Patriotic Congress
(al mu tamar al watani). The open air of this congress convened by Nablusi’s
coalition, which included his own National Socialist Party (NSP—its name
explicitly referring to its Nazi ideological origins), the Baath, the Commu-
nists, and the independents associated with the Palestinian Mufti Haj Amin
al-Husseini, was to challenge the regime in Amman and force its capitulation
by mobilizing massive street uprisings (Dann 1991, 60).

By the time of Black September in 1970, when Baathist-backed Pales-
tinians once again attempted to overthrow his Jordanian monarchy, Hus-
sein’s total retaliation came to the fore. The irreversible expulsion of the
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) leadership from Jordan (never to
return) and his firm alignment with the US-led Western powers would
cement the Hashemite regime’s endurance for years to come.

No elections were held in Jordan between 1956 and 1989. In 1989, Jor-
dan held its first parliamentary elections in forty-three years in response to
public unrest sparked by an economic downturn and demands for constitu-
tional reform in the kingdom, albeit under the constraints of martial law.
With the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989 and the subsequent discredit-
ing of communist-leaning pan-Arab Baathism in the early 1990s, the only
real force left to challenge Jordan’s monarchical regime was Islamism, both
in the form of the Muslim Brotherhood and, later, under the guise of hard-
line Wahhabi Salafism.

Over the past thirty years, from the 1993 elections to the most recent
ones in 2020, there has been a discernible pattern of indirect dialogue
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regarding Jordan’s electoral procedures. Parties associated with the Muslim
Brotherhood, such as the Islamic Action Front (IAF), have been advocating
for the government to hold open and fair elections. They prefer a “bloc vot-
ing” system, which in 1989 already disproportionately favored Islamist can-
didates. On the government side, the regime has made multiple constitu-
tional changes to the electoral system. This includes introducing a “one
man, one vote” system in the 1993 elections, implementing a quota system
reserving seats for women and ethnic minorities (Circassians, Chechens,
and Christians) in 2003, and increasing the size of the elected parliamentary
assembly from 80 seats in 1989 to 110 and now 130. Accordingly, most of
Jordan’s martial laws were lifted in 1991 (New York Times 1991).

A signal feature of Jordan’s evolving electoral system has been the
gradual introduction of procedural changes before each new round of elec-
tions, which are usually accompanied by lengthy debates as to whether the
Islamists would accept the proposed changes and participate in the forth-
coming election or boycott the election while claiming the government was
deliberately tilting the playing field. Thus, the Islamists decided to run in
the 1989 and 1993-1994 clections, but the shift to one person, one vote led
to a partial boycott of the 1997 elections by Islamists. In 2003, when the
new electoral guidelines included quotas for women, there was a recurring
pattern of Islamist boycotts. By contrast, the 2007 elections, which required
each party to have at least five hundred registered members in at least five
of Jordan’s constituencies, saw the IAF fully participate in the elections. In
2010, another round of changes to the electoral law led to another boycott
of the elections by the Muslim Brotherhood.

The “dialogical nature” of Jordanian electoral politics emerged in the
run-up to the 2016 elections. The regime’s pressure to sever the Jordanian
and Egyptian chapters of the Muslim Brotherhood following the upheavals
of the Arab Spring from 2011 onward and the retention of the Jordanian
chapter while exorcising its Egyptian counterpart serve as a masterclass of
dialogical balancing, between being attuned to legitimate Islamist societal
sentiments and the maintenance of state security (Magid 2016). Following
the onslaught against the Muslim Brotherhood across the Middle East, and
particularly after the Egyptian army’s coup that overthrew the Islamist-
elected President Mohamed Morsi, the Jordanian regime saw it as high time
to rein in its Muslim Brotherhood once and for all. The adopted strategy
was to create a clear split between the Brotherhood’s Egyptian and Jordan-
ian branches. The technical way this was done was through the electoral
registration of parties. In 2014, a new registry was established that required
all political parties intending to participate in the 2016 elections to regis-
ter. Although the older Egyptian-affiliated Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood
party was duly registered in 1946 and 1953, its registration was revoked
and a new, uniquely Jordanian chapter of the Brotherhood, with no ties to
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its Egyptian counterpart, was duly registered. As tensions mounted against
the Jordanian regime for allowing the Jordanian chapter to register while
denying the Egyptian-affiliated parts of the movement the right to run for
office, the Jordanian government carried out a major coordinated overnight
raid on all Brotherhood offices in Amman and later throughout the kingdom
(Malkawi 2016; Sweis 2016). With the transfer of assets (real estate, bank
accounts, etc.) to the new, uniquely Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood branch,
the Jordanian regime dealt a lethal blow to the influence of external Egypt-
ian Islamism over internal Jordanian religious affairs (Magid 2016).

Use of Indirect Dialogue

A clear pattern of indirect dialogue emerges when analyzing Jordanian elec-
toral mechanisms over the thirty-four years between 1989 and 2023. In ret-
rospect, it was through the technical electoral process that the government’s
will for Islamist participation, but perhaps not for victory, was reconciled
with the Islamists’ will to assert their political power and challenge the
regime, albeit without completely “smashing all China.” At times, both the
regime’s crossing of societal red lines and the Islamists’ behavior to that
same effect caused one side or the other to pull back, bringing this dialogue
system to a standstill and requiring reunification of voices in which each
side gave a little to return to cooperative terms of discussion in the run-up
to the next elections. As such, over the past thirty-five years, dialogue
between the Jordanian government and the Islamists has often revolved
around haggling over seemingly procedural electoral issues, albeit ones that
have significantly impacted election results. As administrative lawyers are
wont to reiterate, when it comes to constitutional elections, procedure can
often be more important than substance. Accordingly, electoral haggling
should be seen for what it is: political dialogue par excellence, albeit
through the back door of the Jordanian society.

The third aspect of Jordan’s dialogical thinking concerns what can be
broadly described as embedded measures of social tension reduction. Draw-
ing on new cutting-edge research published by Stanford and Cambridge
University in 2022, a new picture of a third domain of dialogue has emerged
that is more in line with the notion of “the everyday politics of authoritar-
ian rule in Jordan” (Yom 2023). In short, all three of the following mono-
graphs provide explanations for aspects of the Jordanian conundrum of non-
violent extremism, which one wise and eminent scholar has described as an

easily ignored reality: Life under autocratic rule which is predicated not
solely on fear or violence but on the creative accommodation of state
power. (Yom 2023, 2)
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The first monograph, which looks at the politics of protest in Jordan,
reveals a regime very much attuned to its society’s need for protest and the
venting of social discontent. As Schwedler (2022) shows, specific locations
in Amman and other cities, such as known streets, certain roundabouts, and
even known vacant lots, routinely serve as sites for demonstrations. These
are tolerated by the government, which channels people’s anger to be vented
in these “controlled environments,” but the regime also sends government
officials to these places during demonstrations to register and record the
grievances of the people demonstrating there. Throughout this insightful
monograph, Schwedler shows how the information collected by these gov-
ernment officials often moves up to higher levels of government. This turns
the spatial geography of controlled protests into a channel for dialogue and
communication between the government and grassroots society.

The second recent novelty concerns the rise of community policing in
Jordan. In contrast to the General Intelligence Department (the Mukhabarat
secret police), the Public Security Directorate (PSD), with its nearly sixty
thousand personnel, serves as Jordan’s civilian police, charged with the nor-
mal maintenance of public order and the prevention of nonpolitical crimes
(theft, domestic violence, speeding, assault, murder, etc.). As Watkins
(2022) aptly demonstrates in her monograph with the self-explanatory title
“Creating Consent in an Illiberal Order: Policing Disputes in Jordan,” the
PSD still promotes “customary traditions for dispute management,” which
is a euphemism for the continued practice of tribal courts, whose official
function was abolished back in 1976, but which nevertheless continue to
exert considerable influence in Jordan’s still semi-tribal society (Watkins
2022, 133-137). Much the same can be said of the PSD’s Family Protection
Department, which essentially deals with domestic and marital abuse and
which, in many cases, recommends that victims consult government-run
“reconciliation committees” before resorting to family court proceedings
(Watkins 2022, 163-166).

The third and most innovative of these new contributions concerns Jor-
dan’s securing and controlling the supply of traditional flatbread (khubuz
‘arabi) in the kingdom. As Martinez (2022) aptly demonstrates, the “politics
of bread” in Jordan often has to do with social cohesion and how the state
demonstrates its preference for its Jordanian citizens beyond the needs of
more than one million Syrian refugees that the country has received who
also still need to be fed and cared for. The state’s shift from supporting gen-
eral wheat bread subsidies at the bakery level to allocating direct cash pay-
ments on an individual human basis to Jordanian citizens becomes a classic
social dialogue measure between the regime and its society. The new way of
distributing subsidies forces the poor to deal directly with the government to
get the food support they need. This is different from the old system, where
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anyone, regardless of their wealth or citizenship status, could get the same
subsidy at the bakery. As Martinez notes, the Jordanian regime’s provision
of bread “will continue to form the fabric of experience within which polit-
ical authority is produced . . . welfare—whether in the form of cash or
food—is and will remain a source of the state’s vitality, a key condition for
its presence, a source of its astonishing ability to subsist and reproduce”
(Martinez 2022, 231).

Conclusion

One would be hard-pressed to deny the almost prophetic future Jamal
Khashoggi, writing back in 2014, envisioned of what would transpire in
Yemen, Iraq, Syria, and Libya:

Jordan and Morocco are two models—those who did not miss the train.
The countries that missed the train are those that have dragged themselves
into a civil war like Syria, countries that are about to witness a war like
Yemen and Libya, or fragmentation like Iraq. Reforms are no longer use-
ful in these countries. They need an external intervention to contain the
damage caused in each of them. The longer they are neglected, the more
their situation will crumble and the more it will drag its neighbors into
their turmoil. (Khashoggi 2014)

A signal feature linking Morocco and Jordan is their approach to the
threat of violent Islamic extremism. Both states rely heavily on their pow-
erful security apparatuses to counter these threats. However, unlike many
other Arab regimes that rely solely on repression, Morocco and Jordan
demonstrate a strong ability and a genuine willingness to engage in gov-
ernment-structured, regime-controlled dialogue with Islamist groups. To be
sure, such efforts at dialogue are anything but equal. On one side are potent
states. On the other are groups that depend heavily on social support for
survival. At no point since the beginning of the Arab unrest in 2011 did
Islamist groups, be they extreme Salafists or more moderate Muslim Broth-
erhood protagonists, challenge the Hashemite monarchy’s staying power, a
fortiori for Morocco’s monarchy, which is even more powerful, entrenched,
and long-lasting compared to Jordan’s.

This similarity in approach to extremism is also reflected in other ways.
Morocco and Jordan see themselves as guardian states (Sharifian kingdoms)
whose rulers trace their lineage to the Prophet Mohammad. Both were seen
as partial enemies of the Baathist regimes of the 1970s, and both suffered mil-
itary coup attempts during that period. Both have remained strong allies of
Western military powers, and both have adopted what could be broadly
defined as liberal-capitalist state economic modalities. Over time, both king-
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doms have gradually opened to the idea of holding elections and allowing
nominated governments and cabinets to play an increasing role in running the
state, albeit under the continued and tight control of the king. Morocco’s
engagement with elections dates back to the mid-1970s; the kingdom has
since then held regular local and legislative elections without interruption.
Like Jordan, 1990s Morocco also saw the unofficial and discrete acceptance
of Islamists in the electoral process, albeit under the cover of another party.

Since the 2011 unrest, first in Tunisia and then across the Middle East,
both Morocco and Jordan have been largely spared the political and social
ruptures that have engulfed other Arab states. Correspondingly, their
economies have not experienced significant declines in economic output, in
stark contrast to most Arab states whose GDP per capita in 2021 was lower
than before 2011 (Jamal and Robbins 2022).

A key puzzle here concerns the plausible link between Morocco’s and
Jordan’s monarchical Sharifian nature and their relative stability under the
challenges of both Islamic extremism and the 2011 unrest. Contrary to the
record of many Arab countries with long pan-Arabist legacies (e.g., Egypt,
Syria, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Iraq, and Yemen), the monarchies of both
kingdoms appear to have demonstrated considerable political resilience.
Both royal houses have explicitly and officially insisted that there is a
direct and causal link between their precise measure of stability and their
so-called divine destiny. The Moroccan royal house habitually reiterates
that the king is the Commander of the Faithful (Amir al-Mu’minin). In Jor-
dan, the state’s very name (Hashemite, meaning descended from the tribe of
Hashem of the Prophet Mohammad) carries this signal.

Whether there is a causal link between the Sharifian composition of
Morocco and Jordan and their apparent relative political stability deserves
further study. What cannot be denied is the degree of self-confidence these
two monarchies possess, which allows them to enter dialogue with
Islamists, even hardliners, without apology. For better or worse, Morocco
and Jordan are two of the very few Arab countries that have repatriated
their foreign fighters from the ISIS battlefields in Syria and Iraq. Although
these individuals will be prosecuted and imprisoned upon their return, it
is remarkable that their home countries are willing to take them back in the
hope of reintegrating them into society. This stands in stark contrast to the
policies of European and other Arab countries that have chosen to leave
their ISIS nationals in Iraqi detention camps indefinitely.

Notes

1. Absent a religious hierarchy, Morocco placed a state organ—the Rabita
Mohamadia of Oulama, composed of recognized experts of Sunni Islam—to pro-
vide nonbinding guidance on emergent religious questions.
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2. Makhzen refers to the state’s authorities and the monarchy’s royal entourage.
Historically, the Bled al Makhzen was formally and effectively under the king’s
rule, whereas regions devoid of state authority were called Bled Siba—*the country
of disorder.” Nowadays, Makhzen implies the channels, formal and informal,
through which the monarchy rules (Waterbury 1970; Claisse 1987).

3. See “The Mohammed VI Institute for the Training of Mourchidine and
Mourchidat Imams,” on the Mohammed VI Foundation of African Ulema website
(https://www.fm6oa.org/fr/linstitut-mohammed-vi-pour-la-formation-des-imams
-mourchidines-et-mourchidates/).



Ethnonationalism and
Religious Radicalization:
Serbia and Bosnia
and Herzegovina
Edina Becirevic and Predrag Petrovic

Although the framework of the Preventing Violent Extremism in
the Balkans and the MENA (PREVEX) project distinguishes between eth-
nonationalist (far right) and religiously motivated violent extremism, these
extremist motivations are not entirely distinct in the Western Balkans—both
because the far right ethnonationalism that led to war in the 1990s nurtured
an enabling environment for imported religious extremism to emerge in the
postwar period and because ethnonationalist extremism is tightly inter-
woven with clerico-fascism, which is now reflected in a global far right
trend of “ethnoreligious nationalism” (see Fisher-Onar 2022; Johnson 2018;
Halilovi¢ and Veljan 2021).

This intersection between ethnonationalism and religion in the Western
Balkans was evident during the wars of the 1990s and has left a lasting
impact on the sociopolitical landscape of both Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH)
and Serbia. Ethnonationalist forces are deeply intertwined with the region’s
religions, Serbian Orthodoxy, Islam, and Catholicism, and extremist rhetoric
is far too often expressed even in the “mainstream” religious and political
realms. Nonetheless, it was the Islamist extremism that sprang from ideolo-
gies that arrived in BiH during the war, brought by Muslim fighters from
Asia—including Salafism, Wahhabism, and jihadism—that long dominated
the literature on violent extremism in the Western Balkans (Becirevi¢ 2016).
The presence of these ideologies in the region gained particular international
attention after the emergence of the so-called Islamic State in Syria and Iraq
(ISIS), which attracted over a thousand foreign fighters from the area (Reha-
bilitation and Reintegration of Returning Foreign Terrorist Fighters [RFTFs]).
Thus, in 2012, security-oriented researchers in the region began looking
closely at postwar radicalization and extremism with a one-sided focus on
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Salafi jihadism because this was the year that fighters from the Balkans (and
elsewhere) began departing for Syria and Iraq.

Meanwhile, the ethnonationalist extremism that reached its zenith dur-
ing the Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s never really faded away and has been on
the rise again in recent years. And though scholars have studied quite exten-
sively how ethnonationalist radicalization in political and public debate con-
tributed to those wars (Carmichael 2012), much less attention has been paid
to postwar ethnonationalist extremism and radicalization in former Yugoslav
states. Indeed, ethnonationalism has been mainstreamed into the political
life of these countries to such a degree that it is rarely even labeled as
extremism, even in texts dedicated to national defense and counterterrorism.

That is a fundamental reason why this chapter focuses on the intricate
dynamics of various extremisms in BiH and Serbia, where almost nothing
can be explained in simple terms or straightforward concepts. For instance,
in some parts of BiH and Serbia, different strains of extremism function in
a reciprocally radical relationship, but in others, this does not seem to be
the case. And notably, much of what drives the reciprocal extremism of cer-
tain groups is shared narratives, meaning the mutual reflectivity of Serb
ethnonationalism and Salafism, for example—as seen in narratives of vic-
timhood, the existential threat of “others,” and the need for self-protection
through exclusion—is itself mutually reinforcing.

Still, because academic study responds to geopolitical circumstances,
the threat posed by the Islamic State was understandably prioritized, and few
people predicted that extreme ethnonationalism would rise again to become
a “new normal” or a significant security threat. The growing prominence of
far right political figures in Europe and the United States, coupled with a
proliferation of extreme right organizations and an increase in terrorism
motivated by their ideology, has only recently refocused attention on this
issue. In the Western Balkans, these events have unfolded against the back-
drop of Russia’s invasions of Ukraine, highlighting extensive research on
Russian influence, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia. The
central role of the Russian Orthodox Church in these efforts has alerted aca-
demics to focus on the risks of religious radicalization beyond Islamism.

This chapter examines these various strains of extremism in BiH and
Serbia and the extremist movements that are currently most prevalent in
both countries while unraveling the enduring impact of historical conflicts
in the Western Balkans and analyzing how current geopolitical dynamics
affect the region’s sociopolitical landscape.

Ethnonationalism and the Far Right

The project of far right extremists across the Western Balkans is, in many
ways, a continuation of the wars of the 1990s. That is, a prominent theme of
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their rhetoric relates to the redrawing of state borders along exclusively eth-
noreligious lines. Extending from this, ethnonationalist groups view the mul-
ticultural and multidenominational tradition of BiH as a dangerous aberrance
and fear that European Union (EU) membership for countries in the region
will undermine ethnonational identities intertwined with religion. Extremist
groups with an Orthodox Christian or Catholic identity promote narratives
claiming that Christianity and Christians, that is, Serbs and Croats, are under
threat. Similarly, Salafist groups claim that Islam and Muslims, that is, Bosni-
aks, are under threat (Kelly 2019). This rhetoric has leaked beyond the edges
of the most radical fringe and has increasingly become normalized even
among many political forces that call themselves moderate.

The aspirations of dismantling the Bosnian state have persisted among
Serb and Croat nationalists. These ambitions have resurfaced recently as
Western international actors, fatigued by crises in the Western Balkans,
show increasing willingness to accept local autocratic and nationalistic
leaders as legitimate partners. Noticing this shift, Russia has intensified its
efforts to destabilize the region by “ensuring that its proxies obstruct [the
state-building] process” in BiH (Ruge 2022).

Postwar BiH and the Legacy of Dayton

It is notable that the Bosnian War was the first time since the end of World
War II “that fascist and Nazi symbols were used openly in Europe and
within official military units without consequence. Nationalist actors
viewed historical revisionism, ethnonationalism, and genocidal policies as
legitimate means for achieving political goals” (Turcalo and Karc¢i¢ 2021).
This rhetoric, and the impunity with which it has been employed for
decades, is a catalyst for far right radicalization across the region. But in
BiH, where the “peace” declared in 1995 led to something much more like
a frozen conflict than anything resembling restorative reconciliation, the
political instrumentalization of extremist ethnonationalism narratives car-
ries significantly heightened risks (United Nations 2021).!

It is fair to say that the political figure who has most successfully
instrumentalized these narratives in BiH is Bosnian Serb leader Milorad
Dodik. For several years, in the immediate postwar period and especially
just after he took power in the Republika Srpska (RS) in 2006, Dodik was
a reliable ally of the West in efforts to rebuild the Bosnian state and restore
interethnic relations. However, deteriorating economic conditions, along
with ethnonationalist influences from Serbia and Russia, have led him over
the past decade to adopt stringent Serb nationalism, advocating for the dis-
solution of the Bosnian state. Dodik’s rhetoric and tactics have now been
adopted by the Croat far right—which promotes narratives centering on the
“dysfunctionality of the Bosnian state” and has proposed an even deeper eth-
nic dis-integration of BiH by calling for the establishment of a third entity
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exclusively for Croats, on the premise that they are otherwise increasingly
threatened as an “unprotected” minority (Prelec and Pradhan 2021).

Alexander Clapp summarized some of the fundamental mistakes of the
1995 Peace Agreement with sharp but appropriate cynicism, noting, for
instance, that it “stemmed from a misunderstanding of why the war had
broken out in the first place.” Ultimately, Clapp argues that the system it
created “punishes electoral moderation, erodes political accountability and
all but rewards extremism,” and the fact that “both entities essentially oper-
ate as their states . . . doesn’t so much quench the desire for autonomy as
dangle it before them” (Clapp 2017). In other words, the Dayton Agreement
itself has empowered the ethnonationalist political structures that have pre-
vented its implementation, and the resulting power structures and paralysis
have driven extremism in BiH.

Serb Nationalism and the Far Right

The 1990s wars and genocide were driven by ethnonationalism, with Ser-
bian and Bosnian Serb leaders aiming to create a Greater Serbia. They
mobilized Serbs through years of indoctrination by political religious fig-
ures, and the media, portraying Serbs as threatened by other groups and
advocating for an ethnically exclusive Serb state. This exaggerated threat
was used to justify aggression against non-Serbs.

The rise of nationalism in (the Republic of) Serbia in the late 1980s
was a response by political elites to growing pressure for democratization
and liberalization of the economic and political system of the former
Yugoslavia. The dominant critique of Yugoslav socialism by Serbian
nationalist intellectuals was not focused so much on its economic ineffi-
ciency or authoritarian tendencies as on how it had “destroyed” the Serb
nation (Pesi¢ 1996, 5-7). Thus, in the new official narrative, social class as
a unifying principle was replaced by the ethno-nation, understood not as a
political but a biological entity (Kulji¢ 2002).

Throughout the 1990s, the Milosevi¢ government successfully imposed
Serb nationalism as the official ideology, and the territorial objectives of
ethnonationalists to expand Serbia and Croatia were presented as part of the
process of Yugoslav dissolution (Staki¢ 2016, 133—-135). Yet, this would
only create two nationally homogenous states by dividing BiH and erasing
it from the map. It was this expansionist goal that fueled the series of eth-
nic conflicts that ensued, including the war against BiH and the genocide
and crimes against humanity committed there.

After the fall of MiloSevi¢, Serbia began a transition toward democracy
via a series of reforms, and new discourses emerged regarding Europeaniza-
tion, human rights, transitional justice, neoliberalism, and more. Still, even
if the hegemony of nationalist discourse was challenged in this process,
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political and intellectual elites never made a radical break from ethnona-
tionalism. So, it not only has survived but also has remained the dominant
and, in some sense, official discourse of Serbia (Staki¢ 2016, 135). The gov-
ernment of Aleksandar Vucié¢, the onetime Minister of Information under
Milosevi¢, has, in fact, consolidated support partly by using ethnonational
narratives to amplify the risk of external threats to Serb unity, as reflected in
a recent survey in which nearly four in ten Serbian respondents (39 percent)
identified “foreign powers” as among the factors “most responsible for
existing tensions between different ethnic groups” in the country (Center for
Insights in Survey Research 2022, 152). Vuéi¢ was nonetheless able to
maintain strong and positive relations with Europe for quite a few years,
which prompted European leaders to push Serbia forward as the next Balkan
member. But this has recently been questioned against still unresolved talks
with Kosovo. Some analysts wonder whether the Serbian president is will-
ing to prioritize the criteria of accession or is simply more concerned with
remaining in power “by restricting political opposition and controlling the
judiciary, security apparatus, public sector, and media in ways that defy the
EU’s basic values” (Barber 2023).

All the groups that make up the Serbian far right, whether authentic or
fake, old or new, contribute to spreading values and ideals that align with
those of the current government—which aims to unite Serbs politically and
culturally in an imagined “Serbian World” and seeks to securitize matters
such as migration (Petrovic 2024, 84-85). For example, the rhetoric of far
right extremists, which is “deeply rooted in the idea of a need to protect Ser-
bia’s ‘national identity’ from perceived enemies” and has designated various
entities as “the enemy” as the context demands, increasingly frames
“migrants and refugees . . . as the entity whose culture and values threaten
the Serbian people and their identity” (Lazeti¢ 2021, 3). This not only rein-
forces the policy ambitions of the government but also draws the attention
of voters away from governance failures, including corruption and economic
instability. For these reasons and others, some Serbian policymakers have
actively resisted considering far right ethnonationalism in the context of
efforts to prevent violent extremism or terrorism, and the government has
implemented no activities as part of its counterterrorism strategy to combat
political and ethnonational extremism (European Commission 2021, 47).

Serb Nationalist Ideology

Ideologically, the ethnonationalism of today’s Serbian elites is grounded
mainly in Saint Sava nationalism (Beslin 2021), which emerged in the 1930s
and is considered to have been founded by Nikolaj Velimirovi¢, bishop of the
Serbian Orthodox Church.? Its essence lies in a combination of Serb nation-
alism and Orthodox clericalism, wherein the “sacralization of the nation” and
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the “nationalization of religion” raise the status of the Serb nation to that of
a saint and make Orthodoxy a national rather than a universal religion (Falina
2007). Saint Sava nationalism advocates for the establishment of an Ortho-
dox monarchy within historical Serbian borders, with the king as an invio-
lable and unlimited ruler, and its most ardent supporters resolutely reject
Western culture, globalization, democracy, liberalism, human rights, republi-
can values, the anti-fascist tradition, and ecumenism.? Although it cannot be
said that every far right political party and movement in Serbia, or every Serb
ethnonationalist group (inside and outside the country), supports a monarchy
per se, most do prefer the rule of a “firm hand” and close ties with the Ortho-
dox Church (Petrovi¢ and Hercigonja 2022).

Other essential features of contemporary Serb nationalism include the
mighty symbolic and narrative power surrounding Kosovo as the secular and
spiritual “cradle of Serbia,” for which many Serbs were sacrificed in clashes
with Ottoman forces, to whom they eventually had to abandon the territory.
In this context, the death of Serbian Prince Lazar in a battle against Ottoman
forces has been reframed as both sacrificial and sanctifying (see Bieber
2002). Historical revisionism of World War II likewise plays a role in Serb
ethnonationalist rhetoric, which denies any wartime collaboration by the
nationalist Chetnik movement with Nazi occupiers or portrays it as a neces-
sary evil to which the Chetniks only conceded to protect Serbs.

In the nationalist narrative, the fact that Serbs have historically suffered
significant casualties and have been the victims of genocide means they
have always been on “the right side of history.” There is considerable mobi-
lizing power in this framing because it simultaneously centers the griev-
ances and moral superiority of Serbs. This is a clear theme of the far right
neo-Chetnik movement, for instance, which denies the genocide committed
against Bosniaks in Srebrenica while highlighting genocidal acts committed
against Serbs in World War II (Turcalo and Karc¢i¢ 2021). Logically, this
has led to the glorification of civilian and military leaders convicted of war
crimes in the 1990s and previous wars.

Bosnian Serb Extremism

Numerous neo-Chetnik groups, as well as other far right groups in BiH
today, are registered as civil society organizations that promote “national
customs, traditions, religious values, and culture.” Their exclusivist narra-
tives and genocide denial align with the rhetoric of leading Bosnian Serb
political parties, which have repeatedly obstructed efforts to label Chetnik
organizations as fascist and ban them. However, in June 2022, the state-
level Appellate Court of BiH did sentence three members of Chetniki
Ravnogorski Pokret to five months in jail on counts of inciting national,
racial, and religious hate, conflict, and intolerance in Visegrad and the sur-
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rounding areas. According to the ruling, the defendants sang songs encour-
aging violence, with lyrics that celebrated mass atrocities committed
against Bosniaks in Eastern Bosnia during World War 11, as well as crimes
committed during the 1992-1995 conflict. The prosecution also charged
them with participating in a military formation and using military language,
meaning that they behaved as an illegal paramilitary organization (Pripad-
nici cetnickog pokreta u BiH).*

Besides this network of neo-Chetnik organizations, far right Serb
nationalist groups with origins in Serbia also have affiliates in the RS. Most
of these RS-based groups (e.g., the Night Wolves, Saint Georgie-Loncari,
Eastern Alternative, and many others) receive support from Russia and
share the same agenda as their counterparts in Serbia. (See Radio Free
Europe 2023; Euronews 2023.)

Croat Nationalism and the Far Right

Over the last century, Croat nationalist extremism has mainly drawn on the
fascist ideology of the Ustasha movement, which came to power in 1941
as the installed leadership of the Independent State of Croatia (NDH), a
puppet regime of Nazi Germany.’ In the early Bosnian War, the Croatian
Defence Force was loyal to Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, in 1993,
with the establishment of the separatist Croatian Republic of Herceg-
Bosnia, far right Croat nationalism shifted toward greater antagonism of
Bosniaks and BiH, sometimes making them the primary enemy of Bosnian
Serb and Serbian forces.

Croat nationalist extremism operates mainly under the cover of non-
governmental organizations and associations with official agendas promot-
ing culture and “the homeland,” as well as business and football associa-
tions and informal groups attached to Catholic parishes or specific priests.
Groups in BiH that adhere to a Ustasha ideology are almost all connected
to a parent group in Croatia or another country with a Croat diaspora. How-
ever, the unique Bosnian state structure arguably gives these groups a
greater degree of relevance in BiH (Ristic et al. 2020), which makes it even
more notable that they seem to be in lockstep with the official politics of
both the Croatian Democratic Union BiH (HDZ-BiH) and the Croat
National Assembly (HNS, a platform for Croat parties in BiH).

Croat far right extremism in BiH aims to establish a “third entity” for
Croats, revive the wartime Croatian Republic of Herceg-Bosnia, and reha-
bilitate Ustasha and Catholic clergy from World War II, echoing similar
revisionism seen in Serbia and RS. This movement involves war crimes
denial by leading politicians in HDZ-BiH and Croatian HDZ, specific
media figures, and some Catholic Church officials. (See Jegic 2020; “Sara-
jevo Mass for Pro-Nazi WWII Collaborators” 2020; Milekic 2019.)
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Croat far right groups, including football hooligans like the Ultras-
Zrinjski Fan Club, are prone to violence. They attack anti-fascist events and
critics of HDZ politics. The Ultras, formed by Croatian Defence Council
members in Mostar during the war, have a history of violence at matches
and targeting leftist and civic party members during certain holidays. The
Ultras have four to five hundred permanent members and can mobilize
additional allies from the HDZ-BiH youth wing. There are credible suspi-
cions that the Interior Ministry of Herzegovina-Neretva Canton tolerates or
even protects the group (Ristic et al. 2020).

The Catholic Church and Far Right Croat Extremism in BiH

For obvious reasons, the Catholic Church admits no role in supporting Croat
far right groups in BiH, and any church activities that could be interpreted
as supportive of these groups are framed as the independent actions of local
clergy. Yet, specific examples make it hard to believe that the Catholic hier-
archy does not at least look the other way or, at worst, sanction collaboration
by the church with the Croat far right. For instance, the parish in Siroki Bri-
jeg sponsors youth sports competitions that include teams named explicitly
for Ustasha units, such as the Black Legion. This serves to normalize far
right extremism, and it gets no pushback from religious or municipal author-
ities because it aligns with the values that have been mainstreamed through
many educational institutions across Herzegovina, which either imply or
assert that support for the Ustasha is a form of Croat patriotism.¢
Moreover, in 2020, the Catholic Churches of BiH and Croatia held a
mass in Sarajevo to commemorate tens of thousands of Nazi-allied Croat-
ian troops and civilians who were killed in Austria in 1945. The annual com-
memoration is usually held in Austria but has been canceled because of
measures imposed in response to the pandemic. It was then organized in BiH
under the auspices of the Croatian parliament—Croatia has been a state
sponsor of the event for years, despite briefly stepping away from this role
in 2012 “amid criticism that it was rehabilitating the Nazi-allied Ustasha
regime” (“Sarajevo Mass for Pro-Nazi WWII Collaborators” 2020).” Indeed,
along with their Ustasha collaborators, the Croatian troops honored in the
commemoration exterminated nearly all of Sarajevo’s Jews and many Serbs
for crimes that have never been denounced and with victims who have never
been remembered by the church (Dervisbegovic and Kovacevic 2020).
Still, this rather public association with the revisionism that drives the
Croat far right is not typical of the Catholic Church in BiH, which has gen-
erally been quite cautious in recent years about endorsing Croat nationalism
or any other form of fascism that emerges among Bosnian Croats, particu-
larly in comparison to the lack of restraint exhibited by the Serbian Orthodox
Church, which has openly supported Serb ethnonationalist extremism among
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Bosnian Serbs. That is not to say the Catholic Church has avoided wading
into Bosnian politics, however. Its leaders have consistently emphasized the
minority status of Croats in BiH and have advocated during election seasons
for new leadership that will ensure “people in every part of the country . . .
enjoy human rights and religious freedom, and feel represented,” as well as
calling for “a normal state” (Luxmoore 2018). The Croatian and Bosnian
Catholic Churches are not the same, nor are they monoliths in themselves.
Vjekoslav Perica has referred to the Croatian church as “the most influential
anti-liberal social force” keeping Croatia from achieving a true democracy. In
essence, Perica argues that “the so-called ‘Church of the Croats’ and the HDZ
party have virtually co-ruled” the country (Perica 2015, 7-8). Thus, the posi-
tion of the Catholic Church in BiH and its relationship with Croat extremism
call for further research, particularly considering that the church almost cer-
tainly plays a role in shaping the political platforms of the HDZ-BiH and
other far right Croat political parties.

Salafi Extremism in Bosnia and Herzegovina

Salafi (or Salafi-jihadist) extremism is part of a global Islamist, rather than
a regional ethnonationalist, phenomenon. Salafism in BiH is also inter-
twined with the 1992 to 1995 war in a way that newer forms of Bosniak
extremism are not because it was the scope of the atrocities committed
against Bosniaks during the conflict that motivated hundreds of foreign
mujahidin to come and defend Bosnian Muslims (Duyvesteyn and Peeters
2015).2 It was clear from the start of the war that Bosniaks would be its pri-
mary victims, mainly because they had no “backup state” in the way that
Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Serbs did.

The war was tragic for all Bosnians, and war crimes were committed
not only against Bosniaks but also against ethnic Croats and Serbs. Still,
even where the Army of the Republic of BiH (ARBiH) did commit war
crimes, it did not do so as methodically as the forces it opposed.” And the
mujahidin who arrived in BiH to defend Bosniaks against this mass violence
brought a conservative Islamic doctrine with them. After the fighting ended,
foreign fighters who remained in BiH established several Salafist commu-
nities, along with alternative Muslim congregations known as para-jamaats.
This was complemented by the efforts of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states
to mainstream the conservative ideology of Wahhabism and Salafism in
BiH, often under the guise of humanitarian aid. For the most part, these Gulf
channels of influence are no longer operational after intervention by the
state. Still, they inspired Salafist congregations and communities across the
country, spreading a hyper-conservative and intolerant form of Islam that is
at odds with the teachings of the official Islamic Community (IC) of BiH.
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It is for this reason that only a tiny minority of Muslims in the coun-
try practice Salafism, but it has nonetheless become a cudgel of far right
Serb and Croat extremists against all Bosnian Muslims. This has espe-
cially been true since fighting broke out in Syria and Iraq, which drew
some Bosnians to join foreign, and later terrorist, units. Among the key
recruitment centers for foreign fighters in BiH were Salafist para-
Jjamaats, and for several years, the phenomenon of foreign fighter depar-
tures put a spotlight on BiH as a potential “hotbed” of Muslim extremism
in Europe, a “threat” played up in the political rhetoric of ethnonational
parties and latched on to by the media. However, this has never mani-
fested, and even the return of dozens of former fighters and their radical-
ized family members in multiple waves has not been linked to an increased
risk of violence (IEP 2020).!°

Salafi Extremism in Serbia

Islamist extremism in Serbia is geographically linked to the southwest San-
jak region, which has a predominantly Muslim population. The Interna-
tional Crisis Group (ICG) traces the origins of takfiri-inspired extremism in
Sanjak to 1997 and the arrival of an imam who preached Salafism at a local
mosque in Novi Pazar (the largest town in Sanjak), where the ideology was
initially rejected by the local community (ICG 2005, 25). Initially, Salafist
adherents in Novi Pazar thus kept a low profile, attracting little attention.
However, since 2000, they have gradually become more visible and influ-
ential. In 2007, a split in the (moderate) Islamic Community in Serbia
opened space for external, fundamentalist influences to take hold (Petrovié¢
and Ignjatijevi¢ 2022a, 7-8).

Hence, just as far right extremists from Serbia have fought on Ukrain-
ian battlefields, Islamist extremists from Serbia traveled to Syria and Iraq
to fight alongside terrorist groups such as ISIS and Al-Nusra. According to
police estimates, forty-nine people from Sanjak departed to Syria (Lukovié
2017), seven of whom were later convicted in Serbian courts for crimes
related to terrorism. However, in the context of growing nonviolent extrem-
ism in the region, it is concerning that “the Sanjak community is polarized
inter-ethnically (between Bosniaks and Serbs), intra-ethnically (between
different Bosniak political parties) and religiously (between two Islamic
communities)” (Halilovi¢ Pastuovic, Hiilzer, and Wylie 2023, 21). This
could impact community resilience at a time when individuals and groups
are promoting extreme ideas, even if they are not engaging in extreme
behavior (i.e., openly inciting or committing violence), making some peo-
ple potentially susceptible to becoming further radicalized into violence in
certain socioeconomic or political circumstances.
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Common Factors of Radicalization

Across the region, certain common factors contribute to ethnonationalism
and religious radicalization, including socioeconomic and political instabil-
ity. In Serbia and BiH, however, extremism can also be directly linked to
the educational systems as well as to a persistent “brain drain” that is weak-
ening the democratic transition of these countries.

Economic Fragility and Political Corruption

In both Serbia and BiH, citizens face several social and political factors that
increase their vulnerability to extremism, including poor socioeconomic
conditions, high unemployment, low trust in institutions, and high levels
of institutional corruption. The fact that political corruption is endemic in
both countries means that the distribution of already scarce social, material,
and financial resources is unequal, which leaves a large segment of the pop-
ulation, especially young people, unable to meet their needs and achieve
their aspirations through official institutions (Kosti¢, Simonovi¢, and Hoe-
flinger 2019, 67). In other research, respondents across BiH cited “corrup-
tion generally and corrupt politicians specifically, unreliable institutions
and the brain drain” as the biggest challenges facing their communities
(Veljan and Turcalo 2018, 23). In a more recent survey, an overwhelming
majority of all respondents (85 percent) in BiH agreed the country is
headed in the wrong direction, a sense that was much more pronounced in
BiH than in Serbia (Center for Insights in Survey Research 2022, 11).
Over a decade ago, Teets and Chenoweth (2009, 170) found that “cor-
ruption . . . produces more favorable conditions under which terrorists
conduct attacks.” Ruge (2020) has detailed how “the problem of Dayton
... stems from the fact that nationalist parties are primarily interested in con-
solidating their political grip over institutions and undermining the system’s
capacity for checks and balances rather than creating structures that can
work through compromise. State capture lies at the heart of this problem.”
In Serbia, these risk factors are most present in the Sanjak region,
where higher than average rates of poverty are compounded by high rates
of unemployment—which average 15 percent across Serbia but are as high
as 60 percent in the region’s largest town of Novi Pazar (where, according
to some estimates, 70 percent of the unemployed are young people). Sanjak
is also somewhat remote from the rest of the country, which can leave its
citizens feeling marginalized (Petrovi¢ and Ignjatijevi¢ 2022a, 9—-16).
People who are dissatisfied with the general conditions in their coun-
try may be more susceptible to accepting narratives that identify an exter-
nal cause for their misfortunes, whether this is another ethnic group or “the
West.” As Dusani¢ (2020) explains, the theory of displaced aggression
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interprets intolerance toward another group as a defense mechanism
through which accumulated frustrations are directed at a scapegoat. The
dissatisfaction accumulated by people in the region because of historical
grievances and the betrayed expectations that the state should have ful-
filled may thus be redirected to “ecasy targets” and new enemies. Extrem-
ists play a helpful role for political elites in the region by redirecting the
frustrations of citizens from failures of the ruling regime to these per-
ceived “enemies.”

Education and Emigration

A flawed educational system in Serbia is also among the factors contribut-
ing to radicalization in the country because poorly educated citizens who
lack critical thinking and analytical skills are more likely to accept extrem-
ist worldviews and conspiracy theories. The system is seen as inert and dif-
ficult to reform, and because it fails to encourage critical engagement or
offer options to gain practical skills, young people in Serbia feel ill-pre-
pared for the job market. Moreover, religious education is of poor quality.
It is organized separately for Bosniak and Serbian children in multiethnic
communities such as Sanjak because it is aimed at creating loyal believers
of concrete confession rather than presenting information about all religions
from different perspectives (Petrovi¢ and Ignjatijevi¢ 2022a, 22-24; Petro-
vi¢ and Ignjatijevi¢ 2022b).

In BiH, ethnic segregation is common in towns across the country, and
in some places, schools also remain divided along ethnic lines. This, even
though the “two schools under one roof” system has been condemned for
years. In a 2018 report, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE) Mission in BiH emphasized that these schools “segregate
children, and through this segregation teach them that there are inherent
differences between them. In post-conflict BiH, this increases mistrust
among members of different national groups, impedes reconciliation, and is
a long-term threat to stability, security, and economic prosperity” (OSCE
Mission in BiH 2018, 4). In a survey conducted by the Atlantic Initiative
team in 2020, 57 percent of respondents identified the “two schools” sys-
tem as a security threat (Halilovi¢ and Veljan 2021, 25).

Mass emigration, particularly of young people, is another factor that
may increase the vulnerability of communities to extremist influences. By
shrinking the labor force and tax base, the phenomenon has real economic
impacts. According to Ruge (2020), the labor force in BiH shrank by over
10 percent between 2015 and 2020, which “places additional strains on the
public budget, as pressure on pension payments . . . increases, foreign loans
come due, and the private sector stagnates.” This is a formula for even
broader socioeconomic marginalization, greater levels of dissatisfaction
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among the population, and even lower levels of trust in government—all of
which are known drivers of violent extremism.

Geopolitics and the War in Ukraine

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has given a solid tailwind to far right
groups and political parties in Serbia and in the RS, which have supported
the aggression. When a pro-Russia crowd of several thousand gathered in
Belgrade on March 4, 2022, in a rally, the slogans heard from protesters
included “Serbs and Russians are brothers forever,” “Crimea is Russia,
Kosovo is Serbia,” and “Serbia, Russia, we do not need [the European]
Union.” Rallies were also held in other cities throughout Serbia as well as
in BiH (Petrovi¢ and Ignjatijevi¢ 2022a).

Members of the People’s Patrol (Narodna patrola)—the group chiefly
responsible for initiating these rallies in support of the Russian invasion—
and their leader, Damnjan Knezevi¢, spent time in Moscow in 2022 as
guests of leading Russian media outlets, including Russia Today. During
the visit, members of the group toured the Saint Petersburg headquarters of
the Wagner Group, the state-funded paramilitary organization that has been
active in Ukraine. This close alignment of Serbian nationalists with the
Russian political regime is grounded in narratives of shared history, culture,
and religion. Still, Russia has long viewed Serbs as a strategic bulwark
against the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the EU and has
therefore built up the image of Moscow as a strong defender of Serbia and
its “sacred holy land” in Kosovo. To that end, Russia supports Serbia in the
international arena by opposing independence for Kosovo and blocking
Kosovar membership in international organizations.

According to Alexandar Dugin, Putin’s main ideologist, a complete turn
to the West would mean the end of Serbia because it could never regain
Kosovo and would not even succeed in preserving its territorial integrity
within existing borders. He claims that “this is only possible in the multipo-
lar world he promotes, which Putin is attempting to achieve in practice”
(Petrovi¢ 2024, 80—82). Russia’s ability to play an increasingly destabilizing
role in the Western Balkans by relying on extremists has been well docu-
mented and includes comprehensive efforts in Northern Macedonia, Serbia,
and Montenegro (Stronski and Himes 2019; Pordevi¢ 2021; Bechev 2019).

Still, it is BiH that Moscow has consistently viewed as a geopolitical
tool over which it gains the most excellent control by fostering internal dys-
function and political conflict. Lately, it has made a specific priority of
destabilizing the Bosnian state. It has done this mainly through efforts that
strengthen the forces of Serb (and at times Croat) nationalism while under-
mining democratic development and the legitimacy of state institutions
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(Stronski and Himes 2019; Pordevi¢ 2021; Domi and Stradner 2021). In
some areas, it has been joined in these efforts by China (for example, in
opposing the nomination of Christian Schmidt as the new UN High Repre-
sentative for BiH), because both Russia and China have come to see the
Western Balkans as a region where they may be able to “sell” the superior-
ity of authoritarian over liberal models of government.

Many analysts have started asking whether BiH can still count on
unconditional support from Turkey for its Euro-Atlantic aspirations as well
as how Ankara’s new alliance with Russia may influence Turkish politics in
the region more broadly (see Vuksanovic 2021).

State Responses to Extremism

The relationship of Serbian authorities to nationalism and far right groups
has always been pragmatic and tolerant. No government in Belgrade has
rejected ethnonationalism or unequivocally distanced itself from the far
right (Ejdus and Jurekovi¢ 2016), which has only had more room to oper-
ate since the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) came to power in 2012. The
SNS was established by former high-ranking officials of the Serbian Radi-
cal Party (SRS), an ultra-nationalist party closely allied to Slobodan
Milosevi¢ and a strong proponent of the unification of all Serbs into a uni-
tary ethnonational state. This mainstreaming of extremism in Serbian poli-
tics means that the far right and Serb ethnonationalists are not regarded as
a threat (Petrovi¢ 2024, 93-94).

The foreign fighters who saw combat in Syria against the Assad regime
have been convicted as terrorists. At the same time, those who fought in
Ukraine on the Russian side have been prosecuted on lesser charges (as for-
eign fighters) and have received milder sentences. Experts agree that the
current legal framework in Serbia is sufficient for addressing (violent)
extremism; the problem is an unprincipled and unequal treatment of
Islamist versus far right extremism by Serbian authorities (see Stevanovic
2021). This benevolence of the state to far right groups not only contributes
to the spread of values that are incompatible with democracy but also feeds
the grievances of non-Serb populations in the region, especially Muslims.

In BiH, support for ethnonationalist agendas varies widely, even
within microcommunities. This complicates efforts to counter radical
political narratives, especially when combined with foreign influence tac-
tics. Additionally, battling extremism fueled by grievance and threat nar-
ratives, exploiting memories of past violence, poses significant challenges
in a nation where many citizens have endured or witnessed mass violence
tied to their identities.
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Conclusion

Because there are so many enabling factors in the Western Balkans that
intersect to open space for extremism, we contend that future research into
this topic should give greater focus to the active role of regional political
actors in manipulating and polarizing public discourse and mechanisms of
governance. Foreign influences—especially Russia—seek to exploit these
regional dynamics to radicalize national politics further, deepen instability,
and weaken the fragile Bosnian state. That said, researchers must not repeat
past mistakes by focusing exclusively on any one agent of radicalization in
the Western Balkans because this kind of research myopia legitimizes a
similar singular focus in policy and strategy at the state level.

Essentially, foreign and regional efforts to destabilize states like BiH
can only thrive if domestic factors enabling radicalization persist. This
necessitates a commitment to addressing economic, social, sectarian, and
corruption issues to neutralize extremism in the Western Balkans. Effective
strategies in BiH and Serbia require educational reforms that promote crit-
ical thinking, reject revisionism, and present unified historical narratives.
As Popovi¢ (2020, 13) notes, “in order for collective meaning-making to
take place . . . there needs to be a common narrative,” and one that the pub-
lic “accepts and treats as their own.”

This will require a holistic approach that allows civil society to take the
lead in many cases, for example, “to create and amplify grassroots-based
alternative narratives” (Barzegar, Powers, and El Karhili 2016, 9). Such an
approach prioritizes resilience building at the community level alongside
more functional and restricted security sector collaboration, recognizing
that the collaborative security projects commonly implemented by Western
countries in the region are likely to produce only short-term results in the
fight against extremism unless they are accompanied by initiatives to
empower civil society and rebuild trust among citizens and between citi-
zens and state authorities. It is only by addressing the root causes of
extremism and dismantling mechanisms of division in the Western Balkans
that antidemocratic actors, organizations, and states will be deterred from
working to exacerbate instability in the region. In practical terms, the only
durable means of countering extremism in BiH and Serbia is to meaning-
fully support their transitions into full and viable democracies.

Notes

1. Even UN officials have referred to conditions in BiH as a “de facto frozen
conflict” (United Nations 2021).
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2. Saint Sava lived at the turn of the thirteenth century. There is nothing in his
work to support the ideology that emerged seven centuries later bearing his name,
and he is known for renouncing the throne in favor of monastic life and for provid-
ing autocephaly to the Serbian Orthodox Church. He is also celebrated in Serbia as
an educator. According to historian Milivoje Beslin (2021), Saint Sava was both
modern and pragmatic, as well as political, during his time. “He understood the
time, understood the international context, acted even [as a] revolutionary, destroy-
ing established principles and church canons themselves.”

3. For example, see (in local language) the program of the “Monarchist Club
Carostavnik™: https://carostavnik.blogspot.com/p/blog-page 21.html.

4. Media widely reported on this judgment, for example, “Court of BiH: ‘Ravno-
gors’ Punished by Five Months in Prison for Spreading Hatred” (https://www.klix.ba
/vijesti/bih/sud-bih-ravnogorci-kaznjeni-sa-po-pet-mjeseci-zatvora-zbog-sirenja-mrznje
/221220183).

5. “While the Catholic Church attempted to justify this, independent media in
Croatia, as well as other media across the region, published photographs of a local
priest with young children wearing T-shirts adorned with the symbol of the ‘Black
Legion.”” See more: https://www.index.hr/vijesti/clanak/foto-na-nogometnom-turniru-
u-organizaciji-crkve-djeca-nosila-majice-s-natpisom-crna-legija/980284.aspx;
https://visoko.ba/promocija-ustastva-u-sirokom-brijegu-djeciji-tim-crna-legija/;
https://www.nezavisne.com/novosti/gradovi/Maloljetnici-u-Sirokom-Brijegu-igrali-u
-dresovima-Crna-legija/433239.

6. Croatia has long had a problem with World War II revisionism that mirrors
the same problem in Serbia, seeping into almost every sector of society (see Pérouse
2019). In some cases, this has manifested in outright censorship of educational les-
sons about the Holocaust, as in 2017, when the headmaster of Sibenik’s Technical
School removed some of the panels from a traveling international exhibition about
Anne Frank because they discussed the Ustasha. There was little response from the
government to this incident, despite the choice of exhibition organizers to pack up
and leave instead of submitting to this censorship (see Ilic and Robinson 2017).

7. Interestingly, the phenomenon of foreign fighting during the Bosnian War
tends to be associated only with Muslim mujahidin. Still, there were also Russian
fighters in the country supporting Serb forces and European fighters supporting
Croat forces (Popovic 2021).

8. The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) has
characterized only the mass killing of Bosniaks in Srebrenica in 1995 as genocide.
The 2004 Appeals Chamber’s ruling in the case of Radislav Krsti¢ was the first
ICTY judgment to classify crimes in Srebrenica as genocide. In total, the ICTY
found fifteen people guilty of genocide in and around Srebrenica, while the State
Court of BiH has found twenty-five people guilty of these crimes. Information on
cases and judgments is available on the websites of the ICTY: https://www.icty.org
/en/cases; and the State Court of BiH: https://sudbih.gov.ba.

9. Notably, some analysts contend that foreign fighters who deployed to
Ukraine may pose a threat when and if they return to BiH, yet they have been
mainly ignored by researchers and policymakers (see Karcic 2020).
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Tunisia and Kosovo are countries of origin of a significant number
of radicalized individuals who have joined the ranks of jihadist insurgencies
in the Middle East, such as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and al-
Qaceda-affiliated groups. Therefore, although Tunisia and, to a lesser degree,
Kosovo have experienced the occurrence of violent extremism (VE), they
are often indicated as examples of an externalization of the problem (Fahmi
and Meddeb 2015; Consigli 2018). In repressing and persecuting radicalized
individuals while showing a certain degree of externally assisted institu-
tional solidity, these two countries have created an environment conducive
to these individuals’ departure. The return of foreign terrorist fighters (FTFs)
after the territorial defeat of ISIS in the Middle East and, in turn, the demise
of the self-proclaimed Caliphate has opened a whole range of challenges,
such as the lack of social, economic, or psychological support for them and
mechanisms to handle their eventual reappearance in what are still enabling
environments. Against a backdrop marked by tumultuous histories of the
war in Kosovo and authoritarian rule in Tunisia, optimism rose for both
nations in recent decades as they seemingly stood on the precipice of sig-
nificant change. However, as time progressed, the hopeful narrative of
democracy remained applicable solely to Kosovo, highlighting a noteworthy
divergence in Kosovo’s and Tunisia’s trajectories. Yet, despite the underly-
ing structural and contingent differences that make proper comparison dif-
ficult, in this chapter we maintain that observing and contrasting patterns of
radicalization and, more broadly, jihadist militants and counterterror
responses in Tunisia and Kosovo is fruitful. It yields new insights that prob-
lematize “hydraulic” representations of social order—that is, views that
violent extremism is a force to be channeled—and that better explicate the
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phenomenon of “exporting jihad.” Therefore, we examine the empirical evi-
dence to understand how the emigration and the return of radicalized indi-
viduals are linked to domestic political stability.

Focusing on Tunisia and Kosovo, we do not neglect the larger contexts
of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and the Western
Balkans, where Kosovo is part of the Albanian-speaking populations in
countries like Albania and the Republic of North Macedonia. In the modern
Balkans, unlike in the Arab world, religion—not only Islam—is intertwined
with national belongings, an essential part of even nonbelievers’ identity
(Evstatiev 2019). In the 1990s, the Yugoslav succession wars added violent
connotations, portraying the region as distinct from Europe and affiliating
it with the Middle East through Islam’s transnational community—the
umma (Sadriu 2019). We amplify the cases of Tunisia and Kosovo as
indicative of regional and international developments in “exporting jihad”
to reveal some commonalities and differences between the Western Balkans
and the MENA, secking to grasp cases of occurrence and nonoccurrence of
VE as a result of social resilience.

This chapter's analysis of Tunisia and Kosovo is based on interdisci-
plinary collaborative research, including fieldwork in specific localities in
both countries. It unfolds through our examination of cases of VE occur-
rence in Tunisia and Kosovo, in which we address the drivers and histori-
cal, social, and political contexts shaping these enabling environments. We
discuss the role of external actors, particularly the European Union (EU)
and the United States of America, before focusing more closely on the issue
of FTFs and closing off with our conclusions.

Tunisia, Kosovo, and Violent Extremism

Tunisia in the Maghrebi Context

Violent extremism is certainly a significant issue in Tunisia. A dozen years
after the 2011 revolution, we must debunk two parallel myths: the idea of
Tunisian democracy gaining traction through a linear transition in which
violent political extremism did not play a crucial role; and the idea that,
faced with no chance of success in the domestic arena, Tunisian jihadism
simply “found its way” abroad, under the guise of thousands of Tunisian
nationals who joined the legions of foreign terrorist fighters. The follow-
ing paragraphs provide details to dispel these two notions.

Set within a regional context deeply marked by transitions derailed
into resurgent forms of authoritarianism, militarization, and civil wars,
for some years, Tunisia stood out as an exception. It was acclaimed as a
model of national compromise and resilient democracy. At the same
time, observers noted that, as a proportion of its overall population,
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Tunisia contributed the highest number of foreign terrorist fighters in the
MENA region.

Over time, things have become more complex. There is ample evidence
of the critical role Tunisian citizens played in terror attacks, including
attacks in Europe. Yet, the “outward diversion hypothesis” rests on a sim-
plistic “hydraulic” assumption (i.e., VE as a force to be channeled) con-
cerning the nature of political order and social relations. This hypothesis
should be relaxed, considering the unfolding of voice (citizens expressing
their discontent and grievances in an effort to improve conditions) and exit
(citizens opting to leave or disengage) and the political interactions during
transition years (Hirschman 1970).

The elected President Kais Saied seized de facto control in mid-2021,
divesting the authority of democratic institutions and actors, including
Parliament, the political parties—most notably the Islamist party
Ennahda—and the trade unions. Counterterrorism laws are now being
exploited and used as a tool of political repression and to overtly crimi-
nalize the democratic opposition, thus effectively turning counterterror-
ism into a means of governance.

Tunisia was shaken by major terrorist attacks in the years 2013-2015,
and its security forces have continued to be targeted by violent extremist
groups.! In particular, the homicides of socialist leader Mohamed Brahmi
and unionist leader Choukri Belaid marked the first apparent interventions
of jihadi violence in Tunisia’s policy arena. The murders put Islamist lead-
ers on high alert and possibly contributed to their adopting a pragmatic line
in search of a constitutional consensus to stabilize a transition where the
party could affirm itself. This was a somewhat momentous choice, given
how events unfolded in other countries where political parties affiliated
with the Muslim Brotherhood were making their way through elections.

By then, religious extremism had long been waxing in Tunisia, just as
much as everyday manifestations of violent intimidation (e.g., against
women’s associations) (Salem 2021). By targeting and killing dozens of
foreign tourists, the terror attacks at the Bardo Museum in March 2015
and three months later at Sousse beach were heavy blows to the Tunisian
economy. The next phase was mainly focused on Mount Chambi, near
Kasserine, where an al-Qaecda-affiliated group started a violent insur-
gency, which was met with a series of military counterinsurgency opera-
tions. Parallel to this, in March 2016, ISIS-affiliated jihadists crossed into
the border city of Ben Guerdane from Libya in a foiled attempt to seize
the city, leaving many casualties.

As of the writing of this book, it can be claimed that jihadism as an
insurgency has been defeated in Tunisia. Both the border with Libya and
Mount Chambi are seeing declining levels of violence. More broadly, one
can safely say that jihadi violence in North Africa has failed to advance. Yet
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this state of affairs could not be taken for granted in the mid-2010s and
stands in stark contrast with the propagation of jihadist movements active
across the Sahara Desert and the Sahel Belt (ICG 2021).

Kosovo and the Albanians

The foreign fighters’ phenomenon in the Western Balkans dates to the
Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s, when jihadis from Middle Eastern countries
supported the Muslim fighters in the region, particularly in Bosnia and
Kosovo.? Islamic relief organizations from or supported by the Gulf states,
especially Saudi Arabia, proliferated and set up branches across the
Balkans. They funded mosques and educational facilities that disseminated
a “new” interpretation of Islam and granted scholarships for Muslims to
study in the Middle East. In the Balkans, ubiquitous were the perceptions
of a “traditional” as opposed to an “alien” Islam imported from the Arab
world, in which “Arab” Islam was described by a plethora of terms with
negative connotations such as Wahhabism, Salafism, Islamism, and radical
Islam (Evstatiev 2022, 75-78). Over the years, several para-jamaats, or
parallel “underground” mosque communities, have been established in all
these countries, attracting disillusioned youth.> The areas around the
para-jamaats became gathering places for radical indoctrination and the
recruitment of FTFs because they were beyond the purview of formal
Islamic institutions recognized by the states. The recent focus on Islamist
extremism in the Western Balkans thus came mostly with the spread of
global Salafism clashing with the locally practiced Hanafi tradition of
Islam (Azinovi¢ 2018).

The issue of extremism became particularly pressing after the outbreak
of the recent war in Syria, as violence occurred—mostly following the
export of FTFs to the theaters of Salafi insurgency in the Middle East.
More than 1,070 persons from the Western Balkans made their way to Syria
and Iraq and joined the ranks of primarily Islamic State (IS) and al-Qaeda
affiliates (Azinovi¢ 2018, 3—6; Shtuni 2019, 18). The Western Balkans is
currently Europe’s region with the highest number of returned FTFs. The
return of jihadis to their Balkan homelands was perceived as a direct threat
to national security, and by 2015, foreign fighting was criminalized in vir-
tually all countries in the region (Shtuni 2019; Azinovi¢ and Beéirevié¢
2017). Although enabling environments where extremism is shaped are
usually associated with drivers such as economic depression, rising unem-
ployment, and low and declining levels of education, the Western Balkans
indicate that these factors are not necessarily the primary driving force and
their relative weight should be considered context-specific.

In Kosovo, religious extremism has been shaped in an enabling envi-
ronment entailing violence along ethnic and political lines. Kosovo is the
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country in the MENA region with the highest number of FTFs and jihadi
mobilization in Europe (Azinovi¢ 2018). The jihadi groups were not wel-
comed by the political and military structures of the Kosovo Liberation
Army (KLA), which followed national ideologies and sought to avoid the
influence of religion. The generations educated in a nationalist spirit were
not susceptible to radical Islamic movements and propaganda. However,
the educational system, ruined by the Kosovo War of 1998—1999 opened
the door to the spread of Islamist ideologies. Societal disorientation amid a
weak economy and political vacuum made Kosovo fertile ground for the
resurgence of religion (Demjaha and Peci 2016). As in Bosnia and Sandzak,
the “new” Islam was imported to Kosovo from Saudi Arabia and other Mid-
dle Eastern countries. According to some estimates, faith-based aid agen-
cies from Middle Eastern and Gulf countries invested around $800 million
in Kosovo, mainly in rural areas (Azinovi¢ 2018).

Kosovo declared independence in 2008, with the Serbs governing ten
out of thirty-eight municipalities and certain government ministries.
Kosovo’s Strategy for the Prevention of Violent Extremism and Radical-
ization Leading to Terrorism 2015-2020 puts the threat of “national radi-
cal extremist groups of Albanian and Serbian origin” on par with the threat
posed by Islamic extremism (Republic of Kosovo 2015). The four munici-
palities in the northern part of the country bordering Serbia (Leposavic,
Zubin Potok, North Mitrovica, and Zvecan) lack effective control by the
central government, and extremist and organized crime groups continue to
obstruct the basic rule of law in this area. The city of Mitrovica, divided
since 1999 between an Albanian south and a Serbian north, and especially
the Ibar Bridge connecting the two areas, has become a focal point of
numerous protests since 1999.4 Almost 80 percent of violent extremist
threats were political, and nearly 70 percent of unexecuted threats were
religious (Kursani 2018a, 10).

Over the past several years, approximately a dozen protests organized
in Kosovo have turned violent. In March 2015, for example, Albanians
from Kosovo were suspected of performing violent acts in the Republic of
North Macedonia. During operations carried out by the North Macedonian
police in the city of Kumanovo, eight policemen and ten members of armed
groups were killed, and thirty-seven people were indicted, most of whom
came from Kosovo (Radio Free Europe 2017). In another operation of the
North Macedonian police, carried out in 2010 in Tetovo, six people were
killed, including some from Kosovo (Voice of America 2010). More
recently, after the defeat of ISIS in the Middle East, nationalist-motivated
riots and social-based violent protests are on the rise in Kosovo. Those
believed to be at the highest risk of engaging in violence are found to be
educated individuals who have failed to achieve an occupational position
commensurate with their level of education (Kursani and Krakowski 2021).
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International Assistance and the Extremist Challenge
Tunisia

The Tunisian Islamic landscape has evolved considerably since the 2011
uprising, becoming more complex, as mentioned earlier. This complexity
goes beyond secularization to involve the contention and renunciation of
political violence as a revolutionary and transformative tool (Merone, Sig-
illo, and De Faci 2018). Hence, the polarization and fragmentation of the
Islamic landscape can be seen as a result of dynamics of political contention,
opportunities and closures provided therein, and resource mobilization.

Salafism in Tunisia can be divided into two major currents (Torelli,
Merone, and Cavatorta 2012; Marks 2013). Salafiyya ‘ilmiyya (“scientific
Salafism”) is a quietist current that rejects the use of violence while preach-
ing a purist interpretation of Islam. The second, jihadi Salafis, grew signif-
icantly after the 2011 revolution (Merone and Cavatorta 2013). Despite
their heterogeneity, Salafis are perceived by secular liberal elites as a
homogeneous group and a major threat to the Tunisian social order (Cava-
torta 2015). It should probably be remembered how Habib Bourguiba, the
first Tunisian president, pursued a secular, modernist, and socialist govern-
ing model in which religion was considered primarily a private affair. He
closed several mosques, prohibited the wearing of the veil in public insti-
tutions, and undermined the power and authority of ulama (religious schol-
ars) vis-a-vis politics. Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, who ruled Tunisia between
1987 and 2011, followed the same ideological and political path. Yet, with
some opening to religious influence during periods of crisis, characterized
by acute competition among elites, stricter rules on Islamists were imposed
during the end of the 1990s.

By 2012, the ideological spectrum of the Islamic landscape had crys-
tallized into four main trends: Islamists akin to the Muslim Brothers (rep-
resented by Ennahda), Salafi political parties (the most prominent being
Jabhat al-Islah—the Reform Front), religious associations of various ideo-
logical affiliations, and revolutionary jihadi Salafis (mainly Ansar al-Shar-
i’a). After the 2013 political assassinations, the jihadi Salafi group Ansar al-
Shari’a was banned, and Salafi associations suspected to have links with
terrorist groups were shut down. The post-2011 political equilibrium hinged
on the inclusion of the majoritarian party Ennahda in the institutional field
as a legitimate political force and the redefinition of Tunisian religious
space. Mosques and several religious associations were brought under the
state’s control. In reaction to the attacks at the Bardo Museum in Tunis and
the resort in Soussa, the government officially announced a new campaign
of securitization under the label of the “war against terrorism,” aimed at
curtailing all the “extremisms” present in the country.
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Overall, Tunisian authorities have often been quick to label these
attacks and assassinations as more or less direct expressions of terrorism.
At the same time, however, they have also proved eager to seek interna-
tional assistance on how best to respond to such challenges. These two cir-
cumstances have generated strong contradictions. Initially, strong securi-
tized approaches emerged and prevailed at the meeting point of the supply
and the demand of counterterrorism cooperation. International cooperation
efforts usually targeted the Tunisian Ministry of Interior as a local counter-
part, a choice that incidentally undermined the hopes for change that had
animated the 2011 revolution. As a matter of fact, during the revolution,
popular mobilization was very explicit in targeting the national police, por-
trayed as the quintessential expression of systematic regime abuse.

In a very critical moment for the survival of democracy in Tunisia, EU
member states collaborated with Tunisian authorities to design counterter-
rorism tools and EU support for the Tunisian security sector and, crucially,
to target Tunisia’s counterterrorism law enforcement apparatus. At the same
time, the rise of irregular migration flows from Tunisia to Europe and the
fear that they would increase the EU’s vulnerability to terrorism led the EU
to increasingly focus security cooperation on land and sea borders. The EU
and its member states, such as Italy and Germany, have been intensifying
their support for the Tunisian Coast Guard by supplying training, equip-
ment, border surveillance technologies, and Germany's Integrated Border
Management system. Although Tunisia views the EU as a key security part-
ner, it harbors concerns that militarizing border regions might fuel griev-
ances and exacerbate the discontent of marginalized communities in
enabling environments, where the features conducive to the journey into
VE exist. The growing emphasis of EU cooperation with Tunisia on coun-
tering irregular migration raises concern among Tunisian stakeholders, at
least in public rhetoric, who see it as prioritizing the EU agenda to the
detriment of local ownership. The clampdown on irregular cross-border
flows exhibits a limited context sensitivity: extra-legal economies are cru-
cial to the resilience of borderland communities and help reduce the vul-
nerability to VE (Meddeb 2020).

In recent years, the (perceived) reduction of terrorist threats in Tunisia has
softened the sense of emergency. Consequently, Tunisian authorities and their
international partners have increasingly focused on longer-term approaches to
combat VE. These include framings, concepts, programs, and tools inspired by
preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE) approaches, which
involve as Tunisian partners not only the ministries of security and defense but
also those of social affairs, justice, and youth. The EU and the United Nations
(UN) agencies support community policing projects, security sector reform
(SSR), and an updated national counterterrorism strategy, aiming to inject a
human rights—based and whole-of-society approach. Within this framework,
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a specific emphasis is laid on the judicialization of counterterrorism response,
preventive measures, and inclusion of civil society, the private sector, and aca-
demia (Simoncini 2021). The EU is also sponsoring small-scale pilot projects
in youth engagement for the social rehabilitation of individuals incarcerated
for terrorism and, most crucially, reform of the Tunisian education sector.

Overall, we can observe an expansion of the counterterrorism agenda
toward prevention. This shift is backed by a professionalization discourse
that materializes through expanding capacity-building and train-and-equip
formats targeting the police, usually through multilateral schemes. If
Tunisia has so far rejected structured cooperation with some law enforce-
ment agencies, such as FRONTEX (European Border and Coast Guard
Agency), its security institutions are involved in regional programs by
CEPOL (EU Agency for Law Enforcement Training—with whom Tunisia
has recently signed a working agreement) and EUROPOL (EU Agency for
Law Enforcement Cooperation). It is also active in cooperation on crimi-
nal justice as part of a consortium led by Eurojust.

These accounts show how most EU resources in Tunisia are invested in
traditional security cooperation and counterterrorism, although the EU
claims to attach considerable importance to P/CVE action and goals in
Tunisia. On paper, P/CVE features alongside the EU’s crosscutting priori-
ties in the country, alongside gender mainstreaming and human rights. In
practice, though, the EU appears to lack the conceptual and financial
resources to bridge the intention—implementation gap. Moreover, although
the EU’s considerable investments in other more “social” domains, such as
youth, education, and development, are considered supportive of the EU’s
P/CVE agenda, we cannot help but note the lack of a convincing theory of
change and assessment tools to back up this claim. EU actions could bene-
fit greatly from a broader engagement in the Tunisian religious field. Yet,
the fragmentation of Tunisia’s religious field makes it hard for program
coordinators to identify valuable partners without fueling feelings of exclu-
sion, stigmatization, and polarization in the population. This suggests that
the EU should pay special attention to context and conflict sensitivity if it
decides to increase its role in this domain; then it may play a constructive
part in building and supporting local sources of resilience. But this must
happen with a light footprint, which would minimize the risk of undermin-
ing and delegitimizing local actors of resilience.

Kosovo

The transnational type of radicalization and VE spread throughout the
region, coupled with the “export of jihad,” brought Islamist VE into focus
for the EU and other external stakeholders. Their P/CVE approaches in the
Western Balkans vary along the continuum of “hard” to “soft” measures.
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Hard approaches focus on security and securitization, whereas soft
approaches entail programs aimed at social cohesion. Several external
stakeholders operating in the region have pursued distinct strategies, which
has created a tapestry of competitive and partially overlapping approaches
to both preventing and countering violent extremism. Most instrumental,
next to the EU, has been the United States, working through entities such as
the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and alongside the
UN Development Programme (UNDP), Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE), and local nongovernmental and civil society
organizations (NGOs/CSOs). In addition, external stakeholders active in the
Western Balkans include institutions based in the Muslim-majority world,
such as the Turkish Diyanet or the Hedaya, an international organization
based in the United Arab Emirates.

The EU strategy for combating VE is spelled out in the March 15,
2017, EU Directive 541 of the European Parliament and Council of Europe
(European Council 2017, 6-21). This directive builds on the 2005 EU
Counter-Terrorism Strategy, which envisages countering radicalization by
“promoting even more vigorously good governance, human rights, democ-
racy as well as education and economic prosperity, and engaging in conflict
resolution” (European Council 2005). In 2020, while pointing to the dan-
gers posed by far right and far left forms of VE, the EU restated that
Islamist movements, such as al-Qaeda and the IS, remain the main threat to
the union (European Council 2020). Nevertheless, both the EU and other
external stakeholders, notably the United States, seek to combine hard and
soft approaches. Whereas the United States continues to prioritize hard
measures, with a strong emphasis on law enforcement and developing mil-
itary instruments to persecute terrorists, in contrast, the EU emphasizes
softer approaches.

When it comes to influencing the P/CVE policies of Western Balkan
states, the EU possesses a set of comparative advantages that are not avail-
able to governments in the MENA and the Sahel. The union’s enlargement
and integration process are instrumental as incentives for most Western
Balkan countries to undertake various reforms, including implementation of
preventive measures, enforcement of the rule of law, democratization, and
transparency, which could positively address the key drivers of the emer-
gence of VE. The region’s proximity to the EU means its security directly
impacts the union’s stability.’ Since 2018, all EU engagements in the region
have been aligned with its overall strategy for the Western Balkans (Euro-
pean Commission 2018a). Compared to earlier regional strategies, this
overall strategy puts more emphasis on counterterrorism and P/CVE.® To
strengthen states’ cooperation on P/CVE, the European Commission
(2018b) and the Western Balkans governments signed “Joint Action Plan on
Counter-Terrorism for the Western Balkans 2018-2020,” which builds on
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the outcomes of a series of high-level counterterrorism (CT) visits (“CT
Dialogues”) in 2017-2018 with the interior and justice ministers, police
heads, intelligence agencies, CSOs, and umbrella structures such as
national CVE coordination centers.” Complementing this joint initiative,
between 2018 and 2020, the EU concluded separate bilateral “arrangements
on antiterrorism cooperation” with the governments in the region.

Overall, unlike in the MENA region, where the EU pursues a “security
first” approach (Skare et al. 2021b, 4), the union’s P/CVE strategy in the West-
ern Balkans has been predominantly soft, entailing measures targeting demo-
cratic and systemic reforms or community initiatives. In some “hot” areas,
such as Kosovo, the EU approach also involves security-based programs pri-
oritizing deradicalization in prisons and of released violent extremists.

In Kosovo, several lawsuits were filed against imams. The biggest case
was that of Zeqirja Qazimi, an imam who lectured at the El Kudus Mosque
in Gjilan who was sentenced to ten years in prison on charges of indoctri-
nation and recruitment of FTFs (Leposhtica 2016). During interviews with
relatives of FTFS in 2021, most respondents highlighted the decisive role
of imams in three localities, from where some of those involved in the war
in Syria and Iraq originated.® At the same time, the interviewees were
divided regarding the role of the Islamic Community of Kosovo (BIK).
Some believe that it has performed a deterrence role by identifying and
counteracting extreme interpretations of Islam.” Others claim that BIK was
reluctant to face these new extremist currents and interpretations while they
were at their earliest stages of growth. Perhaps because it feared them.!”

An issue of particular relevance to Kosovo and other Western Balkan
countries is the use of communication platforms for online radicalization (Peci
and Demjaha 2021a, b). In 2020, the Kosovo Police arrested a person who
promoted participation in foreign wars through social media. There have been
many cases in Kosovo where extremist individuals use the internet to spread
extremist ideologies and recruit adherents (Shtuni 2016). Digital communica-
tion systems have also been vital in recruiting Kosovo’s diaspora through the
distribution of propaganda videos to indoctrinate audiences. Forty-cight of the
255 Kosovar FTFs, or nearly 20 percent, who joined different terrorist organ-
izations in Syria and Iraq came from the diaspora (Perteshi 2020).

The Foreign Fighters Question
Tunisia

Religiously motivated extremism is deeply rooted in Tunisia. During the
early 1980s, a small radical organization called Jamaat Al Jihad aimed to
support all Muslims against hypocrisy and injustice. Historically speaking,
and much like Morocco, in comparison to Algeria and Libya in the 1980s
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and 1990s, Tunisia did not produce FTFs on a massive scale. The first cases
of domestic VE took place in the late 1980s, in the wake of the ban on the
Islamist party Ennahda. Violent contestation in Tunisia remained limited,
far from the scale and intensity it reached in Algeria in the early 1990s or
Libya between 1995 and 1998. Some young Tunisians answered the ever
more pervasive and pressing calls to “protect Muslims” and left to join
jihad battalions in Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Most of them gathered around Tarek Maaroufi and Seifallah Ben Hassine,
who were Tunisian émigrés who became active outside of Tunisia itself. By
the year 2000, the al-Qaeda-affiliated Tunisian Islamic Fighting Group
(TIFG) stood out as the main Tunisian jihadi group. Under the Ben Ali
regime, surveillance and repression were such that Tunisian jihadists were
forced to fight abroad. An exception was the so-called Suleiman Group, a
group of Tunisian jihadists linked to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM), which failed to provoke an Islamist uprising from December 2006
to January 2007. In 2003, Tunisia’s involvement in global jihad was mini-
mal until the US-led invasion of Iraq. In 2006, a document, later known as
the Sinjar Report, containing a list from al-Qaeda in Iraq, revealed that out
of 570 Arab FTFs who went to Iraq in the 2000s, only 3 percent were
Tunisians. Most of the fighters came from Saudi Arabia and Libya (Bergen
et al. 2008).

A closer look at the numbers indicates their significance. It can be
claimed that 1.7 percent of FTFs killed in Iraq between 2003 and 2005 were
Tunisians, and out of the fighters held in Camp Bucca in 2008, 3.8 percent
were Tunisian (Bergen et al. 2008; Zelin 2020). The Sinjar Report points
out the fact that 41 percent of the fighters who entered Iraq were marked
as volunteers for suicide bombing, showing their strong commitment to
both the movement and its ideology.!" A lawyer who defended arrested
jihadists claims that as many as six hundred Tunisians were detained
between 2005 and 2007 while attempting to join jihadist resistance in Iraq
(Zelin 2020). Still, the numbers of Tunisian FTFs were insignificant and
were perceived as such.

It was only after the Arab Spring that this perception changed as a
result of thousands of young men leaving to join the jihad in Syria and Iraq
via Turkey or Libya. In addition, the local insurgency led by the AQIM-
affiliated Okba Ibn Nafaa Brigade (OIN-B) in Western Tunisia garnered
attention, while a smaller Daesh affiliate called Jund Al Khilafa in Tunisia
(JAK-T) emerged too (Ben Dhaou 2021). But by the beginning of the
2020s, with domestic armed insurgencies severely weakened, the main
issue concerned the revenants (i.e., foreign fighter returnees), with some
eight hundred cases still pending in Tunisian courts.

A key to understanding radicalization in Tunisia was the creation in
2011 of the organization Ansar al-Shari’a in Tunisia (AST). Seifallah Ben
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Hassine (aka Abu Ayyad) is a former Tunisian “Afghan” (TIFG) who, along
with some two thousand prisoners reportedly with some jihadist record,
was released from jail in 2011 shortly after the fall of Ben Ali. According
to a former associate, Abu Ayyad had been strongly influenced by the ideas
of a radical preacher, London-based Abu Qatada al-Filistini. With two other
imams, Abu Ayoub and Al Khatib al-Idrissi, Abu Ayyad founded AST in the
context of a security vacuum that followed the revolution.

As Ayari (2017) explains, Abu Ayyad intended to unify all the radi-
cal currents in the country, much like the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS)
in Algeria in the 1990s. By helping poor, marginalized people from pop-
ulated areas, AST aimed at indoctrinating and mobilizing the people for
its Islamic radical project. AST grew at the intersection of two radical
schools of thought: radical jihadi Salafism and Maqdisism.'> AST meant
to mobilize the people for the jihad without actually crossing the thresh-
old of violence: following al-Maqdisi’s teaching, AST portrayed Tunisia
as a land of preaching (Da’wa) rather than a land of violent jihad. By so
doing, AST became a referent for the post-2011 revolutionary fever of large
segments of the Tunisian youth, which did not agree with the Islamist party
Ennahda’s decision to endorse democracy.

Ennahda itself has often been blamed for the rise of AST because it did
not act decisively against it during the first phase of transition (2011-2013)
and instead allowed the AST network to develop all over Tunisia. It was
only after the attack against the US embassy in September 2012 and the
political assassinations in 2013 that the Tunisian state decided to crack
down on AST. However, by that time, thousands of Tunisian youths had
already joined the areas of conflict in Syria, Iraq, or Libya.

Ayari (2017) reveals the typical profile of youths arrested and incar-
cerated for terrorist involvement as predominantly young adult males
under the age of thirty-five. Between 2013 and 2016, out of four hundred
people prosecuted for terrorism, a surprising 40 percent had a university
diploma or a university level of education. Although the jihadists came
from various socioeconomic groups all over Tunisia, a noticeable pro-
portion were from the Governorate of Tunis and southwestern region of
Tunisia. It is estimated that more than 36 percent of Tunisian jihadists
came from the semiurban populated areas (zone peri-urbaine) of Tunis
(Sterman and Rosenblatt 2018).

The youth in marginal areas, neglected by state intervention and
often suffering from police repression and unemployment, became vul-
nerable to radicalization and recruitment. They had little or no religious
knowledge. Thus, by clearing and abandoning the religious field during
his rule, Ben Ali had removed a crucial source of local resilience in the
enabling environment of rural Tunisia, rendering the youth in those areas
open to radical ideas and VE. It is also significant that many of these
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young men had some form of criminal record: joining the jihad offered
them a redemption narrative and status. The collapse of Ben Ali and the
ensuing political fluidity, the free-for-all postrevolutionary situation,
paved the way for AST in these semiurban areas. AST provided help and
economic support for the local poor population. The fact that the young
people did not recognize themselves in the Tunisian state, which was
identified as the (defeated) police, facilitated this process of brainwash-
ing. AST provided youths with jobs, food, and money, thus becoming an
alternative to the state. Using propaganda and mobilization, AST organ-
ized big rallies and demonstrations in semiurban areas. The absence of
“the family cell,” which would have otherwise protected the youth, made
the radicalization process easier. Young adults’ lack of education in the
context of conservatism and poverty, amplified by their rejection of the
state, created a permissive and enabling environment. Furthermore, the
utilization of modern technologies simplified the process of mobilization
and radicalization. AST developed its website and Facebook page, which
were accessible to the marginalized youth of Tunis’s suburbia.

At this point, AST set up “preaching tents,” or Khayamat al-Douawiya,
for the youth. In those tents, AST would address these young people with an
extremely efficient and strong religious and political discourse to psycho-
logically empower. Leaders of AST would claim: “You are today’s leaders”
and “You are the ones who will revive the Islamic Sharia.” AST recruiters
attempted to respond to and tap into youths’ social-economic grievances and
discomfort through the “preaching tents,” which amounted to a nearly one-
to-one strategy of recruitment and indoctrination.!?

Note that not all in AST were in favor of jihadi violence. As Georges
Fahmi and Hamza Meddeb (2015) explain, although AST was ideologi-
cally linked to al-Qaeda, it was neither politically nor operationally con-
nected to that organization.'* Also, some members, such as Abu Iyadh,
advocated for Tunisia to be a land of predication and did not see AST as
an organization to lead the jihad in Tunisia, but others advocated for the
use of violence. Among them were Boubaker al-Hakim, who went on to
become one of the most important ISIS leaders in Syria, and Ahmed
Rouissi, a prominent ISIS fighter in Libya.

The first wave of foreign fighters’ departures occurred as early as 2011,
when AST had just been created. At that point, Ennahda supported anti-
Asad fighters in Syria and thus played an essential role in mobilizing
Tunisian youth. The recruitment for the jihad was not done openly or in
public but rather more discreetly at the intersection of various local net-
works, including AST, Ennahda, and other organizations claiming to be for
charity and moderation while in reality radicalizing and recruiting young
people and sending them abroad.' Overall, the mobilization for jihad
resulted from favorable socioeconomic conditions or strong idealism
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matching puritanical ideas and opportunities created by these networks. The
recruiters typically played heavily on the emotions of the youths, showing
civilian massacres to convince them to cross the line and veer into jihadism,
not simply religious radicalism.

By mid-2013, after violent attacks and assassinations, the government,
dominated by the Ennahda party, finally decided to crack down on AST.
Thus, the authorities barred the organization from organizing its congress in
May 2013 and accused it of being directly responsible for the attacks. The
AST reaction happened directly in the suburb of Hay Ettadhamen, where its
supporters mobilized massively, which led to confrontations with law
enforcement. This was the moment when the first violent riots against the
Tunisian government occurred, which ended the permissive environment
that had allowed the organization to recruit and radicalize young Tunisians.
The second and maybe largest wave of departure to Syria and Iraq occurred
after 2013, while the AST leadership went into exile and joined either al-
Qaeda or ISIS. Faced with state repression by a government run by an
Islamist party, many decided to leave, causing an upsurge of FTFs volun-
tarily joining ISIS.

Thus, as Hatem Chakroun argued in a 2017 interview, poor socioeco-
nomic conditions in the context of an absent or hostile state played an
important role in the semiurban centers, of which Hay Ettadhamen was a
good example.'® However, in the semirural areas, other factors played roles.
Mobilization and radicalization took a distinct path in rural versus semi-
rural areas because of somewhat different drivers: in rural areas the cultural
element was crucial; in urban centers the material element was important.
In semirural areas, modernity and modernization often clashed with tradi-
tionalism. In these contexts, political secularization was not necessarily
well received by many Tunisian conservatives because it was perceived as
pushing the country away from its Islamic identity.

Ennahda, which represents one of the most evident cases of an Islamist
party undergoing a process of moderation as a result of external pressures
and social changes, and Ansar al-Shari’a, which underwent a failed process
of institutionalization between 2011 and 2013 before being neutralized in
2013, are both telling examples. Thus, while social and economic problems
played an important role in mobilization, other important factors, primarily
defense of the community defined in either religious terms (Umma) or Arab
nationalist terms (Pan-Arabism), also played key roles. In Tunisia, the post-
2011 Arab Spring revolutionary situation weakened the state. It paved the
way for a major upsurge of VE, with Tunisia the country from which the
largest number of FTFs originated while AQIM and IS were deployed in
the country itself. Another essential obstacle in the propagation of VE in
Tunisia has been the role of CSOs as agents of resilience. The crackdown
on violent extremists who gravitated to jihadi Salafi groups and the reorder
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of mosque activities under the frame of state authority made clear the need
to address the issue of VE.

Kosovo

According to the Kosovo Police Department, at least 356 Kosovars have
traveled to Syria and Iraq (256 male adults, 51 females, and 49 children),
making Kosovo the country with the highest per capita share of FTFs in
Syria (Gazeta Express 2020). Still, several researchers estimate that the
actual number of Kosovar FTFs in Syria and Iraq may have been as many as
1,000 (Krasniqi 2020, 157). Most of these fighters were males between the
ages of twenty-one and twenty-five; more than a third of the FTFs originated
from five municipalities in Kosovo: Hani i Elezit, Kaganik, Mitrovica, Gji-
lan, and Viti, where 14 percent of the country’s population lives (Demjaha
and Peci 2016). Indicative of the transnational character of jihadism, 30 per-
cent of the people who went to Syria and Iraq were from the diaspora.

After 2014, an estimated 120 Kosovars returned (Krasniqi 2020, 157),
and Kosovo stepped up its CVE activities, with investigations and arrests of
persons suspected of being involved in recruitment activities for terrorist
organizations such as ISIS and the al-Qaeda affiliate Al-Nusra Front. Some
individuals were arrested on suspicion of planning terrorist acts or for being
part of terrorist organizations. Several terrorist attacks had been planned
and attempted, both inside Kosovo and abroad, but were thwarted by police
and intelligence agencies (Govori, 2016).

A second wave of repatriations followed in April 2019, when Kosovo
brought home from Syria another 110 of its citizens, including 74 children,
32 women, and 4 men. The total number of adult returnees has reportedly
reached about 250 (Ahmeti, Dahsyla, and Murtezaj 2021; Gazeta Express
2020; Krasniqi 2020).

Kosovo has been praised for its ability to deradicalize and reintegrate
returnees (Deutsche Welle 2019). However, if, for the time being, the
immediate threat from FTFs and returnees has been eliminated, there is still
a latent threat from Islamist fundamentalism (Kursani 2018b). Two future
threats have been highlighted: imprisoned FTFs and religious preachers
who are serving sentences on terrorism charges, and future returnees from
Syria and Iraq (Kursani 2018b).

In an analysis of FTFs in Kosovo, about 64 percent came from aver-
age or above-average economic circumstances, and only about 36 percent
lived in poor conditions (Shtuni 2016, 7). It is interesting that, of the five
municipalities exporting the most foreign fighters, none is ranked among
the regions with the lowest scores in Kosovo on the 2014 Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI) (Lucke 2014). Extreme poverty and low levels of edu-
cation in Kosovo are highest in other municipalities, such as Skenderaj,
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Kastriot, and Malisheve, from which a smaller number of FTFs originate
(Shtuni 2016). Therefore, no correlation can be observed between income
or educational level and VE.

Some radicalized citizens of Kosovo were introduced to radical Islam
and extremist ideologies in public schools in EU countries. For example,
Bujar Behrami, a Kosovar born in Belgium, became radicalized after
attending Islamic religious classes taught by a Chechen teacher who later
became a well-known extremist imam. Behrami’s family moved to Ger-
many to disengage him from extremist network, but he continued spreading
propaganda embracing Islamist extremism online and was involved in plan-
ning and financing terrorist acts. In 2018, he was arrested in Germany and
extradited to Kosovo, where he was sentenced for planning terrorist acts.

In Kosovo, radicalization in schools also remains an issue. An OECD
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) report (OECD
2018) shows that Kosovar pupils are not educated to read and think criti-
cally. In contrast, the Ministry of Education data demonstrate that less than
10 percent of schoolteachers are trained in media literacy or how to cope
with extremism among younger generations (Ahmeti, Dahsyla, and
Murtezaj 2021). This reveals that Kosovar pupils might be vulnerable to
being deceived by the recruitment propaganda of extremist groups.

Jihadi extremists in the Western Balkans are not acting in isolation.
They are well connected with those who share their views in the region, the
Gulf, the Middle East, and elsewhere. Many individuals who joined mili-
tants in Syria and Iraq had previously stayed in Bosnian villages (e.g.,
Gornja Maoca, Ovse, Bocinja), where strict Salafis live, wherefore these
villages have been dubbed “jihadist hotbeds” (Qehaja 2016). It is reported
that leaders and individuals from these settlements were well connected
with several extremist groups operating in masjids (mosques) in Vienna.
The Austrian capital became a center for indoctrination and recruitment of
FTFs, as well as for collecting money from the diaspora and funneling
Saudi funds to the Western Balkans. Austrian authorities conducted several
law enforcement operations, including arrests of preachers and members of
these masjids, until many of the groups had been suppressed. Among the
most prominent and radical group leaders were individuals from Sandzak,
which neighbors Kosovo: Mirsad Omerovic, Adem Demirovic, and Nedzad
Balkan. Each was arrested and prosecuted for recruiting, organizing depar-
tures of people to Syria, and financing VE and terrorism (KeSmer 2020).
They had direct ties with ISIS and Al-Nusra as well as with extremists in
Bosnia and Serbia. According to Austrian authorities, Omerovic maintained
a direct line of communication with ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
(Counter Extremism Project n.d.).

In neighboring Albania, VE was fueled by individuals’ deepened sense
of belonging to the global Islamic Community, which led a great number of
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FTFs to join jihadist groups. Narratives of victimization evoked emotional
responses and strengthened ties to the perceived oppressed community
(Wright-Neville and Smith 2009). They likened the Syrian conflict to the
Spanish Civil War, portraying Assad as a modern Franco, to recruit fight-
ers (Dyrmishi et al. 2021). The emotional pull of the umma was also
exploited, appealing to Muslims’ anxieties and aspirations to rebuild the
Caliphate (Fernandez 2015).

In Kosovo, local-global connections and transnational dynamics are
crucial drivers of radicalization and VE (Demjaha and Peci 2016).
Transnational Islamic movements, migration dynamics and diaspora net-
works, pilgrimage, and cultural and educational links have catalyzed such
trends. The local-global connections in Kosovo must be seen through two
lenses: transnational cooperation in the diffusion of extremist interpreta-
tions of Islam, on the one hand, and the proselytization of more conser-
vative and radical religious interpretations, on the other (Kursani 2018a).
A further distinction may be made between international and regional
connections regarding their ideological goals. The transnational coopera-
tion in the diffusion of violent extremist interpretation involves nonstate
actors—predominantly a handful of Albanian-speaking individuals from
North Macedonia (and some from Kosovo), who spent time in the MENA
region during the late 1990s and early 2000s and whose ideological
motives are driven by the call to jihad in conflicts abroad. Such individu-
als often explicitly called for the use of violence and participation in for-
eign conflicts (Kursani 2018a).

The Kosovo Islamic Council (BIK) follows the Hanafi school of
Sunni Islam and positions itself as the only Islamic authority in Kosovo.
However, several radical religious figures in Kosovo do not accept the
legitimacy of the BIK and try to undermine this institution by following
radical imams and the Salafi interpretation of Islam adopted by groups
such as ISIS. These interpretations, calling for the establishment of an
Islamic state based on Islamic law (sharia) and jihad as its appeal, are per-
ceived by local analysts as inherently contradicting Albanian ethnona-
tional identity. According to analysts, this type of transnational loyalty to
the global umma and conflict with the official BIK disturb the traditional
Albanian interreligious harmony based on tolerance of religious customs
(Peci and Demjaha 2021b).

Demographic data show that Kosovan recruits originate predominantly
from the country’s two most populous municipalities: Pristina (35 persons)
and Prizren (26 persons) (Peci and Demjaha 2021a). However, the rate of
mobilization per capita is highest in the five municipalities mentioned ear-
lier: Hani i Elezit, Kaganik, Mitrovica, Gjilan, and Viti, which together
account for only 14 percent of the country’s total population (Shtuni 2016).
Our research indicates that the high mobilization rates result from targeted



136  Simeon Evstatiev, Andreas Lind Kroknes, and Francesco Strazzari

and effective radicalization, recruitment, and mobilization efforts by
extremist networks that have operated in that particular geographic space
across borders for more than a decade.!” After 2014, ISIS changed its strat-
egy from concentrating attacks in a single area to instead organizing attacks
in countries where adherents to its ideology are located.

With increased communication via the internet and a changed ISIS
strategy, there is a high risk of attacks in Kosovo and the region. In 2021,
five people, radicalized primarily online, were arrested for planning attacks
in Kosovo (Sejdiu 2021). What is it that stops decisive moments such as the
appeal of ISIS from erupting into violence in such enabling environments
as Kosovo? And what makes local communities resilient? Cragin (2014,
337) reasonably suggests that it is impossible to understand pathways to
radicalization or to design policies to preempt them without a complemen-
tary knowledge of why individuals resist the influence of VE.

Social Resilience
Tunisia

Maybe the most important demonstration of how resilient Tunisia—and
especially Tunisian youth and society—has proven to be vis-a-vis the call
of VE is the aforementioned battle that took place in December 2016 in
Ben Guerdane. A medium-sized city at the frontier between Tunisia and
Libya, Ben Guerdane is part of the Medenine governorate and has histori-
cally suffered from the lack of coordinated state actions there, such as eco-
nomic investment and delivery of basic services. Marginalization, espe-
cially since the fall of Ben Ali, was widely felt by inhabitants in the city.
Since then, the city saw a rise in the popularity of Ennahda, and the bor-
der increasingly became an income-generation source. The end of the
Ghaddafi regime and the rise of civil war in the neighboring country
unleashed violent power competition between new and old actors in the
smuggling business. During the 1990s and 2000s, jobs generated by the
“border economy” progressively overshadowed private or public employ-
ment. This area of Tunisia also presents a very conservative social outlook
compared to that in more advantaged arcas of the North (i.e., Tunis, Sfax,
Sousse). The fear of spillover of violence from Libya fueled people’s feel-
ings of insecurity, most notably in connection to the restrictions on cross-
border activities imposed by Tunis.

Increasingly, the public space in Ben Guerdane has become dominated
by protest movements calling for a state-supported development project and
the immediate reopening of the border for business. Since 2014, strikes,
roadblocks, sit-ins, and protests, particularly involving youth in precarious
employment situations and unemployed persons, have shaped collective
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action in the city. But the cross-border economy also allowed the circula-
tion of networks linked to VE. Violent jihadi Salafis have started to play
more critical roles in cross-border smuggling, especially after the closure of
the frontier. Such networks and their ramifications among local families in
Ben Guerdane proved crucial in staging the 2016 attack by the Islamic
State from neighboring Zuara in Libya.

Unlike the attacks at the Bardo Museum or in Sousse, this was a vio-
lent extremist attack aimed at overthrowing authorities in the city and cap-
turing the city. The assailants from Libya and their local allies in Ben Guer-
dane simultancously attacked the army barracks, the headquarters of the
National Guard, and the city’s main police station. Although there were
casualties among the police and Customs officials, the anti-terrorist unit
mobilized and eventually managed to repulse the attack.

The attack was an attempt by violent extremists to use their rage
against authorities, politicians, and the state to start a mass revolt in the
city. However, Ben Guerdane’s inhabitants showed outstanding resilience
by rallying with the state security forces upon their deployment. They resis-
ted or even sabotaged the propaganda of the Islamic State that asked Ben
Guerdane’s people to join the revolt, ignored messages on loudspeakers,
and even refused to be intimidated. Additionally, they provided intelligence
and information so the army could find violent extremists.

Nonoccurrence of VE in Tunisia was also seen in the areas of Sfax
and Sousse. These cities have historically benefited from larger state
investments and might qualify as the wealthiest regions in Tunisia, which
makes them much less of an enabling environment. Yet, the sprawling
city of Tunis can be seen as an environment that fosters VE because of its
large size, geographical features, and significant inequality. In more
remote areas such as Ben Guerdane, the lack of government presence, rel-
ative underdevelopment, and active cross-border trade can all contribute
to the growth of VE.

Still, the foiled attack on Ben Guerdane at the Tunisia—Libya border
proves to be an important case of nonoccurrence. Despite the deep infiltra-
tion of VE networks in the city, not to mention the city’s booming smug-
gling economy, most of the population not only avoided joining VE net-
works while these were staging an armed attack but also actively resisted
them. Families and social networks proved to be veritable sources of resist-
ance to VE, although vulnerable to be exploited or manipulated by VE
actors, as the Ben Guerdane case demonstrates. Despite the relative
estrangement from the central government, local authorities, or even state
symbols and the discontent in peripheral areas of the country, protests and
contestation demonstrate citizens’ deep attachment to the Tunisian state.
They are meant to be instruments to engage institutions in peaceful man-
ners. On the other hand, attempts to overthrow the state and feed a violent
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extremist attack against state representatives are met with ambiguity or are
vastly rejected. In particular, the Ben Guerdane case demonstrates how
everyday forms of resistance and small-scale subversion can coexist with
regime opposition and regime contestation, showing the strength of civic
values and the resilience of Ben Guerdane’s inhabitants to extremist dis-
courses (Simoncini 2021).

Tunisia shows that amid all the confusion and chaos of an unfulfilled
transition, most people remain deeply attached to their state if they can
engage meaningfully with it through legitimate institutions. If this is the
case, attempts to overthrow the state using violence based on an extremist
ideology will be resisted by most of the population.

Kosovo

Some explanations for Kosovo's social resilience focus on the diversity of
the religious sphere (Kurzman 2011); logistical and financial barriers to
violence; strong ideas against violence; family influence; and the effi-
ciency argument related to cost-benefit (Fahmi 2017). Our study indicates
that two types of factors have strengthened communities’ resilience to VE:
(1) resilience factors during the radicalization wave (2011-2014), and (2)
resilience factors after the radicalization wave (from 2015 onward). The
first category includes religious counternarratives, social cohesion, and
civic values as the main factors that helped communities resist radicaliza-
tion during the peak propaganda wave. The second category involves the
hard approach by state institutions and the soft response by international
donors and CSOs. Seeking to understand the nonoccurrence of violence
and resilience to violence and extremism in the Middle East in the exam-
ple of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, Georges Fahmi (2020, 7) outlined
four main factors: legitimacy, social trust, institutional rules, and external
pressure. In the Balkans, our fieldwork-based research foregrounded three
major factors of resilience and nonoccurrence of violence: (1) local com-
munities exhibiting social cohesion and civic values; (2) the role of imams
and individuals of authority; and (3) preventive measures (Evstatiev and
Mishkova 2022, 3—4).

Besides the local predominantly Hanafi Muslim traditions, half a cen-
tury of communist rule in Eastern Europe instilled a sense of secularism in
Balkan Muslim communities that gave rise to a local Muslim culture pal-
pably different in its interpretations and practices from its more conserva-
tive counterparts in the Arabian Peninsula and elsewhere in the MENA.
Hence, many refer to Muslims in the Balkans as “progressive Muslims” or
“cultural Muslims” (Akyol 2019). These specific features of mainstream
Muslim communal life in the Balkans draw on inherited prevailing tradi-
tions of religious and interethnic tolerance.
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An important factor of resilience on the community level in Kosovo is
the inherited religious tolerance, which also embraces interethnic commu-
nication. In the aftermath of the Kosovo War, people went out in the streets
requesting a return to their homes in the north, which then escalated into
protests.'® Gradually, tensions calmed in an environment where imams and
priests demonstrated respect for each other using the communal religious
celebrations to build religious harmony (Koha.net 2021). The Islamic Com-
munity, the leading religious institution of Muslims, played an awareness-
raising and preventive role.! It sends out imams to provide lectures in state
correction institutions that contributes to the rehabilitation and resocializa-
tion of convicts and helps prevent the radicalization of other prisoners
(Indeksonline.net 2018).

Communities with stronger social cohesion are less conducive to the
occurrence of violence because social connections within and between com-
munities help mitigate the risk factors associated with VE (Ellis and Abdi
2017). Mainstream Muslim institutions can play a crucial role in Kosovo
(Evstatiev and Mishkova 2022, 8). Imams and other individuals of author-
ity also play important roles in the nonoccurrence of VE and in strengthen-
ing resilience. As explained by a Muslim official in the area of Maliq in
neighboring Albania, radicals exploit certain sensitive topics, and through
these forms of “scouting,” they manage to polarize people.?’ In Kosovo,
major radicalization drivers were neutralized in areas such as Podujeva and
Prizren, because imams refused to accept groups that promoted such ideas.
Muslim officials from the Islamic Community in North Macedonia also
stressed the efforts their institution exerted in combating religious radical-
ism. Although this institution did not predefine the texts to be read at ser-
mons in the mosques, it closely monitored sermon content, and the religious
leaders criticized the radical ethos of “those who had returned from studies
in the Middle East and with whom one cannot talk in a normal way.”?!

After 2014, the hard measures have limited violent extremist activity to
propaganda because violent extremists are now more easily spotted and risk
facing criminal proceedings for recruitment activities. This has influenced
their modus operandi by making it harder for them to organize in groups. In
Kosovo, the hard approaches to P/CVE receive and often depend on strong
support from the US government. Foreign actors, including the EU, mainly
support the soft measures. Nonstate actors, such as international NGOs and
CSOs, have engaged in P/CVE by setting up referral mechanisms, capacity-
building initiatives, awareness-raising campaigns, and grassroots projects to
build stronger community resilience. Moreover, training programs are still in
great demand in Kosovo. Our study brings to the fore the importance of the
interrelations between the three factors: hard and soft preventive measures
combined with the decisive role of the local community and individuals of
authority in bolstering resilience (Evstatiev and Mishkova 2022, 10).
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Conclusion

During our observation period, the two cases navigated crucially different
trajectories: Kosovo consolidated as and has remained a democracy, while
at the same time, Tunisia, heralded as the Arab Spring’s success story, has
regressed on its democratic journey into autocracy through a gradual coup.
This marked a critical shift away from a contended power landscape in
Tunisia to one where the democratic mechanisms and the option of con-
testing power are markedly constrained, with implications for voice and
exit dynamics. Along the divergent paths of Kosovo’s democratic consoli-
dation and Tunisia’s backsliding, the focus shifts to understanding the mul-
tifaceted nature of community resilience and the localized response to VE
through examination of these contrasting political environments.

Resilience is systemic in that it does not depend on one single factor
but rather on the interconnection of factors and the role actors play in
shaping them. Overall, local resilience to VE in Kosovo and the Western
Balkans is determined by the community’s social cohesion and civic val-
ues; the efficiency of the preventive measures and interventions under-
taken by state institutions, religious authorities, and community actors;
and the community’s attitude toward these measures. As the cases of
Tunisia and Kosovo indicate, nonoccurrence and resilience are highly
context-specific. Concentrating the preventive efforts in areas where there
has been an occurrence of violence threatens to oversaturate certain com-
munities while it ignores the needs of communities that are commonly
acknowledged as resilient.

Salafism, which underlies the recent jihadi appeal, is, despite its global
call, intimately context-specific and tied to drivers present in each enabling
environment. It has different appeal in the Muslim-majority societies of the
Middle East, where Islamic identity is already established and concerns
mainly theology, and in Europe, where it is more closely tied with identity
(Hegghammer 2021, 26). First, jihadi Salafism spread most widely in
places where the quest for a revived Islamic identity blended with severe
social disruptions, such as the Bosnian and Kosovo Wars. Second, despite
its global appeal and transnational channels, Salafism in the Balkans has
become increasingly “localized” as radicalized individuals are reaccommo-
dated into local “traditional Islam” and its official institutional representa-
tion. Thus, local Muslims who had previously “globalized” through
Salafism and its jihadi branch undergo a process of “relocalization” by
finding a modus vivendi with the “traditional” Hanafi school of Sunni
Islam—a tendency already noticed in Tunisia and the Middle East (Drevon
and Haenni 2021, 27).

This (re)localization is related to hybridizing Islam, which also
affects Islamism. As a result of external (securitization) and internal (the
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local Muslim communities and its institutions) pressures, Salafis in the
Balkans, including Bulgaria, have adopted a strategy of merging into the
locally embedded Hanafi tradition. Sociologically, Salafis are becoming
less exclusive, more flexible, and adaptable to the national context. Doc-
trinally, the outcome is a hybrid combination of a Salafi creed and Hanafi
practices—a new phenomenon of “Salafi-Hanafism” (Evstatiev 2023).
Hybridized Islamism leaves less room for political Islam and shifts the
stress from activism to a more inclusivist approach to religion, society,
and communal life.

The reshuffling resembles what some recent studies designate as
“Salafi-Malikism” in Tunisia, where the adaptation to the local Maliki con-
text allows Salafis to preserve their teaching and preaching activities within
the securitization wave (Merone, Blanc, and Sigillo 2021). Others observe
hybridized forms of Islamism and nationalism by which Salafis and move-
ments influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood adopt “Islami-nationalist
stances” (Gade and Palani 2022, 222). In the Balkans, including Kosovo,
these developments assume a “Hanafization” of Salafism (Kursani 2018c).
The paradox in this competition for autochthony amid social and existential
uncertainty (Beéas and Dunn 2013a, 20), from which Salafism provides a
way out, is that Salafism seeks to doctrinally assimilate Hanafism, getting,
in the same time, locally legitimized through an adaptive hybridization with
Hanafi discourses and practices. This major shift in Islamist pathways sig-
nals a new stage of hybridization and adaptability.
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Pristina, 2021.
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Regime Survival and Mobilization:
Irag, Mali, and Syria
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Empirical evidence suggests that state weakness is a factor con-
tributing to the rise of or resilience to jihadist insurgencies. Countries such
as Afghanistan, Algeria, Iraq, Somalia, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Mali, and
Burkina Faso all experienced a major regime break characterized by violent
change, disruption, collapse, or armed contestation before or during the
emergence of jihadist agitation. Accordingly, scholarship focusing on the
drivers of jihadism’s proliferation (for instance, in the Middle East:
Saloukh 2016; in Africa: Hansen 2019) tends to stress the salience of weak
states, whose inability to assert sovereign prerogatives across geographic
and functional planes invites jihadists to stake their claim. The causal rela-
tion between state weakness and insurgency extends beyond the specific
case of jihadism; it is affirmed in the literature at the onset of civil wars in
general (Kalyvas 2009).

The oft-noticed nexus between state weakness and a society’s prone-
ness to jihadist insurgencies has prompted researchers to seek the mecha-
nisms that may metabolize the linkage. Many of those pursuing this line of
inquiry have identified social cleavages, particularly sectarian ones, as a
mechanism of potential import. Though diverse in form, sectarianism can
be conceptualized as a system of sociopolitical organization that empha-
sizes nonstate identities and exhibits a tendency toward reified nativism,
narratives of victimization, supremacist views, and outgroup othering. Sec-
tarianism may help explain insurgencies in two ways. First, the presence of
sectarian currents within a society—itself a function of history—renders the
building of state capacity and the consolidation of a civic national identity
fraught. This, in turn, enhances the probability of a regime break occurring
and widens the opportunity structure for an insurgent challenge. Second, in
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the eventuality of a regime break, sectarianism constitutes a uniquely potent
vehicle for taking advantage of the security dilemma that comes in the
wake of polarizing communities and positioning sect-based affiliation as
the optimal choice for those seeking safety (Posen 1993). We may, there-
fore, posit that sectarianism fosters an enabling environment for jihadist
groups to take root and thrive.

At the same time, contemporary jihadism is at least partially defined by
its transnational membership and global frame of reference. Because of its
cosmopolitan nature, it must demonstrate plasticity and a willingness to
deploy borrowed semiotics to anchor in a given place. Absent a strategic
narrative through which its violent entrepreneurs may interpret, aggregate,
rescale, and ultimately commandeer the parochial grievances of a popula-
tion or subpopulation (Schmid 2014), jihadism can hardly mobilize a chal-
lenge to the prevailing order (Andersen and Sandberg 2020). In many con-
texts, sectarianism offers the needed strategic narrative. A means of
glocalization, putting sectarianism to work, allows jihadism’s transnational
Sunnism to be grafted onto primordial fault lines and for its millenarian-
ism to accommodate local communities’ contingent interests and resent-
ments. By facilitating the recruitment of adherents and furnishing a device
for calcifying societal divisions, the mobilization of sectarianism might,
therefore, be viewed as a valuable hypothesis to explain why and how vio-
lent extremism occurs in enabling environments.

Hypotheses of a sectarianism-jihadism relation, however, require
greater testing and refinement. Certainly, large-n studies like those con-
ducted by Svensson and Nilsson (2022) can establish that jihadism mobi-
lizes most frequently in the presence of ethnicity-based cleavages and most
violently in the presence of religious ones. Yet correlation does not amount
to causation. Noting the variable inversion bias that was spotted by schol-
ars of civil war many decades ago (Fearon and Laitin 2003), one needs to
stress that if most jihadist mobilizations and insurgencies indeed occur
where sectarian cleavages are observed, there are nevertheless a great many
places where sectarian cleavages persist in the absence of jihadist insur-
gency. Such correlations, in other words, explain very little about the cir-
cumstance in which sectarian preconditions do not give way to jihadist
insurgencies—to wit, the nonoccurrence of violent extremism that is at the
heart of this edited volume—or the circumstance in which sectarianism
might have an expressly negative effect on jihadism. Concerning the latter,
we need only recall examples of state authorities nurturing sectarianism to
instrumentalize communal self-defense groups against jihadist interlopers
or examples in which jihadists’ embrace of sectarianism provoked anti-
jihadist resistance and resilience in large segments of society. In these
cases, rather than facilitating jihadism, certain features of sectarianism
seem to have limited its grip.
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Cognizant of the cavity in our understanding of the relations between
sectarianism and enabling environments for violent extremist mobilization,
in this chapter we engage the problem of sectarianism and its impact on the
occurrence and nonoccurrence of jihadist insurgencies and counterinsur-
gencies through a comparative analysis focused on Mali, Iraq, and Syria.
Case selection was determined by the observation of key phenomena—sec-
tarianism, jihadist mobilizations, and counterinsurgencies—which poten-
tially renders heuristic cases for the three featured (George and Bennett
2005). Because the diversity of independent and dependent variables across
our cases advises against undertaking a structured analysis of the Millsian
variety, a loose approach to comparison is deemed more appropriate to host
the thick description and causal process tracing, which can enrich and
imbricate one another in complex and unpredictable ways. Ultimately, the
resulting medley facilitates grounded theorization to induce tentative, mid-
dle-level propositions. We center our concerns on the causal mechanism of
sectarianism vis-a-vis cases of occurrence or nonoccurrence of violent
extremist mobilization, finally, because it allows our analysis to move
between generalizability and specificity. On the one hand, adopting this
focus brings jihadism into conversation with categories already in use for
studying asymmetric conflicts. On the other, it permits this conversation to
proceed without losing jihadism’s specific ideological scope.

Accordingly, the analysis of each case herein singled out rests on dis-
cussing a considerable amount of qualitative evidence. As part of the Pre-
venting Violent Extremism in the Balkans and the MENA (PREVEX) Proj-
ect, we performed immersive fieldwork for data collection to map causal
pathways across time; develop acquaintances with local actors, norms, and
meanings; and gain access to key informants in target communities charac-
terized by occurrence and nonoccurrence of violent extremism. Through
open-ended interviews, we posed questions to various relevant principals
regarding their participation in and observations of decisive moments in the
(non)mobilization of jihadist insurgencies. Principals include tribal, reli-
gious, and social leaders; traditional chiefs; members of nonviolent Islamist
movements subjected to internal fracturing as a result of state repression;
jihadist sympathizers; and prospective jihadist recruits. To gain traction on
counterinsurgency dynamics, national and international officers in Mali
(predominantly in and from the region of Mopti), Iraq, and Syria were also
engaged during several rounds of fieldwork between mid-2021 and late
2022. A recursive approach to the field has contributed to building local
networks and relationships of trust, corroborating findings, detecting trends
across time, and ensuring the safety of research protocols.

In terms of organization, each case study begins by locating the fac-
tors underpinning the local form of relevant jihadist insurgencies and
interrogating the relations between states, societal fractures, and jihadist



146  Colin Powers, Luca Raineri, and Stéphane Lacroix

appeals. We also study the relevant counterinsurgencies and explain their
relative impacts by taking a holistic view that places the state’s inter-
ventions within an environment defined by social cleavages and a
jihadist alternative. Investigating violent extremism from two ends, our
analyses parse when and why sectarianism can amount to a resource for
jihadist mobilization, counterinsurgency, or regime survival, and thereby
should be considered, or not, as a defining factor of violent extremism’s
enabling environments.

Social Cleavages and Jihadism: A Literature Review

Theorization of social cleavages and their consequence for jihadist insur-
gencies has greatly advanced in recent years (for instance, Sedgwick 2007;
Phillips 2015; Hinnebusch 2016; Collombier and Roy 2017). Roy (2017a)
contends that the polarization of tribes along generational and clan-based
lines, alongside the globalization of the smuggling economy, has increased
the attractiveness of jihadism for disenfranchised social groups, especially
youths. Lia (2021) seconds this argument, adding that intertribe rivalries
and kinship networks’ nonhierarchical, loosely organized nature also
enhance the vulnerability to jihadist frames, narratives, and practices. This
is because, in seeking purchase within a particular context, jihadist entre-
preneurs have proven capable of transfusing their struggle into cleavages
that are already salient (Thurston 2020). The so-called Boko Haram group
in Nigeria provides a standard illustration of this: by expressing its aims in
terms compatible with local grievance (Krause 2020), scholars have shown
the group deftly exploited preexisting socioethnic polarization (Agbiboa
2013) and ethnonational irredentism (Pieri and Zenn 2017) in building its
presence. In addition, in circumstances where social cleavages are comple-
mented by high levels of competition among nonstate actors, researchers
have induced that the available resources through affiliation with transna-
tional jihadism may lead local groups to pursue such an association (Col-
lombier et al 2018). Some have also posited that decision-making on the
association can derive purely from communications-related concerns, such
as branding oneself connected with an entity of international renown (Bgas
and Dunn 2013b).

Other scholars, however, contend that social cleavages, tribal and
sectarian ones included, need not furnish an enabling environment for
jihadist groups to take root and mobilize support. On the basis of their
decade-long study of insurgency and counterinsurgency in Chechnya,
Aliyev and Souleimanov (2022) highlight that the socially embedded
obligation of blood revenge present in “honorific” societies like tribal
networks constitutes a natural firewall against jihadism because of the
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latter’s tendency toward violent excess. Similarly, Taha (2017)posits that
the customs of matrilineality, gender progressivism, and religious toler-
ance among Libya’s Tuaregs have served to inoculate local communities
against the risk of radicalization, thereby hindering the spread of
jihadism within an exceedingly fractured social environment. In Mali,
however, note that the same Tuaregs have exhibited a more pragmatic
attitude that does not exclude building ties with jihadists. In their case,
interests trump norms as local rivalries and quotidian concerns like per-
sonal vendettas and aspirations to power govern choices on engagement
with jihadism (Skretting 2021).

If the works hitherto discussed help clarify how social cleavages like
sectarianism do or do not facilitate transnational jihadism as it lays down
local roots, other works elucidate why these roots often fail to run deep.
Sheikh (2022) attributes this to the explosive and tension-ridden process
that is the bundling of a “conflict constellation”—that is, the active and
reciprocal exchanges through which local and transnational fights (and
fighters) amalgamate. Hafez (2018) points to the extreme doctrines and
ideological priorities that bind jihadist cadres to their cause and posits
that this renders such actors less adaptive and less amenable to accom-
modating their messaging and praxes to local environs. Researchers of
the Sahel, meanwhile, find that for tactical as much as normative rea-
sons, jihadism’s local emergence may provoke vigorous opposition
among designated outgroups (Cold-Ravnkilde and Ba 2022; Poudiougou
2022). Just as this expression of violent extremism can radicalize com-
munities where it embeds, so can it animate a militant reaction devoted
to its destruction.

In this framework, states frequently mobilize counterinsurgency cam-
paigns that hinge on the recruitment of auxiliaries (Jentzch, Kalyvas, and
Schubiger 2015). Be they paramilitaries, militias, or communal brigades of
self-defense, these para-state armed actors benefit from diverse sponsor-
ship, from the state to local oligarchs and foreign governments of different
stripes and persuasions. They tend to be especially active in contexts with
fragmented social fabric. Militarily speaking, para-state militias contribute
to intelligence collection, the conduct of operations, and security provision
in reclaimed lands. Politically speaking, their deployment affords state
authorities a degree of plausible deniability for their (indirect) violence.
They have also been shown to provoke insurgencies into retraining their
focus away from the incumbent power and onto the civilian populations
perceived to be harboring the auxiliaries (Clayton and Thomson 2014). In
some cases, paramilitary auxiliaries may help delegitimize an insurgency.
In other cases, however, because of their penchant for engaging in or facil-
itating communal score-settling, they can create conditions conducive to a
jihadist resurgence (Raineri 2022).
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Sectarianism and Jihadism in Mali, Iraq, and Syria

The heuristic case studies of Mali, Iraq, and Syria attempt to set into the
conversation and complicate three of the threads that can be extracted from
this wide-spanning literature: (1) that sectarian divides provide enabling
environments for jihadism to take root, strategically sell its narrative, and
mobilize recruits; (2) that sectarianism undercuts the spread of jihadism by
way of its normative incompatibility, intense othering dynamics, and
propensity toward provoking counterinsurgency mobilization and, as such,
causes the nonoccurrence (or at least limited spread) of violent extremism,;
and (3) that the leveraging of sectarianism shores up incumbent regimes
facing violent contention.

Mali

From its epicenter in Mali, jihadism has been expanding steadily in the
Sahel over the past decade. According to the 2023 edition of the Global
Terrorism Index, Mali and neighboring Burkina Faso rank among the five
countries most impacted by terrorism worldwide (IEP 2023).

Although most of Mali’s jihadists are now mobilized locally, includ-
ing both rank and file and leaders, the genealogy of the movement needs
to be traced back to North Africa. Beginning in the late 1990s, jihadists
from Algeria, facing mounting repression and the drying of their social
fields of leverage (Reno 2011), sought refuge and opportunities across the
country’s Saharan borders. The remote borderlands of North Mali proved
especially welcoming. Initially, scholars explained this by emphasizing
the Malian state’s limited capacity to monitor its peripheries and counter
jihadist proliferation, thereby aligning with the Pentagon’s “ungoverned
space” thesis (Lacher 2008). As the years passed, however, researchers
would instead identify the lack of political resolve by Malian authorities—
whose security perceptions were then shaped more by sectarian concerns
than any bother with transnational terrorism—as the factor of perhaps
decisive salience: it was the fear of a latent insurgency by Tuareg rebels
in the north of the country that led Bamako’s authorities to frame jihadist
groups in the region through ethnic lenses and to see the settling of
“Arab” jihadists on Malian land less as a threat to state security than as an
opportunity to counterbalance the Tuaregs’ hegemony and irredentism
(Guichaoua and Pellerin 2017).

The tacit blessing that the then-Malian regime afforded to the jihadists
would eventually prove ill-advised. Though the jihadists avoided directly
threatening state interests during the early years of their stay, they also did
little to antagonize the Tuaregs. On the contrary, through their discourses
and practices, the jihadists explicitly sought to transcend sectarian divides,
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whether of ethnic or racial origin, stressing instead the universal appeal of
their call to the entire Umma (Chelin 2018). As a result, many prominent
Tuareg insurgents, including former ethnonationalist leaders, came to asso-
ciate with jihadism to one degree or another, opportunistically harnessing
the movement’s symbolic and material resources to reframe their struggle
against the alleged corruption of the Malian state.

In 2011, the collapse of the Gaddafi regime in Libya and the ensuing
spillover of Tuareg fighters across the Sahara-Sahel region brought three
geopolitical imaginaries previously coexisting in—and competing for—
northern Mali into tension: (1) the postcolonial state order centered in
Bamako; (2) the secessionist project of the North led by Tuareg irredentism;
and (3) an emergent jihadist insurgency combining ethnonationalist and
transnational elements (Raineri and Strazzari 2015). The first imaginary—
Malian nationalism—quickly gave way as the advances of the rebels
prompted a coup d’état, which plunged the state into chaos. The second,
meanwhile, would itself backfire, allowing the third to rise to prominence in
its wake: the Tuaregs’ sectarian appeals and abuses in attempting to mold a
homogeneous constituency for their aspired state project provided jihadists
with a valuable opportunity to posture as protectors, chastise the impious
corruption of tribal leaders and legacies, and make inroads among the local
population. Having managed to marginalize the Tuareg irredentists, fight off
the hardliners, and co-opt others, and having presented their alternative
polity as one where universal religious prescription would supersede ethnic
cleavages and tribal norms, it would be the jihadists that could proclaim a
(short-lived, it should be said) caliphate in mid-2012.

As should be apparent, though it may be true that the early rooting of
jihadism in northern Mali correlates with state collapse, our analysis
reveals a more complicated picture. In the final instance, it was in a nega-
tive sense that sectarianism provided fertile ground for jihadist mobilization
during the years in question: by claiming to fight against sectarian divides
rather than by appealing to one side of those divides, did jihadists succeed
in building power?

The following years saw a different dynamic emerge. In 2013, a
French-led military intervention swiftly managed to evict jihadist groups
from the main towns in northern Mali. Defeated yet not destroyed, jihadists
scattered and reformed in rural areas, making it harder to track them. From
their hideouts in the bush, jihadists adopted a new strategy, in keeping with
al-Qaeda’s global orientation (and possibly with a nomadic warfare tradi-
tion): they prepared for a long war of attrition, initially directed against soft
targets and supply lines through hit-and-run attacks, to erode the enemy’s
capacity—and, in the long term, resolve—to fight back.

This new approach required building friendly ties with the local com-
munities. Accordingly, beginning in 2014, we could say that jihadist groups
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across the Sahel moved to tactics centered on “winning people’s hearts and
minds.” They did so by organizing some rudimentary yet effective schemes
to deliver criminal justice, social mobility, and protection in their nested
areas, constituting a hybrid kind of political order (Beas and Strazzari
2020). Moreover, their rhetoric explicitly challenged the legitimacy of tra-
ditional ethnic cleavages and leadership (Sangaré 2016). Illustrating this, in
2017, a constellation of jihadist formations and splinter groups, many of
which had featured implicit ethnic allegiances, merged under an umbrella
organization—Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM)—which at least
nominally rejected those ethnic divides. As many interviewees from central
Mali communities point out, JNIM’s strategic narrative consistently empha-
sized religious compliance and global struggles while downplaying the
salience of communal cleavages.

Naturally, the proliferation of jihadism across the region and the
buildup of a sizable jihadist coalition prompted the rearticulation of the
counterterrorist dispositif. France agreed to complement its light-footprint
intervention based on air dominance and special forces strikes with
enhanced coordination with auxiliaries on the ground. The problematic sit-
uation faced by the Malian Armed Forces (FAMa) led to the decision to
work with local allies from nonstate, ethnic-based armed groups, many of
whom were from Tuareg self-defense militias. The Malian government,
unable to assert its authority, seconded and expanded this strategy. Malian
officers not only tolerated the rise of self-defense militias from different
ethnic groups—mainly Dogon, Arabs, and Songhay—but also politically
sponsored, economically bankrolled, and militarily armed these groups
(UNSC 2020; Benjaminsen and Ba 2021; Raineri and Strazzari 2022).

Ultimately, this complex counterinsurgency strategy backfired. The
ethnic-based armed groups enrolled in the transnational counterterrorism
dispositif frequently used the symbolic and material resources acquired to
settle scores against local rivals. Razzias, abuses, and mass reprisals against
ethnic groups perceived to be collectively complicit, if not outright mem-
bers of terrorist organizations, had a detrimental effect. Not only did these
actions cement cthnic cleavages and exacerbate social polarizations, but,
more importantly, they also elicited an urgent demand for protection by the
groups targeted in the name of counterterrorism. Jihadists seized the oppor-
tunity to step in, posturing as protection providers and depicting the ethnic-
based abuses as part of a transnational conspiracy tying together foreign
infidels, corrupted national governments, and their local armed puppets.

The scholarship on “radicalization” has extensively demonstrated that
this mechanism—whereby abuses perpetrated by state and para-state forces
prompt demand for protection that jihadists address—is one of the most
solid drivers of jihadist mobilization in the Sahel at large, if not in Africa
altogether (UNDP 2023; ICG 2020; Raineri 2022). Homing in on this
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mechanism can also contribute to explaining how the jihadist threat in the
region turned from one organized around small cells hidden and secluded
from the rest of the society into a large-scale insurgency deeply entangled
in societal divides.

Our review of the dynamics of jihadist rooting, proliferation, and mobi-
lization in central Mali—which certainly does not claim to be exhaustive—
provides a useful heuristic perspective vis-a-vis our problematic highlight-
ing that sectarianism is dialectically linked to jihadist insurgencies and
counterinsurgencies in at least two ways. First, even though sectarian
divides—ethnic cleavages, tribal hierarchies, racial biases—indeed perme-
ated Malian society even before the country became a hotbed of jihadism,
their political salience was greatly amplified as a result of the dynamics of
insurgency and counterinsurgency. In that sense, and in keeping with social
constructivist claims on sectarianism and conflict, sectarian cleavages are
perhaps less the cause than the outcome of conflict dynamics, midwives
through violent othering practices. Second, although the emphasis on sec-
tarian rivalries and communal polarization has contributed to triggering the
mechanism of jihadist mobilization and insurgency in Mali, it has, by the
same token, limited the spread of jihadist allegiances to certain social
groups while pushing others to, by and large, join counterinsurgency
efforts. Sectarianism, in other words, appears to be at the root of both the
poison of jihadism and its antidote, and hence both a factor of vulnerabil-
ity and of resilience in a diverse and multicultural society like Mali’s.

Interestingly, jihadist groups in Mali and the Sahel seem aware of
this, though they have adopted different responses to face the challenge
of sectarianism. Groups linked to al-Qaeda, like JNIM, have consistently
tried to downplay sectarian and ethnic divides, molding their call in uni-
versalist terms and purporting their fight as one against profane tribal
legacies. By contrast, jihadist groups linked to the Islamic State, which
have been expanding in the borderlands of Mali, Burkina Faso, and
Niger, have tapped into existing social cleavages, perpetrating ethnic-
based retaliations and massacres and sometimes posturing as a mere self-
defense militia formed out of communal rather than ideological identities
(Lyammouri 2021).

Last, we should observe that the government of Mali has actively con-
tributed to fomenting sectarianism, both as a cheap counterinsurgency strat-
egy and as a deceptive rationalization of jihadism, which obscures its radi-
cal ideological scope and glosses over the failures of the Malian state. The
inherent tensions between this strategy and the growing appeals to the
national(ist) fiber of “the Malian people” run the risk of jeopardizing the
sustainability of the counterinsurgency doctrine and the regime’s survival.
Since the military takeover of state institutions in mid-2021, Mali has expe-
rienced an escalation of violence against civilians at the hands of state
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forces and their Wagner Group—dispatched military aides. Individuals face
a growing risk of being accused of colluding with jihadists merely because
of their ethnic or geographic origin. As a result, the increasing militarism
and nationalism of Malian authorities are paradoxically fueling sectarian
divides in the country’s periphery, and the fragmentation of the state that
ensues appears to be shaping a social environment further allowing violent
extremism to take root and thrive (Nasr 2022).

Iraq

Salafist jihadism made its initial incursion into Iraq amid the fallout from
the second American invasion of 2003. Led at the outset by the Jordanian
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and organized under the banner of al-Qaeda in Iraq
(AQ-I), the movement operated from hubs in the Sunni triangle of the
country’s West, where its presence was blessed or consented to at the out-
set by the majority of the tribal federations. The causes underlying the wel-
come offered by AQ-I during the early days of its existence correspond
closely to those emphasized in the literature.

To begin with, conditions on the ground in the province of al-Anbar
were especially inviting to anti-system challengers. Though governments
dating back to 1921 consistently worked to cultivate a unified sense of
national Iraqi identity, the version of unity they promoted and institution-
alized had always been one premised on conformity and coercion (Haddad
2017). This deprived the Iraqi state of popular buttresses and civic credi-
bility. Decisions made upon the ascent of Saddam Hussein subsequently
functioned to compromise the outlook for civic nationalism further:
Although the bureaucracy of the Baathist single party instantiated a nondis-
criminating system of rights and benefits, from the start, Hussein also
deployed patrimonial practices in the realm of security that privileged
Sunni communities, particularly those from al-Anbar, Salahedin, Diyala,
and Nineveh (Hinnebusch 2016; Haddad 2017). With the decline of Pan-
Arabism in the late 1970s and the rupture of the Iranian Revolution in
1979, his Sunni-privileging sectarianization of the state—and the attendant
emergence of Shia communalism—only grew more pronounced. This cul-
minated in the Iraqi state’s wholesale repression of Shia populations in
1991, a move provoked by a handful of Shia Islamist movements joining
the uprisings of that year. Sectarian cleavages widened thereafter as Hus-
sein reconsolidated his power on Arab Sunni foundations (Long 2004) and
“retribalized” the state, the latter a response to fiscal crisis, a desperate
search for ideological legitimacy, and a pivot that benefited hitherto mar-
ginal Arab Sunni shaikhs in western Iraq (Jabar 2000).

Ironically, Hussein’s privileging of Iraq’s Arab Sunni constituency
in the latter stages of his rule ultimately left these communities more vul-
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nerable to the coming Salafist-jihadist appeal. In the first instance, this was
because the deepening of Sunni Arabs’ imbrication within the state meant
Sunni Arabs would be the biggest losers when the Coalition Provisional
Authority, directed by the United States, introduced de-Baathification
measures in 2003. The fact that the identity of Iraq’s Arab Sunni minority
had always been discreetly coconstitutive of the identity of the Iraqi state
(Haddad 2017, 123—135)—a reality Hussein unveiled more than created—
also proved salient: after all, large segments of the communities were gen-
uinely vested in the conceptual and symbolic frames of the pre-2003 status
quo and, as a privileged category, had never been compelled to build their
own independent, faith-centric institutions. This was the case when the
American occupation upturned the status quo—and when a Shia-led state
took shape shortly after that; they had few institutional means for channel-
ing the uncertainty, fear, and loss being experienced. This opened the door,
ideationally and otherwise, to a Salafist-jihadist movement that offered
answers to the dislocation felt, that pledged to direct a response to the Shias
being elevated into a new staatsvolk, and that could provide jobs for the
thousands of soldiers and intelligence officers unemployed by Paul Bre-
mer’s diktat. The coalescence of multiple temporalities (see Braudel and
Wallerstein 2009), then, the coming together of history’s long durée and its
contingent post-2003 turns, furnished the enabling environment and neces-
sary preconditions for Salafist jihadism to gain traction in parts of Iraq.
Conducive as conditions were for Salafist jihadism in al-Anbar and far-
ther afield, the character of the appeal offered by AQ-I limited the move-
ment’s capacity to seize the chance before it. In these regards, the individ-
ual shortcomings of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi are very much pertinent: the
extremism of his beliefs and practices was such as to earn the reprobation
of Ayman al-Zawahiri himself (Gartenstein-Ross 2015). Zarqawi also saw
to it that AQ-I aggressively monopolized the smuggling trade along the
Syrian border—much to the frustration of the Albu Mahal tribe—while his
terror campaign prevented firms and communities in al-Anbar from bene-
fiting from the large reconstruction contracts being doled out by Baghdad
(Benraad 2011). The upshot of Zarqawi’s feckless constituency manage-
ment was that anti-al-Qaeda vigilante violence began popping up across
Iraq’s westernmost province starting in 2004. This reaction, in turn, created
an opportunity for those directing the fledgling counterinsurgency. With
capable strategists like Colonel Greg Reilly in the lead, the United States
swiftly took advantage (Whiteside and Elallame 2020). They did so by first
persuading Iraq’s elected leadership to partner with the Tribal Revolution-
aries, as the vigilantes became known, and by integrating them within the
state apparatus. Baghdad obliged in the autumn of 2006, agreeing to arm,
train, and pay the tribesmen and to enlist them as the Ministry of Interior’s
official police force in Ramadi, Hit, al-Qaim, Haditha, and Fallujah
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(Gartenstein-Ross 2015). Come the following summer, whether due to the
force of the Revolutionaries’ example or the reconstruction fund money that
flowed into al-Anbar following the Revolutionaries’ joining of the anti-
insurgency, Sunni tribes throughout Iraq were also making themselves
available to the American army. Capitalizing on this chance, the United
States enlisted most of them as auxiliaries (Clayton and Thomson 2014).
This second contingent, initially called the Concerned Local Citizens,
though later rebranded the Sons of Iraq, went on to play an essential role
in debilitating AQ-I’s operational capacity.

If a spent force by 2008, a similar contest over local politics allowed
Salafist jihadism to regroup and relaunch its offensive just a few years later.
On this occasion, Baghdad and Washington played into the insurgents’
hands. The withdrawal of American troops from urban areas between 2009
and 2011 opened a security vacuum that the Iraqi state was unable to fill.
This afforded the remnants of Zarqawi’s organization room to breathe when
they were close to suffocation. The government of Nouri al-Maliki next fur-
nished AQ-I with an aggrieved population to reconcile with. First, al-Maliki
stripped those Tribal Revolutionaries who had helped secure al-Anbar of
their military rank before proceeding to reduce their pay, withdraw their
weapons permits, and arrest many of their number on accusations of terror-
ism. Second, he returned to pledges to provide the Sons of Iraq with public
sector jobs. Third, he met the protest movement that rose across al-Anbar in
2013 in response to his government’s apparent failings with a mix of neg-
lect and repression (Gartenstein-Ross 2015). Fourth, he moved against cur-
rent and former leaders from the Iraqi Islamic Party, the largest Sunni-ori-
ented partisan organization, and to more generally consolidate a modality
of “electoral authoritarianism” that was to the stark disadvantage of Sunni
nationals.! Fifth and perhaps most consequentially, after AQ-I reformed and
managed to capture Fallujah in a lightning advance in 2014, al-Maliki
chose to lock down the Sunni triangle and thereby prevent civilians from
fleeing (Lia 2021).

The ball back in their court, AQ-I—its leadership ranks nationalized
and filled predominantly by intelligence officers as of 2010 (Dowad
2017)—exploited every one of al-Maliki’s blunders. Having closely scru-
tinized their past failures, the movement commissioned its cadres to
infiltrate and conduct anthropological research on the tribes of al-Anbar
(Whiteside and Elallame 2020). The knowledge gained informed what
became known as the “Fallujah Memorandum,” a tactical guide for AQ-
I as it set about regime rebuilding. While steered by the tenets of this
strategy and by the steadier hand of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi (killed in
2010), AQ-I demonstrated impressive aptitude not only in appealing to
those alienated by Baghdad but also in targeting fractures within and
between tribal federations—fractures that were not insignificant in size,
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it should be said (Benraad 2011; Gartenstein-Ross 2015). They co-opted
more marginal members within those federations and then leveraged the
co-opted to commandeer the tribes and manage local administration.
Partnered with a brutal assassination campaign targeting the individuals
and clans that had been most prominently involved in the US/Baghdad-
led counterinsurgency of the 2000s (Gartenstein-Ross 2015), AQ-I
cleared the West of institutional rivals and built a resilient organizational
presence able to take hold and govern the territory. With their patronage
system lubricated with petro rents following the capture of oilfields in
the Northwest in 2014 and the denizens of their lands cowed by appro-
priate fear, their Islamic State attained more robustness than anything
achieved during al-Zarqawi’s tenure.

The counterinsurgency that Baghdad eventually mobilized to uproot
the Islamic State is likely to prove of great consequence for Iraq’s future.
Instead of empowering an opposition from within—a less than great
prospect given the Islamic State’s intelligence capabilities and liquidation
of dissidents—al-Maliki’s government opted to rely on a popular Shia
mobilization. Organized under the banner of the Hashd al-Shaabi, the con-
stellation of paramilitary forces summoned through this mobilization and
then dispatched to take on the Islamic State alongside the government’s
official security forces did show themselves to be additive and essential to
victory. At the same time, their emergence functioned to bolster the power
of the Shia right wing, weaken the state’s claim to secularism, and com-
promise the outlook for civic nationalism even further. Where militarily
successful, then, the politics of al-Maliki’s counterinsurgency under-
whelmed. As a consequence, it is improbable that the door to Salafist
jihadism in Iraq has been closed for good.

Taking into view a history unfolding across more than twenty years, it
becomes clear that jihadism in Iraq is a function of two interacting vari-
ables: (1) Environments rendered enabling or not by way of the state’s
mediation of sectarian cleavages, and (2) the contingent character of
jihadist politics.

Syria

Jihadism had only a minor presence in Syria before 2011. Up until this
point, the country had been under the helm of the Baath regime led by
members of the al-Assad family (Hafez al-Assad from 1970 to 2000, and
his son Bashar al-Assad since 2000), whose various security agencies
exerted heavy control over society. To the extent jihadism was observable,
it was an exported phenomenon: in the wake of the 2003 invasion of Iraq,
the regime allowed foreign jihadis to travel through the country to join the
fight in Iraq (Lister 2015).
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In the spring of 2011, the regime faced a popular uprising inspired by
the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt. It was in the southern city of Deraa
where the spark of widespread popular mobilization caught after instances
of shocking police brutality against schoolchildren came to light. After that,
large protests took place, inspiring similar actions nationwide. The initial
protests united people from varying social classes and sects to bring down
a repressive regime. No religious slogans were used. The ability of the
movement at these stages to transcend sectarian cleavages was remarkable
(Bartolomei 2018). Syria is a country with a majority of Sunnis (around 70
percent), along with two significant minorities (Alawis and Christians, each
numbering around 10 percent) and some smaller minorities (Druzes,
Ismailis, etc.). Since the formation of the modern state in 1920 under the
auspices of the French colonial mandatory power, sectarianism has been a
significant feature of Syrian politics. Many of the military officers who
seized power in 1963 in the name of the Baath party belonged to sectarian
minorities. And Hafez al-Assad, who eventually imposed his dominance
over the group and became Syria’s president in 1970, was an Alawi.

Despite the fact that Assad’s regime proclaimed an adherence to Arab
nationalist ideals, sectarianism quickly became a central tool of gover-
nance. Seeking people he could trust, Assad appointed Alawis to the most
sensitive positions within the coercive apparatus of the state. By doing this,
he would create an organic bond between his regime and the Alawi com-
munity he belonged to (Seurat 2012).

Even though far from all Alawis benefited from the system, the group
was now widely seen as politically favored, binding its members together
against the rest of the population, who envied—or feared—them. Given the
fact that Alawis had, until the early twentieth century, been a disenfran-
chised rural minority group in Syrian society, their gains decades later rep-
resented a significant achievement worth defending. None of this was ver-
balized. The regime insisted on appointing members of the other sects to
visible positions in the state apparatus, although those positions held little
sway in Syria’s securitocratic system.

The reforms of economic liberalization adopted since the last years of
Hafez al-Assad’s reign offered the regime an opportunity to co-opt some
of the urban Sunni and Christian elites: they could now compensate for
their political exclusion by getting involved in the economy and thereby
have a stake in the system (Hinnebusch 1997). Still, they continued to
resent the Alawi dominance over the country’s affairs. The biggest losers in
that bargain were the rural Sunnis, who combined political exclusion with
economic marginalization. Unsurprisingly, this social group would become
the backbone of the 2011 uprising (Deraa was a rural Sunni city).

Just as sectarianism had been a tool of governance, faced with the
uprising of 2011, the Assad regime acted to transform it into a tool of cri-
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sis management. The regime knew a transsectarian political revolution
could defeat it—but if it could activate sectarian support, it would prevail.
From early on, the regime denounced protesters as Sunni extremists and
jihadis (Phillips 2015). And to give credibility to that narrative, the regime
released from prison some of the most prominent jihadi leaders who had
been detained throughout the 2000s (Lister 2015). Within a few months, the
brutal repression of protests led to a growing militarization of the uprising,
with army defectors—mostly Sunnis—forming a group called the Free Syr-
ian Army. Islamist splinter groups started forming around the same time,
some led by jihadi leaders who had been released from prison. In 2012, a
new group called Jabhat al-Nusra was established: its battle-hardened tac-
tics and its use of terrorist attacks made it stand out among the opposition.
It also more openly used sectarian rhetoric to denounce the Syrian regime’s
Alawi core. This fits so well with Bashar al-Assad’s playbook that some
observers initially discarded the group as a hand of the Syrian regime. A
year later, in 2013, the story of the group’s formation was revealed: it had
been created by members of al-Qaeda in Iraq (which had rebranded itself as
the Islamic State in Iraq) who had crossed the border, hence its compara-
tively large resources, the presence of veterans in its ranks, and its
unscrupulous use of sectarian language—transported from the Iraqi battle-
field, where it had been prevalent during the conflict of the 2000s.

In the wake of the rise of Jabhat al-Nusra, sectarian rhetoric became
more common among the armed opposition, especially within the Sunni
Islamist groups. In 2013, Jabhat al-Nusra fragmented into two separate
groups: the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and Jabhat al-Nusra (in
keeping with the initial name), which now rejected the leadership of the
Iraqi organization. ISIS would quickly come to dominate, though, fighting
other opposition groups to take control of large chunks of Syria’s territory.
Its uncompromising jihadi rhetoric, with its framing of the Syrian conflict
in purely religious terms, would also push sectarianism to new heights
(McCants 2015).

That growing sectarianism had several consequences. The first was to
activate the bond between the regime and the Alawis, who were now eas-
ily convinced that, whatever they might personally think about the
regime, their survival as a community now depended on the regime’s
resilience. To compensate for military defections, the bulk of which had
come from Sunnis, the regime recruited heavily in the Alawi community,
also encouraging its members to form paramilitary militias known as
Shabbiha. The second consequence of growing sectarianism, this time
concerning the opposition, also led the other minority groups—with a few
notable exceptions—to dissociate themselves from the uprising and join
ranks with the regime. The initial transsectarian nature of the uprising
was thus fading away (Mazur 2020).
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To be sure, there were local contexts that complexified and sometimes
contradicted the general narrative outlined here. Both the Kurds and the
Druzes saw the opportunity of the uprising and its subsequent militarization
to increase their political autonomy by playing both the regime’s and the
opposition’s card, depending on the moment. The Kurdish Democratic
Union Party (PYD) would eventually manage to carve a piece of Syrian ter-
ritory for itself, where it developed its structures of government in what is
now called Rojava.

Now more than ten years after the beginning of the conflict, the Syr-
ian regime has managed to survive. Sectarianism was critical to its initial
survival, though certainly not the only reason. The Syrian case also tells us
about the limits of sectarianism as a political strategy. In 2015, there was a
noticeable sentiment of fatigue among Syrian Alawis. Also, dissent resur-
faced in the Alawi community, with competing factions expressing anger at
the regime’s management of the uprising while pushing forward their inter-
ests (Schneider 2016). If there had been one moment when the regime
could have fallen, it was then. Yet, in September 2015, Russia decided to
intervene on the regime’s side. With such a powerful backer, the pro-Assad
side regained strength—and, more importantly, unity. The regime would
prevail over ruins—but it would prevail.

As for ISIS, which had emerged as Syria’s foremost jihadi group in
2014, it was eventually toppled after having managed to hold up to a third
of the country for about three years. Behind its fall was an international
military coalition led by the United States. Locally, the coalition partnered
with the Kurdish PYD (a local branch of Turkey’s PKK), which saw this
as an opportunity to win favors with the West to protect the territory they
had gained. Again, willingly or unwillingly, the coalition was playing on
sectarianism—this time ethnic rather than religious. This resulted in the
deep distrust of many among the Arab tribes who now lived under Kurdish
control despite the PYD’s (largely unfulfilled) promises of inclusive poli-
cies. The result, many specialists claim, could be a resurgence of ISIS in
the not-too-distant future (Haenni and Quesnay 2022).

Conclusion

As this chapter’s case studies have emphasized, the environments that
enable violent extremism are functions of parochial and global history.
Endowments from the distal and recent past, the present-day opportunity
structures for jihadists in Mali, Iraq, and Syria were laid in processes of
state formation and in the contingencies of decisive moments—specifically,
in choices concerning governing sectarian cleavages. As our inquiries have
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also shown, contests between insurgency and counterinsurgency are deter-
mined through the dialectical interplay of jihadist and state politics.

Based on these findings, it is possible to suggest the following theoret-
ical claim: the occurrence or nonoccurrence of violent extremism and the
resilience of local communities to violent extremism are primarily influ-
enced by politics, including identity politics. The ability of a state to
counter a jihadist challenger depends on what the state offers to the com-
munities where the insurgents are based. The offer in question must contain
material, ideational, and identitarian terms. The last of these items should
not be neglected. Questions of who the state is to be for—who it is to incor-
porate within its symbolic and legal personhood—are of decisive impor-
tance. At the same time, for individuals and for larger social formations
forced to navigate the quagmire of civil war, whether the state can win the
fight, protect its citizens, and create material possibilities that trump those
presented by the status quo are of undiminishable salience. The state’s dex-
terity in local identity politics is ultimately decisive. Counterterrorism inter-
ventions may succeed or fail on the basis of military effectiveness but also
on the basis of their ability to shift the decision matrices of high-leverage
principals and institutions within relevant communities and their ability to
affect the incentives, interests, and identitarian attachments of a critical
mass of the population.

Notes

1. The Iraqi Islamic Party included major public supporters of the Tribal Rev-
olutionaries such as Rafi el-Essawi, who was al-Maliki’s minister of finance when
he saw his bodyguards arrested at the prime minister’s request.
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In a global context where violent extremists exploit the vulnera-
bilities of weak and divided states to extend their reach across different
regions, specific communities have demonstrated notable resilience in com-
parison to others. Despite the presence of enabling environments, violent
extremism does not take root (EU Research 2023). This observation has
sparked the interest of policymakers and scholars in understanding the role
of local agents of resilience. In particular, there is a keen focus on uncov-
ering the potential contributions of traditional community leaders in foster-
ing these favorable outcomes. It is assumed that conventional authorities
can play a constructive role in preventing the rise of violent extremism by
leveraging their moral weight, influence, and community connections. In
this chapter, we compare empirical evidence from the Western Balkans,
Iraqi Kurdistan, and northeastern Syria to evaluate to what extent this
assumption holds. Then, we discuss the conditions under which interven-
tions from traditional authorities are likely to be effective.

Focusing on community leaders makes sense because communities are
the locus of most violent extremist activity. Extremist groups exploit local
grievances and divisions to establish a presence in communities, making it
essential to address these issues at the grassroots level (Van Metre and
Scherer 2023). However, traditional authorities’ presence is no panacea
because they cannot always protect communities effectively. Understanding
why they fail in some contexts is essential. It is also important to acknowl-
edge that community leaders can contribute to the problem if they lack
inclusivity, practice corruption, or misuse their authority in other ways.
Research suggests that the main factor generating violent extremism is the
systematic exclusion of young people from power (Mercy Corps 2022b).
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The Jihadi Assault and
Traditional Authorities’ Ability to Strike Back

The struggle to contain violent extremism is, in part, a contest over author-
ity in Islam and in society in which traditional community leaders have
come under attack from proponents of jihadism coupled with Salafism. We
define jihadism as the belief that “armed confrontation with political rivals
is a theologically legitimate and instrumentally efficient method for socio-
political change” (Ashour 2011, 379), and Salafism as the idea that believ-
ers should “exclusively and meticulously adhere to the example of the salaf’
[the first generations of Muslims] while rejecting all other sources of influ-
ence” (Wagemakers 2016, 1). Salafi-jihadi groups such as al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) represent a revolt against conven-
tional religious interpretations, established forms of social organization,
and people of authority in both the Muslim and the Western world. Their
doctrines, recruitment patterns, and ruling practices pose multiple chal-
lenges to community leaders.

Starting with doctrine, the Salafi-jihadi project is based on the ideo-
logical judgment that the current sociopolitical order is “un-Islamic” and
that fighting it is a religious obligation. Its warriors denounce not only the
states and societies of “infidels” but also the Muslim communities and lead-
ers they believe have “fallen from Islam.” Jihadis differ in how radically
they practice excommunication (takfir), which ranges from targeting
“tyrannical” Muslim rulers to targeting society as a whole (Stenersen
2020). But all are instinctively opposed to the wielders of power in this
“pagan” world. Above all, they decry religious leaders who collaborate with
and thereby legitimize nonreligious states. Jihadi ideologues encourage reli-
gious interpretation (ijtihad) independently of the ulama, evoking the indi-
vidual’s direct relationship with God (Lahoud 2010). This individualization
of ijtihad undermines religious hierarchies and leads to spiraling clashes
among competing groups and actors over issues such as who is considered
a true Muslim and who is not.

In its sociological dimension, the global jihad phenomenon bears the
signs of a youth revolt. In Roy’s (2008, 2017b) assessment, it is a youth
movement aiming for the authority of elders. Salafi-jihadist organizations
recruit individuals who feel alienated by and have a grudge against the
societies they live in. They offer rootless youth a sense of purpose and
belonging through adherence to an ideological community, which aims to
turn the tables on the mainstream (Byman 2013; Postel 2013). Writing
about Europe, Khosrokhavar (2021) argues that the crisis of Muslim fam-
ilies lies beneath this movement. In his view, youngsters protest their
fathers’ (fallen) status by stating that they recognize no other authority
than God.
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The generational conflict and revolt against community leaders are also
evident in situations where Salafi-jihadi groups gain control over territories
and build the embryos of state structures. As Lia (2017) notes, the ruling
class in jihadi proto-states is almost exclusively composed of young men.
There is precious little room for traditional religious authorities, clan lead-
ers, and heads of tribes in the higher echelons of power. In Lia’s words,
“the traditional holders of power in patriarchal societies—elderly men and
tribal shaykhs—are relegated to the role of bystanders, subjects, or propa-
ganda mascots” (5). This upending of traditional authority structures is in
part a consequence of Salafi-jihadi ideology emphasizing the equality of
believers before God and the rejection of kinship-based structures (Maher
2016). However, it also results from sociological shifts within the tribe pro-
pelled by the Salafi-jihadi organizations’ ruling tactics. Jihadi groups fre-
quently infiltrate tribes to establish a foothold in the territories they con-
quer. In doing so, they ally themselves with new and younger leaders
within the tribe who use Salafi-jihadi ideology to wrest power from the
older generation (Collombier and Roy 2017, 10-12).

The ability of traditional leaders to repel these attacks and become an
effective shield against violent extremism depends on their authority,
which, again, is influenced by developments in society and the state.! Tra-
ditional authority rests on a belief in the sacredness of tradition; legitimacy
is claimed on the basis of the sanctity of order and the powers of control
handed down from the past (Matheson 1987, 207). Conforming to this rea-
soning, traditional leaders counterattack jihadists, decrying their break with
long-established customs, conventions, and norms. They refute their trust-
worthiness by dismissing them as “self-styled preachers.” The challenge
religious leaders face is that Salafism is grounded in its claim to tradition
and orthodoxy. Salafists charge that current practices of Islam are perverted
and that believers must return to the example of the first generation of Mus-
lims (al-salaf al-salih). Thus, a battle has broken out over whose interpre-
tations of Islam align with tradition or whose tradition is correct.

To prevail in this narrative battle, traditional leaders must stand firmly in
their communities. Such good standing can, in part, emanate from their per-
sonal qualities and behavior, but, just as importantly, it is contingent on the
state of society itself. In situations where traditional forms of social organi-
zation are upended, the authority of traditional leaders is naturally dimin-
ished. If society is falling apart, traditional authorities will lose ground as
well. The point is that the extent to which traditional leaders can stem the
spread of Salafi-jihadi ideas is influenced by the underlying social struc-
ture—and whether it helps sustain their claims to authority or not. This fur-
ther means that the role of the state is a crucial factor. A state may help pre-
serve the traditional order or undercut it through its policies. It may ally with
or turn against community leaders. Where the state grows ties with traditional
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community leaders, the state’s legitimacy (or lack thereof) also affects the
standing of traditional authorities. Finally, a state may cease to work and
leave power vacuums in society that violent extremists fill.

These observations imply that scholarly investigations of traditional
leaders’ role in preventing violent extremism must be grounded in careful
assessments of the social and political contexts in which these leaders oper-
ate. What helps contain the propagation of Salafi-jihadi thought and organ-
izations in one place may have a different effect in another. In the remain-
der of this chapter, we compare the role of traditional leaders in preventing
violent extremism in the Western Balkans, Iraqi Kurdistan, and northeast-
ern Syria and discuss explanations for the differences we observe between
these contexts.

Religious Leaders and the Occurrence or
Nonoccurrence of Violent Extremism in
the Western Balkans

From Ottoman times, Muslims in the Balkans have traditionally practiced
the Hanafi interpretation of Islam, which remains the prevalent religious
orientation among Sunni Muslims in the region. Notably, the majority of
citizens in these countries, regardless of their religious affiliations, view
themselves as part of secular societies. The recent rise of Islamist extrem-
ism in the Western Balkans, particularly in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Serbia, has been accompanied by the
spread of Salafism. In countries where national and religious identities are
deeply intertwined and ethnoreligious nationalism prevails, radical eth-
nonationalism and Islamist extremism either feed off each other or evolve
as separate and opposing forms of ideological and social radicalization,
depending on the specific context. Consequently, the phenomenon of for-
eign terrorist fighters (FTFs) as a form of supra- and transnational Islamist
extremism is nurtured and conditioned, both psychologically and socially,
by often politically exploited ethnoreligious grievances. Conversely, Islam
in the region has often been instrumentalized and manipulated in the serv-
ice of local ethnonationalist political objectives.

During and after the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s, Islamist relief
organizations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), primarily from
or supported by the Gulf states, particularly Saudi Arabia, established
branch offices across the region. Often operating under the guise of
humanitarian aid, they funded mosques and educational facilities dissemi-
nating the conservative Salafi interpretation of Islam and provided schol-
arships for Muslims to study in the Middle East (Beslin and Ignjatijevié¢
2017). Over the years, especially following the wars in Bosnia (1992—
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1995) and Kosovo (1998-1999), several para-jamaats, or parallel “under-
ground” mosque communities of Salafi Muslims, were established in all
these countries and attracted disillusioned youth in some areas. Operating
beyond the reach of official Islamic institutions recognized by the states,
these para-jamaats became hubs for radical indoctrination and the recruit-
ment of potential foreign fighters.

The first instances of the FTF phenomenon were also a result of the
Yugoslav Wars. FTFs from Middle Eastern countries supported or joined
Muslim fighters in the region, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Kosovo. The emergence of ISIS once again fueled extremism in the region,
with approximately a thousand citizens from Western Balkan countries
joining militant jihadi groups in the Middle East and participating in con-
flicts in Iraq and Syria. The return of some of these individuals to their
homelands was generally seen as posing a direct threat to national security
and led to the introduction of laws criminalizing foreign fighting in all
these countries by 2015 (Shtuni 2019; Azinovi¢ and Becéirevi¢ 2017). The
threat of violent Islamist extremism has significantly diminished in recent
years, primarily because of the weakening of pull factors.

Against this backdrop, it is instructive to comprehend the role played
by traditional religious leaders and institutions in furthering or preventing
violent extremism in the Western Balkan countries.

An important finding of this analysis is that mainstream Muslim com-
munities in the Western Balkans associate the resurgence of Islam and
political Islam, as well as related phenomena such as radical Islamic fun-
damentalism, jihadism, and Salafi Wahhabism, with the transnational mobi-
lization, penetration, and adaptation of “alien” Islamic doctrines. This find-
ing was confirmed during the fieldwork of the Preventing Violent
Extremism in the Balkans and the MENA (PREVEX) Western Balkan
teams in the summer of 2022. These doctrines, primarily imported from the
Arab Middle East, denounce local Muslim tradition as “deviant” as a result
of the folk elements added over time to the original, “pristine” normative
core. Referred to as “Arab” Islam by its detractors, this interpretation
claims to spearhead a return to Islam’s doctrinal roots and to strengthen a
sense of belonging to the global umma—the “imagined community” of
Sunni Islam.? In contrast, many local Muslims tend to perceive these Mid-
dle Eastern influences as foreign and a “distortion” of the Islam they tradi-
tionally practice in the Balkan context. As a Bosnian Islamic Community
official and professor on the Islamic Faculty in Biha¢ put it,

Salafi activities run counter to our culture and the Bosnian Muslim inter-
pretation of Islam. Even those who went to Syria, it is known exactly what
kind of congregations they attended and who led them, and none of those
congregations belong to the [official] Islamic Community.?
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Traditional (Hanafi) Islam has long been institutionalized in the form of
state-authorized Islamic Communities in the respective Western Balkan coun-
tries. It is considered a vital facet of Balkan Muslims’ ethnic identity and cul-
ture. In Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, where the infiltration of pros-
elytizing Salafists was most intense, Islamic Community officials have made
sustained efforts to counter the spread of radical religious doctrines that were
formally unknown to the local populations. The curricula in religious colleges
and madrassas in Bosnia and Herzegovina were amended to include modules
on preventing radicalization. The Islamic Community (IC) there organizes
conferences on coexistence and tolerance. It cooperates with various inter-
national organizations to host seminars to raise awareness about the dangers
of radicalization and violent extremism. At the height of global attention on
Salafism, when FTF departures to Syria and Iraq from Bosnia and Herze-
govina peaked in 2014, the Islamic Community established an office to coor-
dinate its cooperation with NGOs, which helped it better monitor the net-
work of NGOs with a Salafi orientation.* Despite the formal separation
between state and religion, the Islamic Community of Kosovo demanded
resolute government intervention in preventing the opening of new mosques
and masjids operating outside its jurisdiction, where extremist imams
preached (Jakupi and Kraja 2018).° In contrast, the parallel existence and
action of two official religious institutions in Serbia—the Islamic Commu-
nity in Serbia (ICiS) based in Novi Pazar, the center of the Muslim-major-
ity-dominated region of Sandzak; and the Islamic Community of Serbia
(ICoS) based in Belgrade—has been seen as creating a vacuum suitable for
exploitation by alternative religious groups and hampering efforts to tackle
radicalization (Petrovi¢ and Staki¢ 2018).

In all Western Balkan countries under examination, the role of indi-
vidual mainstream imams and religious instructors from the official
Islamic Communities is found to be significant in achieving community
resilience to violent extremism. This role primarily involves providing
religious counternarratives to radical interpretations of Islam and strength-
ening social cohesion within the jamaat, making it difficult for radicals to
infiltrate. Our fieldwork in countries less affected by manifestations of
violent extremism, such as Albania, indicates that the work of imams there
has mainly been oriented toward preventing Salafi preachers and radical-
ized individuals from gaining access to mosques under their jurisdiction
and raising awareness of the violent extremism (VE) phenomenon through
regular and, in some cases, daily informative sessions. In countries more
exposed to the risks of violent extremism, such as Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, cultivating resilience requires more comprehensive and imaginative
approaches. Given that Salafists have shown particular agility on social
media, with better outreach to youths, the Islamic Community in Bosnia
and Herzegovina saw the need to activate its media platforms. At the
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Islamic Pedagogical Faculty at the University of Biha¢, the IC established
a media department to meet the demand of young people “for something
that is fast, flexible, alive, for real, live authorities who are ready for dis-
cussion and willing to stay up all night in online conversations with
them.”® Though the Islamic Community currently has only a handful of
young representatives active on social media, several recent graduates of
the Islamic Faculty in Biha¢ have begun contributing to progressive media
platforms, where imams from all over Bosnia and Herzegovina collaborate
to produce modern and dynamic religious content accessible to Muslim
youths.” Plans are also in place to begin social media training for young
imams in the Islamic Community to prepare them for engaging online in
countering extremist narratives.

In Kosovo, imams and community representatives have also been
found crucial for building community resilience. Data from both the
Kosovo Police Anti-Terror Unit and our fieldwork indicate that major rad-
icalization drivers were neutralized in areas such as Podujeva and Prizren
because imams refused to let in groups that promoted such ideas. Kosovar
imams belonging to the official Islamic Community and lecturers in its edu-
cational bodies strongly and openly oppose radical narratives and activities,
even at the risk of verbal or physical attacks. However, like elsewhere in
the region, the Islamic Community of Kosovo cannot control sermons and
materials broadcast on the internet by imams who were expelled by the
community or who are active in other countries.

The region of Sandzak in Serbia presents an interesting case in this
respect. Several influential imams, such as Mufti Muamer Zukorli¢, Sead
Islamovi¢, and Bekir Maki¢, who were previously active in spreading
Salafism and even suspected of recruiting foreign fighters, have played a
crucial role in alleviating their communities. They are now openly distanc-
ing themselves from political and militant interpretations of Islam and
directing their activities toward humanitarian community aid, such as dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic, and solving local community problems.® Vari-
ous interpretations exist regarding this change of heart. Some emphasize
external factors, such as political and religious reforms in Saudi Arabia or
pressure from the United States and other countries. In contrast, others
attribute it to persecution by security services inside and outside Serbia.
Still others hold that these imams realized that they had to change their
approach to avoid doing more harm than good to Muslims.

All in all, while we believe that resilience is systemic and depends on
the interconnection of factors, it can be argued that in the Western Balkan
context, two elements have played a paramount role in preventing violent
extremism. The first is the prevalence of what has often been designated as
“moderate Islam” among Muslims, leading the local population to reject
intrusive and violent interpretations of Islam brought by Salafi jihadis.
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Our fieldwork across the region suggests that the existence of sufficiently
stable local traditions of tolerance and their reproduction in the cultural
memory have a strong preventive effect on processes of radicalization. We
may indeed argue that in the Western Balkan context, traditional Muslim
identity, safeguarded by relatively stable states, acts as the primary brake
on the adoption of radical versions of Islam. The second crucial element is
the indispensable role of religious officials, such as muftis or imams, in cre-
ating close-knit communities, where radical elements are quickly identified,
and in preventing, countering, and raising awareness about violent extrem-
ism. As a rule, and often with support from the state, imams in Albania,
Sandzak, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, who
espouse the Hanafi strain of Sunni Islam, restrict access to radical recruiters
in their mosques and make it difficult for recruiters to connect with believ-
ers in other ways. In some cases, such as Sandzak and Bosnia and Herze-
govina, imams and individuals of authority over Salafi groups have played
an essential role in radicalized individuals’ relocalization and integration
into the moderate local community or the jamaats belonging to the official
Islamic Community.

The Role of Religious Authorities in
Countering Violent Extremism in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq

Between 2011 and 2017, more than five hundred Kurds joined violent
extremist organizations in Syria and Iraq. With the emergence of ISIS in
2014 and the concern that hundreds of young Kurds might join its ranks,
the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI) adopted a policy to support traditional
and new religious scholars and leaders in countering violent extremist cam-
paigns. This included a quietist Salafist movement and efforts by several
conventional and new Kurdish Islamic intellectuals and authorities to
strengthen the relationship between religion and Kurdish nationalism.
There exists a fundamental divergence between quietist Salafism and tra-
ditional religious nationalism, and their empowerment may lead to con-
flicting religious practices. However, these two ideologies share a joint
alignment with the interests of the Kurdish ruling authorities.

There are eight religious communities in Kurdistan, all of which are
regulated by law within the Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs
of the Kurdistan Regional Government.’ These communities carry out their
activities within a directorate called Religious Coexistence. Most Iraqi
Kurds are Sunni Muslims and broadly follow the Shafi’i school (Van Brui-
nessen 1992, 23). However, the traditional and dominant religious type in
the KRI is also influenced by Sufi tribal and conservative practices.
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Since the establishment of the Kurdistan government in 1992, the
authorities have sought to integrate traditional religious authorities into
government and state-like institutions. Gradually, traditional religious
authorities have come under the control of the Kurdish political authorities.
Traditional religious authorities are now represented by imams and scholars
who are dominant within the Islamic Scholars’ Union of Kurdistan and the
Ministry of Endowments and its associated institutions.!°

With the ISIS threat looming in 2014, Kurdistan introduced several
countermeasures. A significant change within the Ministry of Endowments
and Religious Affairs was the unifying and centralizing of Friday sermons.
The ministry aims to counter hate speech, prevent extremism, and promote
tolerance. Before 2014, Friday sermons and the process of becoming an
imam were not subject to systematic regulation and centralized procedures.
After 2014, the ministry organized both Friday sermons and the require-
ments to become an imam. The ministry ensures that the sermons are
aligned with two key policy priorities: (1) KRI national interests, and (2)
coexistence and tolerance among the various ethnoreligious communities.
Many preachers were banned or warned from delivering Friday sermons for
charges related to disrespecting ethnoreligious minorities in Kurdistan.

One of the primary policies of the ministry is to transition the role of
imams from being sacred and unique figures in society to that of govern-
ment employees with both rights and duties. The ministry has made
progress in this area but still needs to improve because some imams defy
the ministry and use different platforms, such as social media, an exceed-
ingly difficult space for the ministry to regulate. Here, it is essential to
mention that the Ministry of Endowments and other religious institutions in
Kurdistan are under the influence of Kurdistan’s two leading parties, the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan
(PUK). Some imams and preachers view the ministry and other Islamic
institutions as part of KDP’s and PUK’s broader governing and power
structure. Moreover, the challenge lies in the idea that the excessive cen-
tralization and regulation of religious institutions, including mosques, will
engender a legitimacy problem for these centers, because trust (real or per-
ceived) in government institutions is low (Palani 2021, 233).

Over the last decade, specifically since the rise of ISIS in 2014, a new
generation of Kurdish Islamic intellectuals has contributed to the effort to
renegotiate the relationship between religion and Kurdish statehood. These
intellectuals are inspired by Kurdish identity, culture, and nationalism and
seek to reformulate Islam in consideration of the Kurdish national struggle
for independence (Gade and Palani 2022; Mustafa 2020). They have close
relations with the traditional Kurdish religious institutions and authorities.
The leading proponents of this Kurdish Islam are Abdulrahman Saddiq,'!
Tahsin Hama Gharib,'> Abubakir Karwani,'> and Mohammad Sharif.'*
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Many Kurds have an opinion about the distinction of Kurdistan reli-
gious practice and religious understanding, arguing that Kurdish Islam dif-
fers from “Arab Islam.” The most prominent feature of religious national-
ism in Kurdistan is the attempt to erect clear discursive boundaries between
a supposedly “radical” Arab Islam and a presumably “moderate” Kurdish
Islam in Iraq. It is pretty standard for the supporters of Kurdish Islam to
define it as more focused on spiritual aspects (batiniyya) (Gharib 2013).
One of the main aims of the politicians’ Kurdish Islam discourse is to pre-
vent violent extremism and promote coexistence between the various reli-
gious and ethnic components of Kurdistan (Mamakani 2016). In this con-
text, Kurdish Islam’s narrative appealed to the authorities and is seen as the
antidote to violent extremism. According to supporters of Kurdish Islam,
the relationship between religion and authority is based on partnership, not
separation (Gharib 2013).

Salafism is a branch of Islamism with a growing popular appeal, as
quietist Salafism has been on a steady rise in Kurdistan for many years. The
most famous scholar is Dr. Abdul Latif Salafi, a shaikh in Sulaymaniyah.
Abdul Latif is an example of a scholar who focuses on proselytizing
through lessons and sermons while refraining from politics or from estab-
lishing a political party, thus leaving it to the authorities in place (Ahmed
2017). He preaches support for the Kurdish rulers because they are Mus-
lims, and the alternative would be worse and more chaotic. He often refers
to violence and instability in Yemen, Syria, and the region. Abdul Latif’s
movement is the most widespread Salafi current in Kurdistan.

Salafist figures have existed in Kurdistan for decades, but Salafism as
a visible movement with clear and systematic discourses is a recent phe-
nomenon. Salafis benefit from a good relationship with the authorities
because it has allowed them to proselytize and establish institutes across
Kurdistan. Abdul Latif was an important government ally in the struggle
against ISIS (NRT 2016; Jalal and Ahram 2021; Rudaw 2014). The jihadi
threat at the time also came from within, as Kurdistan faced the challenge of
homegrown radicalization. Salafis believe that they had a significant role in
preventing radicalization and extremism among Kurdish youths during the
rise and rule of ISIS (2014-2017). Abdul Latif supported the military oper-
ations against ISIS: “Without our rejection of Daesh, thousands of young
Kurds would have joined Daesh” (Mahmod 2018

Abdul Latif preaches the Salafi version of Islam in the Bahasht
Mosque in Sulaymaniyah. Bahasht has become one of the most crowded
mosques in Kurdistan, where hundreds of youths attend regularly. Women
also attend the Friday sermons and wear Salafi-style niqab, which is
uncommon among the residents in the region. In addition, Abdul Latif owns
a popular TV station, Amozhgary, as well as a Quran memorization center
and, recently, an Academy in Sulaymaniyah. The Amozhgary Academy
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seeks to provide education about Islam to children and youths in different
districts and towns of Sulaymaniyah. Abdul Latif’s opponents claim that his
movement is supported by the Kurdish authorities (KDP and PUK) to
weaken the Islamist parties in parliament.!> They see his movement bene-
fiting the government because he tells followers not to protest but to be
more careful and patient and protect the stability and the status quo.

Although Salafis played an influential role in preventing young Kurds
from joining ISIS and other extremist groups, many carry negative views
especially of non-Muslim groups in Kurdistan, such as the Yezidis. Their
growing role might undermine existing tolerance and coexistence in the
region. Moreover, the KRI’s security institutions are distrustful of Salafis,
maintaining that these groups have the potential to radicalize youth and
thus showing that the KRI’s support for Salafis is conditional and limited.
The authorities have provided this conditional support to Salafis and reli-
gious nationalists to both prevent support for extremist organizations and
ideology and weaken the Islamist opposition parties. However, there is
growing concern that the continuation of policies that may be designed to
marginalize and fragment the Islamist organization threaten coexistence
and social peace in the KRI and pave the way for future extremism.

Tribal Leaders’ Ineffectiveness in
Preventing Violent Extremism in the
Eastern Countryside of Deir ez-Zor

Tribal figures have historically played a prominent role in the sociopolitical
landscape of Deir ez-Zor and eastern Syria. Beginning in the mid-nine-
teenth century, this role underwent a series of transformations due to inter-
ventions by the central state. The tribes were forced to abandon their
nomadic lifestyles, own land, and pay taxes. Nevertheless, the tribe
remained significant, with the tribal leader serving as a symbol expected to
unify and lead during times of crisis.!® The central authorities continued to
recognize tribal leaders as symbolic figures with powers to mediate in the
event of intratribal conflicts (al-Mnadi not dated, 11) or conflicts with the
state. Although traditional leaders maintained their social status, they were
gradually forced to compete with others who could fulfill the same role,
such as mayors, wealthy businessmen, Baath Party officials, and tribesmen
with ties to state security (Khattab 2017).

From the time Hafez al-Assad took power in 1970, Deir ez-Zor, which
today has a population of approximately 1.6 million, remained one of the
most neglected and poorest provinces in Syria (El Laithy and Abu-Ismail
2005). Its population was one of the least educated, and economic despera-
tion triggered massive waves of migration out of the province, especially in
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the 1990s. Despite the province’s considerable oil and gas reserves, resi-
dents saw comparatively few investments in public services, infrastructure,
or the local economy. The region’s poverty and historic neglect contributed
to high levels of popular support for the Syrian uprising that began in the
spring of 2011.

The Syrian uprising shattered the broadly accepted notion that a tribal
leader maintains authority over his tribesmen and determines the tribe’s
political orientation. Although the Syrian regime went to great lengths to
push tribal leaders to influence their tribesmen in its favor, these efforts
were largely futile (Mashhour 2017, 28). Some stood behind the regime,
while others stayed neutral. However, the positions tribesmen adopted
toward the uprising rarely mirrored those of the traditional leadership.
Many who joined the demonstrations were outraged at the tribal leaders’
failure to exhibit relevance and agency. At a time of severe political
upheaval, tribal leaders were largely absent from public life, even as vio-
lence escalated against protesters and armed groups were established under
the banner of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) to oppose the regime.

Most tribal leaders also refrained from taking sides or engaging in the
events that unfolded after the regime’s withdrawal from northeastern Syria
in late 2012 and appeared to virtually resign from public affairs. Their low
profile was not surprising, considering that the FSA and many tribal com-
moners viewed tribal leaders as regime affiliates.

Following the collapse of the regime in Deir ez-Zor, FSA and opposi-
tion-affiliated groups failed to address the security and governance chal-
lenges generated by the political vacuum. As a result, opportunists began to
seize control of oil and gas wells, most located in tribal territories belong-
ing to the Ageidat, east of the Euphrates, in an area referred to as the east-
ern countryside (Ayn Al-Madina Magazine 2015, 6).

A new power structure emerged among tribesmen based on the wealth
and power associated with controlling oil resources and revenues. By early
2013, the majority of oil and gas wells were controlled by tribal groups,
whether by a small armed group operating in the name of the FSA or by a
family or group of families in a village that agreed to take turns benefiting
from the wells. The seizure of oil wells—and the tremendous amount of
wealth amassed by a few along tribal lines—revealed the continued
strength of tribal ties but reinforced a localization of these identities (Khad-
dour and Mazur 2017, 11). It also triggered intertribal competition and
bloody conflicts that fragmented the tribes. These micro-tribal identities
came at the expense of a broader tribal identity and led to a wider sidelin-
ing of the traditional leadership.

Jihadist groups began injecting themselves into Deir ez-Zor’s local
conflicts in early 2013, starting with the rise of the al-Qaeda-affiliated Jab-
hat al-Nusra. The village of Ash Shail offered a natural base for the group’s
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operations because many of the Buchamel tribesmen there had ties to al-
Qaeda in Iraq (Awad 2018, 10). Nusra used its alliance with the Buchamel
to mobilize support, gain protection, and secure access to a share in oil
resources and revenues. The coalition offered the Buchamel power and
influence but also put Ash Shail at odds with several neighbors. Internal
grievances split Jabhat al-Nusra. In April 2013, the influential Bkair com-
mander, Amir al-Rafdan, who headed a group of Bkair tribesmen and con-
trolled the Conoco gas plant, broke away from Al-Nusra to join ISIS after
disputes with influential Buchamel in the ranks of Al-Nusra. Rafdan shifted
control of the gas plant to ISIS (Ayn Al-Madina Magazine 2015, 11). At the
time, ISIS did not have a robust military presence, and therefore, Rafdan
could not withstand attacks from Al-Nusra and the Buchamel, so he called
the Bkair tribal elders and dignitaries to a meeting in the village of Hus-
sain in September 2013 to garner tribal support (Mashhour 2017, 50). To
the surprise of the invitees, most of whom were unaware of Rafdan’s inten-
tions, the prominent Iraqi ISIS leader Abu Ossama was at Rafdan’s side and
asked for Bkair leaders to support ISIS to counter the Buchamel’s monop-
oly over resources, promising oil and an end to the economic hardship from
which Bkair tribesmen had long suffered.

Abdelaziz al-Hummada, a prominent Bkair leader, left the meeting as
soon as Rafdan’s intent was defined and asked his tribesmen to steer clear
of the conflicts. He warned that joining Rafdan and ISIS to ally against Al-
Nusra and the Buchamel would bring nothing but destruction. al-Hummada
tried to reach out to other notables and armed leaders from the Bkair to pre-
vent Rafdan from deploying the tribe in support of ISIS.!” He also visited
Ash Shail and held meetings with several Buchamel notables in an attempt
to separate the tribes, both of which belong to the Ageidat tribal federation,
from the conflict between Al-Nusra and ISIS.

However, al-Hummada’s requests were disregarded. Many Bkair
were discontent and criticized their leader for paying no heed to the
abuses of the Buchamel and Al-Nusra. By the beginning of 2014, not only
had al-Hummada failed to convince his tribesmen of the risks of joining
ISIS, but also his tribe no longer guaranteed his safety, and he was forced
to leave Deir ez-Zor as ISIS closed in on his home region. Many Bkair
saw Rafdan’s promised benefits as too good to turn down. Rafdan contin-
ued to mobilize support from Bkair tribesmen by framing the Al-Nusra—
ISIS conflict in tribal terms, using the Al-Nusra siege on Busayrah in
March 2014, which prompted massive clashes between the Buchamel and
Bkair, to seal Bkair support for ISIS. Exploiting and investing in the tribal
dynamics, ISIS took complete control of Deir ez-Zor by mid-2014. Long
after the defeat of ISIS, some Bkair tribesmen continued to insist that al-
Hummada lacked credibility as a tribal leader because his calls to resist
ISIS were not in the Bkair’s interest.!®
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Since entering Deir ez-Zor in late 2017 to confront ISIS, the Kurdish-
dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) and later the Autonomous
Administration for Northern and Eastern Syria (AA) made repeated attempts
to mobilize Deir ez-Zor’s tribes to pursue its political project and counter
ISIS, including appealing to the traditional leadership. The SDF established
the Deir ez-Zor Military Council and later the Deir ez-Zor Civil Council.
Local tribal dynamics largely determined a tribe’s participation in the Mili-
tary Council, similar to past alliances formed with Al-Nusra and ISIS. By
early 2018, most areas east of the Euphrates were liberated from ISIS.

Despite its territorial defeat in Baguz in the spring of 2019 and con-
certed efforts by the International Coalition and SDF to close the chapter of
ISIS rule in eastern Syria, the jihadi group continued to maintain a signifi-
cant presence and influence in Deir ez-Zor’s eastern countryside. Turmoil
and insecurity from ISIS cell activity began to affect some areas, prompting
the SDF to conduct security raids that often resulted in the death of civil-
ians and arbitrary arrests. A cycle of ISIS attacks and security raids left
communities trapped and cut off from the stabilization efforts underway
elsewhere in northeastern Syria. As living conditions deteriorated, locals in
these villages expressed severe frustration with the SDF and AA, blaming
the authorities for their economic and security woes. ISIS expanded by cre-
ating and exploiting governance vacuums, spreading fear, and fueling local
rejection of the SDF and AA. In many parts of the eastern countryside, nas-
cent institutions collapsed altogether (Haenni and Quesnay 2020, 14). The
authorities’ presence dwindled to soldiers operating checkpoints and secu-
rity patrols entering villages to conduct anti-ISIS operations. The SDF and
AA continued to engage tribal leaders, believing tribesmen would fall in
line, but their engagement did not reflect positively in countering ISIS and
stabilizing the region.

In August 2020, several tribal figures were assassinated in the eastern
countryside, with Shaikh Motashar al-Hifl being the most prominent among
them. A member of the leading family of the Ageidat tribal federation,
Motashar was targeted in his car, together with his nephew Shaikh Ibrahim
al-Hifl, the acting general leader of the Ageidat, who survived the attack.
Motashar’s assassination triggered severe unrest in the eastern countryside
(Abu Nabut 2020). After the assassination, Ibrahim al-Hifl called for the
formation of a political project that would help the tribal federation escape
from the security crisis. He invited Ageidat tribesmen to a conference that
was attended by hundreds of people, including representatives of tribes
from more than a half dozen villages in the eastern countryside (Al-Ali
2020). Al-Hifl did not address the threat of ISIS directly but urged unity
and called for inviting the International Coalition to partner with tribes to
address the insecurity plaguing the region. His efforts failed almost imme-
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diately, once again reflecting the marginal influence of the region’s tradi-
tional leadership and the fragmentation of tribes. Al-Hifl himself com-
mented that the Ageidat disappointed him because they were not willing to
listen to the tribal leadership.!

Conclusion

In sum, our three cases leave a mixed picture of traditional authorities’ abil-
ity to curb the spike in violent extremism represented by ISIS. Whereas
religious leaders made essential contributions to upholding stability in the
Western Balkans, tribal leaders were unable to prevent jihadism from tak-
ing root in Deir ez-Zor. The achievements in Iraqi Kurdistan ranked some-
where in the middle, but of note is that the region produced a relatively lim-
ited number of recruits for ISIS, considering its geographical proximity to
the epicenter of the “caliphate.”

To explain these differences, we must look at the broader political con-
text. As described in the analytical framework, the authority of traditional
leaders is affected by developments in society and the state. Syria has expe-
rienced extreme volatility on both levels, which is reflected in tribal lead-
ers’ faltering position. The micro-tribal identities that emerged amid revolt
and state collapse have undermined the influence that the traditional lead-
ership once enjoyed. The Syrian uprising constituted a turning point for the
tribes in Deir ez-Zor, with conflict, displacement, multiple loyalties, and
disputes over resources leading to divisions in which traditional leaders lost
their functional and symbolic roles. Tribal divisions were also instrumen-
talized by jihadist groups, which pitted rival tribesmen against each other.
Today, weak governance, a deteriorating economic situation, and chaos and
abuses in many tribal areas continue to provide fertile ground for violent
extremism. ISIS remains active and continues to capitalize on the tribal
feuds that persist to maintain its presence.

In the Western Balkans, kinship-based structures like those in Syria and
Iraq that fragment society and open opportunities for intervention by Salafi
jihadists are absent, comparatively curtailing the scope of action of extrem-
ist groups. Outside social media, extremists in the Western Balkans can vie
for control mainly by infiltrating the traditional religious communities,
where they clash directly with the imams, who generally command the
respect of their communities and, themselves, have vested interests in coun-
tering such interference. The largely accepted legitimacy and institutional-
ization of the official religious communities also narrow the space for inter-
generational conflict. The state typically aligns with traditional leaders, and
the communities then seek the state’s support.
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A similar, albeit more precarious, partnership between the state and
community leaders is observed in Iraqi Kurdistan. The KRI has made con-
scious efforts to prop up certain actors’ authority. The strategy is to com-
bine nationalism with traditional “Kurdish” Islam, which is construed as
being inherently peaceful. The KRI has also lent its support to Salafi
preachers who are loyal to the political authorities. Some worry that this
policy may inadvertently lay the ground for more conservative and poten-
tially radical religious practices in the long term. A further concern is that
the government’s legitimacy deficit might weaken the authority of the
actors it pushes forward to prevent the spread of violent extremism. As
much as state support can help sustain the ascendancy of community lead-
ers, it becomes a liability if the state is perceived to be corrupt.

When considering the local sources of resilience against violent
extremism, a holistic view is therefore essential. Traditional leaders can
serve as agents of resilience only when certain conditions are present. Our
findings point to the contingent nature of traditional authority: it is not a
force that works ex nihilo but rather a potential power that takes shape
through interaction with the environment. In situations where social struc-
tures collapse under the long-term weight of a dysfunctional state, relying
on “tradition” as a rescue is futile. Policymakers should take note of this
conclusion and avoid supporting community leaders in a knee-jerk position.

Although traditional authorities contribute agency to the prevention of
violent extremism and provide policymakers with someone to work with,
there is a risk of reifying community leaders as “the solution.” People in
positions of authority may operate in ways that effectively hinder social
mobility for youths. They may also lack genuine authority in the sense that
commoners dispute their powers. The challenge represented by the Salafi-
jihadi trend is precisely this, as explained. To deepen our understanding of
community leaders’ capacity to withstand such assaults, more research from
concrete localities is needed.

Notes

1. Authority is defined as socially approved domination implying the “accep-
tance by subordinates of the right of those above them to give them orders or direc-
tives” (Giddens and Griffiths 2006, 581).

2. On the ubiquitous Balkan perceptions of a “traditional” as opposed to “non-
traditional” Islam, see Evstatiev (2022).

3. Interview with an Islamic Community official in Biha¢, July 25, 2021.

4. Interview with an Islamic Community employee in Biha¢, July 27, 2021.

5. A masjid is essentially a mosque without the minaret, but it can be more
informal, whereas mosques are only part of the official Islamic Community network.

6. Interview with a professor at the Islamic Faculty in Biha¢, July 25, 2021.

7. See https://islamedu.ba.
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8. See ((82) Muamer Zukorli¢ - YouTube, n.d.; Akademska inicijativa Forum 10,
2017; Islamovi¢, n.d.). See https://www.youtube.com/results?search _query=muamer
+zukorli%C4%87, https://www.forum10.org.rs/, and S Islamovic (n.d) Facebook,
https://facebook.com/profile.php?id=100067706756991 &ref=page_internal.

9. The religious communities in Kurdistan are Islam, Christianity, Yezidis,
Baha’is, Sabian Mandeans, Jews, Zoroastrians, and Kakais.

10. The Islamic Scholars’ Union of Kurdistan was established in 1970 during the
Kurdish national liberation movement. It has close relations with the KRI authorities.

11. Saddiq is an Islamic intellectual and former member of the Kurdistan
Islamic Union, also a former Minister of Environment (2003-2004). In 2021, he
was appointed Head of KRG’s Environment Conservation and Improvement Board.

12. Gharib is a university professor in law and politics at the University of
Human Development in Sulaymaniyah. He was among the first to theorize Kurdish
religious nationalism of the 2000s.

13. Karwani is a senior member of the Islamic Union and a former KRG minister.

14. Dr. Sharif is an Islamic figure and intellectual who founded the Islamic
Thought Forum in Kurdistan.

15. The Islamic Movement, Justice Group, and the Islamic Union of Kurdistan.

16. Interview with a tribal leader in eastern Deir ez-Zor, July 2022.

17. Interview with Hummada, Turkey, June 2017.

18. Interviews with tribesmen from Bkair, eastern Deir ez-Zor, June 2022.

19. Interview with Hifil, eastern Deir ez-Zor, August 2020.
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Niger, Tunisia, and Syria
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Twenty years after September 11 and the subsequent launch of
the war on terror (WoT), the counterterrorism agenda has shown its limita-
tions. To achieve better results, traditional hard enemy-centric military
approaches have been coupled with “softer” population-centric approaches,
namely, preventing and countering violent extremism (P/CVE). External
donors, including the European Union (EU), have devoted enormous fund-
ing to the P/CVE agenda in so-called fragile countries.

The European Union’s cooperation with African and Middle Eastern
countries to prevent and counter violent extremism has received increased
scholarly attention following several terrorist attacks in Europe in the last
decade (Boés et al. 2021; Raineri et al. 2020). The EU’s emphasis on pro-
moting so-called good governance, democracy, and human rights to prevent
violent extremism has gone hand in hand with a growing path toward pri-
oritizing a “security first” approach (Skare 2022).

In these contexts, the legacy of colonialism has endured over time. Post-
colonial states inherited strong traditional leadership and well-trained mili-
taries, along with limited public health and education facilities in some cases
(Wilén 2023) or unequal access to public services and social justice in oth-
ers. Although these legacies have caused harm, they should not be miscon-
strued as perpetual victimhood or a lack of agency among national political
elites. These eclites have developed strategic competencies and have
employed “extraversion” mechanisms (Bayart and Ellis 2000) to mobilize
resources based on their unequal relationships with external partners.

In this chapter, we delve into the evolution of these interrelated dynam-
ics: on one side, how a range of donors have sustained efforts and shaped
narratives in the P/CVE spheres, and on the other, how states have sought
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to adapt their narratives by portraying themselves as trustworthy partners
and proactive upholders of P/CVE and counterterrorism policies to attract
economic and military assistance. To do so, we adopt a comparative
approach among three case studies across different regions in the broader
Mediterranean—namely, Niger in West Africa, Tunisia in North Africa, and
Syria in the Middle East. These cases show various levels of authoritarian
restoration, repression, and democratic backsliding. Similarly, they hold
distinct positions vis-a-vis Western countries and international partners.
Yet, they display several similarities in their discourses and practices of
extraversion in P/CVE and counterterrorism.

For instance, in line with Preventing Violent Extremism in the Balkans
and the MENA (PREVEX) project analysis, all three cases have known
occurrences of violent extremism that was driven by common factors such
as youth unemployment and socioeconomic marginalization that have been
exacerbated by environmental challenges, population growth, and lack of
state-delivered services, which contribute to heightened competition for
resources, creating a fertile ground for extremist ideologies (Boés et al.
2021). The resulting identity-based cleavages and perceived inequalities
provide opportunities for violent entrepreneurs to exploit grievances. On
the basis of PREVEX findings, we identify how the scattered and frag-
mented EU activities fall short of developing a holistic, multiscalar, and
multithematic P/CVE model (Ben-Nun and Engel 2022b).

In the chapter, we employ qualitative text and discourse analysis to
examine patterns of actors’ positionality vis-a-vis external actors and how
these interactions shape and co-construct their identities. Specifically, the
concept of extraversion is utilized to understand how actors compensate for
their difficulties in power autonomization by strategically mobilizing
resources on the basis of their unequal relationships with external partners,
and it offers a valuable framework for understanding the dynamics of polit-
ical power in postcolonial states. We shed light on the complex interactions
and power dynamics between national and external actors in shaping polit-
ical outcomes—stressing how political elites actively participate in the mise
en dépendence of their societies. Additionally, this approach provides
insights into how identity construction is shaped by external influences,
such as donor and sponsor countries, and how actors navigate these influ-
ences to accrue power and legitimacy.

The findings of the analysis reveal that ruling elites in Niger, Tunisia,
and Syria have sought to capitalize on fears of extremism and portray them-
selves in their discourse as key actors in the domains of P/CVE and coun-
terterrorism. Nevertheless, the cross-case findings show a noteworthy dis-
parity (Niger, Tunisia) or a complete divergence (Syria) between the
external image projected by these countries and their actual behavior.
P/CVE policies are often used as political tools by governments to gain
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international support and bolster domestic consensus rather than to gen-
uinely address violent extremism. It is important to understand the interplay
between external and internal political dynamics and how counterterrorism
strategies can negatively interact across governance levels.

First we operationalize the concept of extraversion; second, delve into
each case study; and finally, draw conclusions and make policy recommen-
dations based on a comparative cross-country analysis.

P/CVE: A Field for Political Extraversion

The concept of extraversion, as it was theorized by Bayart (2010, 20),
refers to the capacity of states and state elites to capitalize in one way or
another on their position of dependence on the world system and to “mobi-
lize resources derived from their unequal relationship with the external
environment.” According to this perspective, dependency and outward ori-
entation are crucial to the configuration of internal politics as state eclites
mobilize external resources to produce power centralization and manage
internal populations (Bayart and Ellis 2000). The concept of extraversion is
also valuable for framing contemporary processes of transformation of
postcolonial states, including security-related processes, such as the P/CVE
sphere. Just as other intervention concepts and constructs (such as “good
governance” and “reform conditionality”) mediate the adoption of these
agendas, P/CVE is a field of intervention that also determines the entangle-
ment of these contexts in the world system (Bayart 2010).

The manifestations of extraversion processes exhibit variability across
different contexts. Whereas it involves providing exclusive resource access
to loyal social groups or classes in certain situations, in others, it relies
more on manipulating factional and social struggles. These dynamics con-
tribute to reducing states’ dependence on and accountability to internal
resources for governance (De Waal 2009). Indeed, even though they are all
former colonies or protectorates, Niger, Tunisia, and Syria present different
levels of economic dependency and market integration; have diverse his-
torical, socioeconomic bases; and are more or less reliant on internal
resource extraction or production. Global asymmetries of wealth and power
and histories of subjection do not necessarily imply passiveness and do not
exclude performative roles by dependent countries. From a long durée per-
spective, strategies of extraversion date to precolonial and then colonial
times but represent a useful heuristic tool to understand the postcolonial
state confronted with unprecedented levels of heterogeneity in aid and
resource provision by a plethora of donors.

Even though the concept of extraversion has been applied to economic,
humanitarian, and developmental aid, it is less utilized in the field of security.
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This is surprising given the global prioritization of security politics, which,
continuing from colonial times and especially since the WoT, intertwines
with financial and developmental agendas and reflects the “security-develop-
ment nexus” mantra (Beall, Goodfellow, and Putzel 2006). In particular,
today, transnational P/CVE agendas provide massive opportunities for ruling
elites or strategically positioned (non)state actors to capitalize on them.

Besides opening channels for material provisions to militaries and police
for both reactive and preemptive scopes, P/CVE agendas also offer maneu-
vering ground at the symbolic and discursive levels, to an extent, where gov-
ernments and other recipients can play on ideas and perceptions linked to rep-
utation, efficacy, and exceptionalism, as the three case studies presented in
this chapter illustrate. Extraversion, in this sense, resorts to manipulation of
perceptions, where states have the power to play “belief games” (Fisher
2014) by leveraging racially biased perceptions of Africa and the Middle East
as incubators of our century’s most dangerous “terrorist” threats.

Since 2001, P/CVE has emerged as the new frontier for risk- and threat-
based extraversion, as illustrated by the designation of “terror zones” in
Africa and the Middle East during the WoT. State elites, recognizing the
benefits, have actively supported these designations. The Algerian position-
ing vis-a-vis the “crisis” in Mali as a regional bulwark against the spillover
effects is emblematic (Keenan 2013; see also Keen and Andersson 2018).
Not only images of strength but also those of alleged “fragility” are bar-
gained to secure external support, and these often coexist with contradictory
but equally pervasive “good reformer” discourses (Fisher 2014). In an era
where capacity-building and other technical paradigms characterize the new
ascendant parable of interventionism and, arguably, of war and warlike
action, extraversion as an orientation to external resources but also sources
of authority and legitimacy seems to illuminate connections between
inequality and coercive political centralization and transnational P/CVE
agendas in postcolonial settings.

Niger: Between Adaptive Strategies and
Bargaining Power

The influence of global jihadist franchises is significantly increasing, mak-
ing sub-Saharan Africa an emerging epicenter of global jihadism (IEP
2022). Niger, situated in the central Sahel region, faces numerous chal-
lenges, including illicit migration, drug trafficking, intercommunal and
interethnic rivalries, depletion of natural resources, and the presence of var-
ious armed groups that have expanded since the early 2000s (Thurston
2020). In the northwestern and southeastern regions, jihadi governance has
largely replaced state control, with groups like the Islamic State Sahel
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Province (ISSP) and Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP) operating
in these areas (Boas and Strazzari 2020).

To tackle these issues, over the last decade, the European Union’s
involvement in Niger has intensified in recognition of its importance as a
critical country in the Sahel—a region deemed a “strategic priority for the
EU and its member states.” The EU’s strategy for the Sahel is based on an
integrated approach that focuses on the security-development nexus to
strengthen “a solid and long-standing partnership . . . that can facilitate the
adoption of common positions to address common challenges.” In the EU
policy discourse, the Sahel region is frequently depicted as grappling with
complex situations involving mutually exacerbating vulnerabilities, fragili-
ties, and insecurity (Council of the EU 2021). This portrayal reinforces the
existence of an internal-external security nexus (Blockmans et al. 2020).

Niger’s economic fragility is highlighted by its low ranking on the UN
Development Programme’s Human Development Index (HDI): it is currently
189th out of 191 countries (UNDP 2021). Areas with social and economic
marginalization, various insecurities, religious or ideological indoctrination,
strong state security responses, fragile masculinities, and long-standing griev-
ances are more likely to foster violent extremism (Bgas et al. 2021). To com-
bat this fragility, Niger has established an Inter-ministerial Committee to
monitor and improve its HDI ranking and developmental status. Additionally,
external partners like the EU have committed to a stabilization agenda to
strengthen Niger’s state capacity, particularly in the security sector (Marsh
et al. 2020). Thus, beyond development aid, Niger obtains other benefits from
cooperating with the EU, which includes the externalization of both migra-
tion-management and security-building costs (Colomba-Petteng 2019),
whereby security and migration operate as “bargaining chips.” Niger serves
as a key transit country for migrants en route to North Africa and Europe and
thus holds a significant position as the EU’s first border in West Africa
(Idrissa 2021). The mutual dependence between Niger and the EU has deep-
ened since the onset of the 2015 “migration crisis” in Europe (Collet and
Ahad 2017). Although the EU has emerged as the primary donor to Niger,
Niamey has become increasingly indispensable to the EU’s efforts in the
areas of migration and security.

The EU’s broader intervention in Niger, particularly in the field of
P/CVE, is part of the EU Strategy for Security and Development in the
Sahel, which views the relationship between the Sahel and the EU as
mutually beneficial (EEAS 2011) and aims for a stable Sahel to fully real-
ize economic opportunities through a win-win partnership (Council of the
EU 2021). As scholars from the PREVEX project outlined, the EU has
encouraged, assisted, and guided Nigerien authorities in adopting various
strategies related to security and development. These include Niger’s
Security and Development Strategy, Internal Security Strategy, Sustainable
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Development and Inclusive Growth Strategy, and National Border Policy
and Comprehensive National Migration Policy (Raineri et al. 2020). How-
ever, if the European Union conceptualizes its intervention in terms of
mutual benefit, it is essential to consider how the Nigerien government
perceives these developments.

Historically, Niger has been considered unstable because of four coups
(in 1974, 1996, 1999, and 2010) since its independence from France in
1960. However, 2011 marked a significant shift in its political trajectory
and EU-Sahel relations. In March 2011, the EU adopted its first strategy for
the Sahel, which addressed irregular migration and terrorism and coincided
with Mahamadou Issoufou becoming president of Niger. President Issoufou
sought EU support for Niger’s security sector, and this led to the establish-
ment of the EU civilian mission EUCAP Sahel Niger in 2012, which aims
to strengthen Niger’s security by enhancing law enforcement capacities,
providing technical assistance to the justice system, and improving border
management to address irregular migration. The creation of EUCAP Sahel
Niger resulted from mutual interests: Niger sought help in combating ter-
rorism and handling migration issues, and the EU aimed to increase its
regional engagement. President Issoufou emphasized international cooper-
ation to prevent weapons smuggling via migrant routes (Frowd 2018) and
used EU resources to bolster Niger’s strategic goals and cultivate an image
of stability (Ibrahim 2014).

During Mahamadou Issoufou’s presidency in Niger, Prime Minister
Brigi Rafini significantly advanced Niger’s development objectives by
leveraging his extensive knowledge of European institutions and his con-
sensus-building skills. As an alumnus of both the Nigerien and French
National School of Administration (ENA), Rafini crucially deployed his
expertise in international aid to secure funding for development initiatives.
He served as prime minister for a decade, which overlapped with Issoufou’s
two terms, and they collaborated to attract European investments and
expand security and defense partnerships. A key component of their strat-
egy involved expanding Niger’s diplomatic reach to leverage external
resources and expertise.

Following the approval of EUCAP Sahel Niger, European embassies
were quickly established by the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and
Italy, with Germany and Belgium also expressing interest in strengthening
relations with Niger. During Issoufou’s presidency, Niger developed a
Strategy for the Security and Development of the Sahelo-Saharan Zones
(Cabinet of the Prime Minister 2012) that closely mirrored the European
strategy. This alignment highlighted the congruence of EU and Nigerien
objectives and indicated the government’s preference for adopting external
models and procedures. Mohamed Bazoum, who assumed the presidency in
April 2021 and was ousted in a coup d’état after two years in office, con-
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tinued with this strategy. He effectively shaped the country’s storyline to
demonstrate Niger’s ability to tackle a range of challenges and to align with
the priorities of international donors. Amid the recent coups in neighbor-
ing countries, such as Mali (August 2020 and May 2021) and Burkina Faso
(January and September 2022), Niger’s 2021 elections were portrayed as
the “first peaceful transfer of power in Niger’s history” (Al Jazeera 2022).
This narrative positioned Niger as a model of democracy in the Sahel, con-
trasting with the region’s shift toward authoritarianism.

Despite the ongoing threat of jihadist insurgencies in the region, Niger
has been portrayed as the only stable partner, which reinforces its image as
a stronghold in regional security (Jeune Afrique 2022). In this context,
Niger has increased its efforts and taken on an unprecedented expansive
role in regional security dynamics. At the same time, while the Malian junta
leader Assimi Goita revoked defense agreements with France, President
Bazoum invited foreign armies to redeploy in Niger (France 24 2022), and
in particular the French counterterrorism mission Barkhane.

In July 2022, the European Union approved the disbursement of 25
million euros from the European Peace Facility to support the Nigerien
Armed Forces in protecting Niger’s territorial integrity, sovereignty, and
civilians from terrorist threats (Council of the EU 2022). The EU plans to
establish a technician training center and to construct a forward operating
base in the Tillabéri region. Some scholars argue that this military aid has
caused Nigerien elites to shift their reliance from development aid to mili-
tary assistance (Boas and Strazzari 2020).

The Niger-EU partnership saw significant developments, including a
request by President Bazoum and Foreign Affairs Minister Ibrahim
Yacoubou in November 2022 to deploy an EU Common Security and
Defence Policy (CSDP) military partnership mission in Niger. Conse-
quently, the EU established the EU Military Partnership Mission, launched
in February 2023, with an initial three-year duration. The mission aims to
enhance the military capacity of the Niger Armed Forces to combat terror-
ism. Additionally, for the first time, the EU agreed to provide lethal equip-
ment through the European Peace Facility (Borrell 2023), marking a sig-
nificant shift from its traditional “normative” stance.

In the EU discourse, resilience-based participatory engagements are
more effective in preventing and countering violent extremism than top-
down approaches focused on hard security. However, in practice, the EU
tends to prioritize security concerns. As the EU seeks to distinguish its
approach from that of other international actors, such as those inspired by
the WoT, a combination of criminal justice—inspired policies and militaris-
tic undertones is apparent. The EU’s approach to the Sahel region’s P/CVE
policies, programs, and actions combines significant political prioritization
with limited practical tools (Raineri et al. 2020).
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Despite the EU’s efforts to adhere to normative commitments, the lack
of clear definitions and policy templates presents challenges. To address the
limitations of hard-security approaches, the EU emphasizes trust building
with local communities, in consideration of historical abuses by security
forces, and sponsors disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR)
programs. These activities aim to build stability and strengthen social cohe-
sion and resilience to violent extremism. However, respondents to a PRE-
VEX survey noted that most EU-sponsored P/CVE initiatives at the local
level are implemented by local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that
focus on conflict analysis, intercommunity dialogue, early-warning-signs
recognition, and violent extremism and radicalization prevention. PREVEX
data indicate difficulties in implementing comprehensive, participatory, and
inclusive strategies, reveal a significant gap between intentions and actual
implementation, and highlight the need for a more coordinated framework
to achieve robust outcomes in strengthening resilience and creating nonoc-
currence environments (Beés et al. 2021).

By successfully projecting an image of stability, Niger has established
itself as a key player in P/CVE in the region. This positioning enables
Niger to secure a dominant role and reap various benefits. Despite this, the
effectiveness of Niger’s P/CVE policies, including the EU Military Part-
nership Mission, EUCAP Sahel Niger, and DDR programs, remains uncer-
tain, particularly after the July 2023 coup d’état and the renegotiation of
international partnerships with entities like the European Union. Neverthe-
less, before the coup, Niger had become a trusted and crucial partner for the
EU in the Sahel.

Trajectories of P/CVE Extraversion in Tunisia:
Playing on Imaginaries of Exceptionalism

Tunisia can be considered an emblematic case of extraversion, considering
its extensive integration into P/CVE global and regional cooperation pro-
grams and its strategic position at the crossroads of the Mediterranean Mid-
dle East. If we suppose that action in the name of anti-terrorism has been a
constant under both Bourguiba’s and Ben Ali’s regimes, and often corre-
lated with modernization measures or state control of the religious sphere
(Mabrouk 2012), it is only after September 11 and with the onset of the
WoT that a veritable transnationally linked counterterrorist agenda took
hold and was brought to the forefront of politics (Simoncini 2024).

For Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali, the global emergence of a counterterror-
ist agenda represented an opportunity to tighten even more the state’s grip
on the religious milieux and political Islamism (Lahlou and Fahmi 2020).
In 2002, the attack on the synagogue on the southern Tunisian island of
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Djerba served as a plea for the adoption of the 2003 anti-terrorist law:
“Relating to the Support of International Efforts to Combat Terrorism and
the Repression of Money Laundering.” This law aligned the Tunisian
regime’s action with international efforts in the framework of the WoT.
However, the international community, and Western partners in particular,
reacted to the attacks with underestimation and reassurance in order to pre-
serve foreign direct investment flows and the image of Djerba, and of
Tunisia in general, as a popular tourist destination.

In the meantime, the repressive machine was strengthened internally, as
the vast evidence of abuses committed under the 2003 law demonstrates.
This two-pronged strategy of extraversion consists, on the one hand, of rid-
ing the wave of discourses of stability and responsibility to secure external
political support and foreign capital, especially since the infitah of the
1980s, and on the other, of crafting disproportionate responses to violent
extremism at home. Such a stance has characterized Tunisian leadership
and ruling elites at least since Ben Ali’s era and has capitalized on long-
standing exceptionalist (and Orientalist) views of Tunisia—which in turn
feeds on rhetoric of modernization—as the “good student” (le bon éleve)
well placed in the path of development and bulwark in the fight against
transnational crime and terrorism (Hibou 2006; see also Camau 2018 and
Geisser and Allal 2018). On the P/CVE front, this trend is exacerbated,
especially in the way certain internationally fueled discourses of effective-
ness and efficacy are mobilized to expand a P/CVE regulatory infrastruc-
ture while adapting it to international standards.

The aftermath of 2011 has meant, besides undeniable elements of
change more broadly, the rapid intensification of funds, tools, and channels
of cooperation in Tunisia on all fronts, particularly that of security.

If we were to suppose that the 2003 anti-terrorist law was ostensibly
entrenched in stability measures and reactive state-led responses, the 2015
Organic Law No. 26 (as amended in 2019) “Dealing with Combating Ter-
rorism and Preventing Money-Laundering” maintains this dimension while
adding a more markedly preventive and preemptive one and expanding the
incrimination potential over terrorist intents and related money-laundering
activities (Bras 2016). The law comes after a period of intense political cri-
sis caused by, among other things, the 2013 series of political assassina-
tions, for which the radical Islamist group Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia (AST)
has been accused of masterminding. It was immediately adopted after the
Bardo Museum and Sousse attacks (perpetuated, respectively, in March and
June 2015). Concurrently, the issue of Tunisian returning fighters (al-
‘a’idiina) emerged vigorously, especially after the territorial defeat of the
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the increase in return mobility.

In 2016, in the aftermath of the ISIS attacks on Ben Guerdane, the
Nida’ Tinus-led Tunisian government announced the adoption of a
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“National Strategy for Countering Extremism and Terrorism,” which was
the result of a top-down process directly supervised by the president-led
Conseil de Sécurité Nationale in close collaboration with international part-
ners and donors (Santini and Cimini 2019). The strategy claims to advance
a multidimensional approach built around four main axes: prevention, pro-
tection, pursuit, and response. The same axes are to be found in the Euro-
pean counterterrorism strategy of 2005 and in some national strategies of
member countries with a history of countering violent extremism, such as
Spain. It is not merely a matter of legal and institutional isomorphism. Still,
it calls into question the will of the Tunisian ruling elites to develop their
national strategy while adapting it to transnational models, languages, and
paradigms of action.

Likewise, the constant mobilization of “gray literature” terminology in
the security and defense domains (such as that of the Livres Blancs) points
to the same trend of appropriating the technical jargon proper to keep coop-
eration channels open. These are not rhetorical efforts but have heavy prac-
tical and political implications. The imaginary and image projection of
Tunisia transnationally has a central role in the production of politics and
its relation to the practices of material culture (Schouten 2012 quoting
Bayart). When we consider concrete extroverted practices, we see that
pledged state-led efforts in preventing violent extremism (PVE) are com-
pletely focused on law-based, intelligence-led preemptive actions and
freezing financial assets. They conform to transnational security coopera-
tion agendas and do not engage with the more comprehensive civil-led
actions that tackle the causes of radicalization. Civil-led prevention efforts
that include provisions for education, awareness raising, enhancement of
social cohesion, and mitigation in marginalized contexts or prisons are, in
practice, thwarted by state-responsive or preemptive action.!

Many across the spectrum of academia and practitioners believe that
top-down counterterrorism and “securitarian” approaches should leave
more room for civil society—led PVE action.? The point is that even bottom-
up processes are subject in one way or another to the brokerage of state
institutions and the Ministry of Interior (Mol) at the forefront. The most
striking example are the community policing programs implemented by the
UN Development Programme (UNDP) enjoying the support of a range of
external donors. These programs are inspired by so-called human security
and social cohesion paradigms and, as such, intersect with P/CVE scopes.
They have benefited the Mol as a fruitful channel for upgrading and
reequipping local police infrastructure, while their core objectives of com-
prehensive violence prevention, including both institutional and extremist
violence as well as violence against women, are widely considered as failed
ones—and yet boasted as successful by the Tunisian security institutions
and the donors’ community alike.
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Extraversion strategies depend on the fabrication of images for exter-
nal consumption (Gallagher 2015), projections of something false that fits
external racially biased and xenophobic preconceptions about the threats
coming from Africa and Islam majoritarian contexts. The relative but pal-
pable general decline of jihadi political violence across Tunisia and the
wider North Africa and Sahel region has not, indeed, been followed by a
scaling down of the security response action (ICG 2021). Neither has the
alarm over returning fighters cooled down despite the lack of substantive
recurrence of radicalization and extremist violence among them (Lounnas
and Ayari 2023). Capitalizing on this “threat-based extraversion” (Pastore
and Roman 2020) and increasingly stretching it to migration policies, suc-
cessive Tunisia ruling elites have secured constant support for the state,
particularly for coercive state institutions.

The Mol, in particular, has been successful in its bargaining over spe-
cific programs and policies, and has done so not even covertly. The EU-
sponsored security sector reform (SSR) program (EU PARSS) is a case in
point: Pillar 2 (border control enforcement) and especially Pillar 3 (improv-
ing intelligence on counterterrorism and “in the field of financing new
forms of crime and money laundering”) have made some progress, accord-
ing to their promoters, while more normative-driven components of the
program (Pillar 1: reform and accountability) are primarily considered
deadlocked. These types of interventions based on professionalization-as-
reform logic seem purposely neglectful of the historically established intel-
ligence system that became extremely professional under Ben Ali and that
have since colonial times ensured the survival of the regimes that have fol-
lowed (Safi 2020).

The stretch of P/CVE agendas to other crime domains (often called the
crime-terror nexus) considerably expands this system’s pervasiveness. A
trend made hypervisible by the opening of new cooperation channels, espe-
cially in the form of law enforcement cooperation (including with EU law
enforcement agencies such as CEPOL and EUROPOL), is increasingly
established as a precondition for obtaining funding and material support.?
The progressive entrenchment of the Tunisian security apparatus in transna-
tional P/CVE agendas has been a constant in the governments of the post-
2011 phase. So-called troika governments, including the then majoritarian
political force Ennahda, tried to prove to their constituencies that they had
the credentials to manage security challenges in a desperate quest to break
away from allegations of “culpable benevolence towards radical Islamism”
(Bras 2016, 14). The “technocratic” government of Mehdi Jomaa (2014—
2015) and successive Nida’ Tinus-led ones (that of Habib Essid, 2015—
2016, and Youssef Chahed, 2016-2020) placed an even higher priority on
P/CVE cooperation. Beyond the extraversion effects visible in the negotia-
tion of regulations and policies, therefore, and within a so-called legal
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framework of action, concrete extralegal measures illustrate the link with
transnational practices and rationales and their repressive abuse, for exam-
ple, profiling measures (fichage), and in particular the extensive and indis-
criminate use of the S17 fiche as a mobility ban for all suspected terrorists.
Equally emblematic is the extensive recourse to attacking the zakfiri, that is,
those who allegedly use accusations of unbelief (fakfir) to label and politi-
cally isolate entire environments that are depicted as inherently violent—a
stance that has been praised as an effective prevention model in interna-
tional cooperation settings (see, for instance, documents put out by
EuroMed Justice in 2018 [Badar et al. 2018]).

The current political conjuncture, which started with President Kais
Saied’s July 25, 2021, self-coup, has further made hypervisible the distor-
tions of anti-terrorist discourses and regulations. Their tendency to extra-
version and political (ab)use to target opponents designated as “saboteurs
of the national security order” is evidenced by the wave of arrests ordered
by the anti-terrorist security pole.*

State Violence (Un)disguised:
The Syrian Regime’s Appropriation of
Counterterrorism and P/CVE Discourses

Syria is a peculiar case study that illustrates the web of contradictions
inherent in the weaponization of countering extremism and counterterror-
ism. Ruled by the authoritarian regime of Bashar al-Assad, the country has
suffered from a lack of civil liberties and suppression of genuine political
opposition. Like Tunisia, it witnessed a wave of mobilizations in 2011,
albeit with a different trajectory: heavy repression on behalf of the state
apparatus ensued, which gave way to an escalation of violence and full-
fledged armed conflict—with the intervention of external actors.

Historically speaking, Syria’s relations with Western countries have
been strained. As early as 1979, the United States designated Syria as a
state sponsor of terrorism (US Department of State 2019). Relations
between Syria and the EU have ebbed and flowed, with attempts to enhance
political dialogue (EEAS 2014). Still, after 2011, following massive use of
violence and human rights violations, Assad’s Syria became a pariah in the
international community—at least until recently. In contrast, the Syrian
regime has typically relied on its alliance with Russia, which in September
2015 militarily intervened to support Assad.

In this case, a state that has characteristically projected an “anti-West-
ern” image has reappropriated West-driven WoT frames in its image-build-
ing domestically and vis-a-vis external powers (Lee 2024). As noted by
Calculli (2016, 230), the WoT embodies a “disfigured form of just war the-
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ory,” whereby in the name of (competing) “wars on terror” different states
pursue even opposite agendas. Another paradoxical effect of the WoT logic
is that—despite nominal declarations—Western countries, including EU
countries, became captive of a “terror-centered understanding of Syria” that
has skewed their policies (Orsini 2016). Analysis of selected state-linked
media releases shows that, after 2011, the Syrian regime has increasingly
sought to portray itself as a bulwark against terrorism, domestically and
externally—while it is part and parcel of the cycle of political violence and
has instrumentally deployed the labels of “terrorism” and “extremism.”

The “centrality of violence” has been a hallmark of the Assad family’s
rule in Syria (Ismail 2018, 131), with both Hafez al-Assad (who came to
power in 1971) and his son, Bashar (president since 2000). The Syrian
regime has always had a convoluted relationship with religious move-
ment(s), with oscillations and changes over time (cf. Khatib 2011). It had
frequently agitated the specters of Islamism, Wahhabism, and external
plots, even long before the WoT was launched—most notably, when it bru-
tally crushed an Islamist insurgency in the late 1970s and early 1980s that
culminated in the massacre of Hama. The 2011 popular uprising affected
how Assad manipulated the country’s image externally and domestically.
After the rebellion, the regime capitalized on the rise of the self-styled
Islamic State to cast itself as a guarantor of stability in the face of terror-
ism and to delegitimize the widespread opposition. The label of “extrem-
ism” was weaponized domestically as well: by equating dissent with sup-
posed extremism and terrorism, the Assad regime sought to justify the
state’s use of brutal force.

Most notably, a counterterrorism law was approved in June 2012, de
facto replacing the state of emergency lifted in 2011. In the same year, a
law establishing a Counterterrorism Court and a further decree on terror-
ism were introduced. The June 2012 law’s definition of terrorism was so
broad that peaceful dissent and activism related to human rights could be
very easily framed as terrorism (Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy
2019). Egregious violations of human rights, such as arbitrary detention,
torture, enforced disappearances, and death sentences, took place in this
framework. As the Violations Documentation Center in Syria (2015)
noted, the Counterterrorism Court served as “a tool for war crimes.” In
parallel, after 2011, the regime increasingly resorted to religious dis-
course to legitimize its authority and chastise political dissent (Aldoughli
2020). It sought to exert complete and direct control over the religious
sphere (Pierret and Alrefaai 2021). Its novel discourse “strongly blurred
the distinction between the state and religion” (Aldoughli 2021, 17), con-
flating patriotism and supposedly correct religious belief (Aldoughli
2020) and framing dissidents as an existential threat to the nation—also
in religious terms, as bearers of a “wrong” form of Islam.
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Although in the literature, P/CVE practices and discourses are occa-
sionally presented as an alternative to violent and military practices, accord-
ing to some authors, they may often go hand in hand (Heydemann 2014, 2),
as the very P/CVE practices are deeply embedded in the WoT logic. In the
case of Assad’s Syria, proximity and continuity exist between state violence,
what the state labels as “counterterrorism,” and initiatives adopting typical
P/CVE language. As for the latter, three examples are worth mentioning.
First, the religious establishment developed what is known as “jurisprudence
of the crisis” (figh al-azma)—an encyclopedia published by the Ministry of
Awqaf (“religious endowments”) in 2014 and aimed at correcting “false
interpretations of Islam” (Aldoughli 2020, 17). Second, a “youth religious
team” was created in 2016 under the auspices of the Minister of Awqaf
(Pierret and Alrefaai 2021). This regime-sponsored voluntary team, headed
by ‘Abdallah al-Sayyed (son of the minister of Awqaf), was expected to
mobilize a new generation of religious scholars—that, according to al-
Sayyed, are trained and tasked with developing a “moderate religious dis-
course” in relation to extremism and fanaticism (Syrian Ministry of Awqaf,
YouTube 2016). Third, the International Islamic Sham Center to Confront
Terrorism and Extremism was launched in 2019. Affiliated with the Ministry
of Awqaf and composed of different departments (including a national insti-
tute for the qualification of imams and preachers), it is described by state
media as promoting “the method of the moderate Levant’s religious schol-
ars” (Syrian Arab News Agency 2019).

Despite the ostensibly polished rhetoric deployed to characterize such
initiatives, there is more to it than meets the eye. For instance, the youth
religious team served as a “patronage network that members join in search
of political and security benefits,” in a way similar to Assad’s Baath Party
(Pierret and Alrefaai 2021). The emphasis of such initiatives on concepts
such as “moderation” (Kundnani 2009) or efforts to “reform religion”
(Hafez 2021, 53-54) phrases that are very typically associated with
P/CVE—is instrumental. Indeed, in the Syrian context and in authoritarian
settings more generally, concepts such as religious moderation easily
become synonymous with political subservience to incumbent authorities;
P/CVE practices can become a cloak for different enterprises and formulas
to mobilize support and seek internal legitimacy.

The instrumentalization of the counterterrorism narrative is also evi-
dent at the international level, as shown by interviews that Assad gave to
Russian and Western media. Assad’s discourse easily resonates with the
Kremlin, its main sponsor at the international level, because it advocates
prioritization of stability over chaos (Takvorian 2022). Assad’s discourse
depicts Putin’s Russia as a protector of “stability in this region” (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2013a). Assad’s interview with Russian
media in September 2015 (at the time of Moscow’s intervention) embraces
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a heavily security-centered discourse that calls for fighting and defeating
terrorism beyond the so-called Islamic State and prioritizing security and
military aspects at that stage of the war (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
Expatriates 2015b). In a mirrorlike fashion, the Russian chief of staff at the
time (misleadingly) framed the military intervention in Syria as a form of
support to Assad’s forces facing the Islamic State (IS). Yet, the intervention
was (and still is) aimed at propping up the Assad regime in the face of rebel
forces—whom the Kremlin’s narrative conflated with “terrorists,” repro-
ducing Assad’s discourse (Williams and Souza 2016, 23). In an interna-
tional interview a few years later, at a time when some regional countries
(e.g., Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates) started normalizing with the
Syrian regime, Assad once again deployed the WoT narrative, praising the
role of Russia and describing its military intervention as a “defense of the
Russian people, because terrorism and its ideology do not know borders”
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2019).

In contrast, the messages the regime addresses to countries outside its
traditional fold of allies—especially Western countries—are more complex
and ambivalent; nonetheless, the WoT rhetoric is still dominant. The inter-
views include ubiquitous mentions of the September 11 World Trade Cen-
ter attacks (and references to attacks perpetrated by IS supporters in gen-
eral, cf. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2015a) in an attempt to
link them with the 2011 uprising. In an interview given in 2013—at a time
when the regime used chemical weapons against civilians in Eastern
Ghouta, and the United States was considering military action—Assad con-
tended that a US strike “would constitute a support to al-Qa’ida and the
same people who killed Americans on 9/11.” Exploiting fear of jihadism,
Assad frequently makes use of the “authoritarian stability” trope, stating
that US military action would have entailed “instability” and “spread of ter-
rorism” in the region in a way that “would directly affect the West” (Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2013b). His narrative casts the sta-
bility of Syria as a prerequisite for the stability of the region (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2013a) and the stability of the region as
essential for the stability of the entire world (Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and Expatriates 2013b). Assad also tends to externalize the threat: he por-
trays internal dissent as the result of an externally directed plot backed by
Western governments and their allies; nonetheless, he still urges the forma-
tion of an “international coalition to fight terrorism” and claims that he is
open to collaboration with any country, provided that those countries
“change their policies” and show genuine “willingness to fight terrorism”
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 2015b). On their side, Western
governments have displayed plenty of ambiguities, too. Although they
claim to oppose the Assad regime and call for political transition, they often
seem to have fallen for this very terrorism-driven understanding of events



194  Laura Berlingozzi, Silvia Carenzi, and Daniela Musina

in Syria. As Martini (2020, 732) observes, international actors have strug-
gled to respond adequately to Assad’s weaponization of the WoT discourse
precisely because it closely resonates with the “international conceptual-
ization of terrorism.”

Conclusion

The cases under scrutiny are paradigmatic examples of the limitations and
contradictions of current approaches to P/CVE and of how different ruling
elites weaponize and opportunistically resort to security-centered dis-
courses and practices to accrue material and symbolic resources. All three
cases under consideration ended up weaponizing the trope of the “extrem-
ist threat” (whether real, exaggerated, or manufactured) to attract external
support at the economic, military, and diplomatic levels and legitimize
themselves internally and externally as bulwarks against “extremism.”

The case of Niger demonstrates how the country’s political elite
adeptly balanced their response to internal needs while concurrently shap-
ing external perceptions and controlling the flow of external resources to
advance their agendas. Niger’s partnership with the EU in development and
security has aligned strategies and bolstered its image as a reliable partner.
This alignment has made Niamey a key EU ally in the Sahel, central to
counterterrorism and P/CVE efforts, which enables the country to enhance
its position and gain benefits. Interestingly enough, these extroverted
dynamics also contributed to the military coup d’état in July 2023, the sub-
sequent banishment of the former colonial ally, France, and the souring of
relations with the European Union.

As for Tunisia, local elites’ practices of extraversion have traditionally
consisted of a double-cross strategy aimed at enhancing the external image of
Tunisia as a stable, reliable partner, on one hand, while, on the other, capi-
talizing on the co-constructed perceptions and imaginaries of Africa and the
Middle East as sources of transnational security threats. Like Niger and
Syria, politics of extraversion are primarily played at the symbolic and dis-
cursive level, but in the Tunisian case, they considerably materialized through
the (re)centralization of the state’s coercive power, well epitomized by the
role of the Mol and its use of anti-terrorist legal and extralegal dispositions.

Finally, Syria is a sui generis case compared to Niger and Tunisia,
diverging in many respects. Despite its strained relations with Western
countries, the Syrian ruling elite has frequently redeployed WoT discursive
frames to delegitimize popular dissent and opposition to its rule. In his
interviews with foreign media, Assad resorts to a double-pronged dis-
course: while condemning Western countries and their allies for their pur-
ported “interferences,” he also tries to appeal to them by agitating the
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specter of extremism. Both domestically and externally, he has sought to
present himself as a bulwark against extremism; however, beneath the cloak
of what is instrumentally branded as extremism lie extensive war crimes,
repression, and human rights abuses perpetrated by the regime.

The case studies under consideration are not exceptions but indicative
of more general patterns in the broader Mediterranean region and beyond.
In countries across the globe, P/CVE and counterterrorism discourses and
practices are increasingly becoming political tools in the hands of ruling
elites to be exploited to attract external support and legitimize their posi-
tions. The weaponization of the P/CVE discourse leads state authorities to
overlook violence, which perpetuates cycles of political violence. More in
general, P/CVE approaches tend to be blinded by their (over)emphasis on
nonstate violence, yet “asserting the security agenda of wealthy nations
ahead of local priorities is likely to end badly,” as noted by Attree (2017).

In line with previous PREVEX findings, our analysis also highlights
how the promotion of EU values in Muslim countries clashes with the harsh
realities of autocratic despotic regimes and has led the EU to adopt a “prin-
cipled pragmatism” approach (Ben-Nun and Engel 2022b). Consequently,
efforts to prevent violent extremism have focused more on security cooper-
ation with authoritarian governments rather than on addressing the broader
societal factors that contribute to extremism (Ben-Nun and Engel 2022b).
The EU’s struggle to bridge the cultural gap has resulted in a lowest com-
mon denominator approach that translates into partial measures aligned
with principled pragmatism on the EU side and an extroverted approach
from Tunisian, Nigerian, and Syrian elites.

PREVEX findings show that more attention should be devoted to cen-
tering local contexts—shifting from security-centered top-down approaches
to localized participatory engagements that foster community trust-building
mechanisms. Second, efforts should be made to bridge the intention-imple-
mentation gap by providing practical tools, expertise, and resources to
effectively translate political prioritization into action while also develop-
ing clear definitions and policy templates that guide the implementation of
P/CVE strategies—and abandoning the WoT legacies. Third, critical assess-
ment of external interventions should be improved: scrutinizing the impacts
of external interventions, particularly in authoritarian contexts, can help
avoid inadvertently supporting oppressive regimes. Finally, it is essential to
ensure that P/CVE efforts prioritize human rights, the rule of law, and
inclusive governance.

Notes

1. Interviews with P/CVE practitioners in Tunis, March 2022—December 2023.



196  Laura Berlingozzi, Silvia Carenzi, and Daniela Musina

2. Ibid.

3. Interview with international cooperation representatives from the Ministry of
Interior, Tunis, October 2022.

4. Kais Saied speech, a video from the presidency’s official Facebook page,
published in February 2023: https://www.facebook.com/KaisSaiedTN/.

5. For an in-depth study of how Assad has gradually embraced the WoT rhetoric
over the last two decades, see Lee 2024.
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Although concerns over great power conflict may prevail today,
addressing terrorism and violent extremism has driven the foreign policy
debate in the collective West for the better part of two decades since Sep-
tember 11.! The United States and its closest allies in Western Europe have
set the international political agenda, identifying terrorism and violent
extremism as primary threats to their respective national security interests.
In the European Union (EU), these concerns most prominently emerged in
the 2003 European Security Strategy (ESS). The ESS identified the first
critical threats as terrorism and “violent religious extremism” originating in
the EU’s neighborhood as a result of weak institutions, conflict, and state
failure. The ESS further asserted that the EU, with its policy tools, is “par-
ticularly well equipped to respond to such multi-faceted situations” (Coun-
cil of the EU 2003).

Although the nature of their respective political regimes differs, and
they are, therefore, not fully comparable international actors, the United
States and the EU share common concerns about global challenges posed
by terrorism and violent extremism. Already highlighted as a primary
concern by the 1996 National Security Strategy (White House 1996,
2011), the September 11 terrorist attacks moved terrorism further up the
list of US security priorities and have shaped the US policy agenda over
consecutive presidential administrations since. The Boston Marathon
bombings, the war in Syria, and the rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria (ISIS or Daesh) occupied significant political attention in the 2000s
and 2010s. In 2005, the United States also began to speak of a new con-
cept of operations that would transition away from a military-based
“Global War on Terrorism” to a more comprehensive, long-term “Struggle

197
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Against Violent Extremism” that made use of diplomatic, economic, and
political tools as well (Fox 2005).

The assessment that countering terrorism and preventing and counter-
ing violent extremism (CT-P/CVE) requires a comprehensive approach that
includes enhancing state capacity, supporting responsive institutions, and
promoting peace aligns with policy-oriented literature. Existing literature
concurs that addressing structural drivers of violent extremism is crucial
but often pits security considerations against those related to democratic
governance, human rights, and peacebuilding (Allan et al. 2015). As a
result, scholars have questioned whether EU and US approaches to the mul-
tifaceted challenge of violent extremism and terrorism are genuinely holis-
tic, addressing structural grievances to build resilience, or if they lean
toward a more limited (i.e., specific) security-centered and treatment-ori-
ented CT-P/CVE approach that neglects the EU’s core values of promoting
peace, democratic governance, and the protection of human rights to the
detriment of the EU’s stated CT-P/CVE objectives (Keohane 2008).

More specifically, some have argued that the EU’s external CT-P/CVE-
specific policies, particularly in its neighborhood, excessively emphasize
security concerns (e.g., border management, security sector reform, military
capacity building) to “treat” the problem of violent extremism. This
approach may come at the expense of promoting democratic norms and
good governance, leading to substantial conflict-sensitivity risks and harm
(Skare 2022). Therefore, in this chapter we aim to unpack the EU’s
approach and, to ground it better contextually, offer a comparative bench-
mark (the US approach) to assess whether security considerations outweigh
all others or this argument loses validity when considering the full spectrum
of EU (and US) activities. These activities may not be defined as CT-
P/CVE-specific, yet are indirectly CT-P/CVE-relevant in addressing the
structural fragilities and enabling factors that drive the occurrence of ter-
rorism and violent extremism.

Although the multilevel and multiactor nature of EU decisionmaking
involving various institutions (e.g., European Commission, European
External Action Service) and member states makes it difficult to discern
straightforward answers, first we deconstruct the question by reviewing
general concepts discerned from research on CT-P/CVE policy, then trace
the EU’s approach to CT-P/CVE (focusing on the EU, not EU member
states) and analyze key CT-P/CVE policy documents and funding. We
replicate this analysis for the United States and finally distill key elements
of (comparative) analysis.>

The analysis in this chapter is based on a multimethod approach: it
combines quantitative text-as-data analysis with a qualitative analysis of
official documents, a quantitative analysis of funding, and a review of the
existing literature.?> The analysis of the EU’s approach is complemented by



P/CVE Policies of Europe and the United States 199

a synthesis of findings from semistructured interviews, public events, and
stakeholder dialogues conducted in 2021 and 2023.# The analysis of the US
approach in practice is based on secondary sources. Because findings here
have not been corroborated with interviews or policy outcomes (i.c.,
whether the policy was mirrored by practice), the approach must be inter-
preted as a snapshot of US policies and funding that offers a reference for
analyzing the EU’s approach rather than a methodological comparison.

General Concepts of CT-P/CVE Policy

Findings from previous research, also presented in other chapters of this
volume, indicate several structural drivers of violent extremism (VE) that
persist over time and across various regions (Ben-Nun and Engel 2021).
These include social factors such as disenfranchisement, horizontal inequal-
ities, and marginalization based on age, ethnicity, religion, social status,
employment type, lifestyle (e.g., sedentary vs. nomadic), and geographic
origin. In the existing literature, low trust in institutions, political malper-
formance, political polarization, repressive governance, and the absence of
inclusive decisionmaking can be political drivers of violent extremism. In
the legal domain, patchy administrative capacities and uneven application
of the law resulting from criminal, informal, and extralegal dynamics can
also serve as structural causes of VE. Coupled with a culture of impunity
and lack of redress mechanisms, these factors may reinforce perceptions of
injustice (Mishkova et al. 2021; Beaas et al. 2021; Skare et al. 2021a).

This research also aimed to identify what drives nonoccurrence or
resistance to VE. In the social sphere, gender equality, high social costs of
radicalization, social cohesion, and individual educational and economic
opportunities all help mitigate the risk of VE. Legitimate counternarratives
are essential for rebalancing the religious and ideological ecosystem and
cultivating resilience to radicalization. Accessible and robust channels of
dialogue between decisionmakers and rule-takers, such as civil society
organizations (CSOs), trade unions, political parties, independent media,
and social movements, play a crucial role in promoting inclusivity and off-
setting clientelism that may favor certain groups over others. Equitable law
enforcement and decent prison systems contribute to nonoccurrence in the
legal domain, while strong intelligence capacities and information sharing
help address radicalization early and effectively (Mishkova et al. 2021).

As such, CT-P/CVE initiatives may both address structural drivers of
violent extremism and counter the individual and group-based incentives
leading radicalized individuals to engage in violent extremist activities. CT-
P/CVE initiatives may, therefore, encompass both CT/CVE-specific objec-
tives and those considered relevant to CT/CVE although not explicitly
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developed for this purpose. Furthermore, some strategies focus on short-
term interventions to counter immediate threats of terrorism, whereas oth-
ers target long-term structural drivers. Policymakers may deem imminent
threats of a terrorist attack to require a different response than the types of
action needed to prevent violent extremism and counter-radicalization in
the long term. The EU has developed guidelines for staff working on these
topics in third countries, including a hierarchy of interventions that differ-
entiate related responses but require different tools, methods, and imple-
menting agencies: a distinction that can be observed in Figure 12.1.

Key Elements of EU CT-P/CVE Policy

The EU has incorporated many of these concepts in its CT-P/CVE policies,
recognizing the need for a multifaceted approach to CT-P/CVE for the first
time in its 2003 European Security Strategy. Its identified policy solution
was counterterrorism, achieved by mixing “intelligence, police, judicial,
military and other means.” Although the EU did not concretely identify
how those tools might be deployed in the EU’s external action, the 2005
EU Counter-Terrorism Strategy (Council of the EU 2005) reflected the
added concern over violent extremist activities and terrorist attacks on EU
territory carried out by radicalized actors claiming links to al-Qaeda
(Blockmans et al. 2020). The strategy identified four key action streams

Figure 12.1 A Hierarchy of Interventions (Policy Implementation) for
CT-P/CVE

Counterterrorism: Law enforcement
and specialist interventions
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Note: European Commission 2014.
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for countering terrorism: prevent, pursue, protect, and respond. However,
the strategy sought to address threats inside EU borders rather than outside
threats, which consequently favored policies pertaining to border manage-
ment and justice and home affairs rather than P/CVE in the EU’s external
action (Keohane 2008).

The policy responses to the violent implosion of Syria and Libya, the
rise of Daesh, ISIS-affiliated terrorist attacks on EU territory in 2015 and
2016, the 2015 refugee/migration crisis, the multi-crisis plaguing the Sahel,
and the subsequent 2016 EU Global Strategy (EUGS) did little to quell the
scholarly democracy versus security debate introduced in the mid-2000s
after the ESS (EEAS 2016). Because of these changes in the EU’s strategic
environment, the EUGS focused on the concept of “principled pragmatism,”
indicating that the stability of neighboring countries is a core interest of the
EU and should be supported by enhancing their resilience to factors of insta-
bility. The call to action resulting from the EUGS is clear: “Security at home
depends on peace and stability beyond the EU’s borders.” To do so, the EU
stated that its approach should combine the competencies of the EU and its
member states: development aid, diplomacy, crisis response actions, and
civilian and military missions and operations, among others.

The EU’s approach stresses cooperation with third countries and inter-
national organizations and a reinforced focus on strengthening local
resilience on crosscutting issues such as foreign terrorist fighters, organized
crime, recent technologies and digital platforms, critical infrastructure, evi-
dence collection, engagement of youth and women, humanitarian needs,
and capacity building. This was recognized in the 2005 CT strategy, later
reiterated in the EU’s 2014 Strategy for Combating Radicalization and
Recruitment to Terrorism (Council of the EU 2005, 2014). It has also
recently been revisited in the June 2022 “Council Conclusions on Address-
ing the External Dimension of a Constantly Evolving Terrorist and Violent
Extremist Threat” (Council of the EU 2022), which aims to deepen engage-
ment with local communities, CSOs, and the private sector to enhance
resilience to terrorism.

Most recently, the 2022 Strategic Compass for Security and Defense
lists violent extremism and terrorism as factors undermining EU security,
both near its borders and beyond, and as significant aspects of the EU’s
strategic environment. In it, terrorism and violent extremism appear to be
pertinent challenges in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region
and the Sahel as well as policy areas of potential cooperation with the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Collaboration with part-
ners in the Western Balkans on counterterrorism is also emphasized.
Although the document does not explicitly mention violent extremism con-
cerning this region, it does stress the importance of “strengthening the
resilience of partners” in the Western Balkans, making it P/CVE-relevant.
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EU CT-P/CVE in Words and Funding

Although it is difficult to identify precisely which EU funding may be
considered CT-P/CVE-relevant or -specific and to distinguish between CT
and P/CVE, we have gleaned much with an in-depth reading of crucial
documents that outline the EU’s understanding of the optimal CT-P/CVE
policy mix (see “Key Elements of EU CT-P/CVE Policy” earlier in this
chapter). However, a fuller understanding of the EU’s policies emerges
from a quantitative text analysis of EU strategies and (European) Coun-
cil Conclusions. These documents are important because they indicate the
position of the EU on a particular issue or event at the highest political
levels, set the general political directions and priorities, and suggest
guidelines for the EU’s response.

We used text-as-data methods to try to understand whether, how, and to
what extent the EU CT-P/CVE approach varies across the Western Balkans,
the Sahel, the Middle East, and North Africa. We examined how the EU
professes to approach the issues of radicalization, terrorism, and violent
extremism in five policy areas (widely defined): political, socioeconomic,
security, diplomatic, and peacebuilding. We analyzed 13 general, policy-
specific, and regional foreign policy strategies, 144 European Council Con-
clusions, and 69 out of 1,324 readable Conclusions of the Council of the
EU (5.2 percent) that deal explicitly with security, terrorism, (violent)
extremism, and radicalization. We explored whether and how often lan-
guage linked to these five policy areas (operationalized as strings of case-
insensitive regular expressions) appears in close proximity to the regions in
question. As shown in Figure 12.2, we focused on the period from January
2003 (see the ESS) to June 2022 (end of the research project).

We proceeded to investigate (1) which of the EU policy instruments are
related to the region in question, and (2) whether EU strategies for prevent-
ing terrorism and violent extremism vary between the three regions. In Table
12.1, we give an overview of the policies that discussed preventing terrorism
and violent extremism in a particular region. The results (Table 12.1 and
Figures 12.2—-12.5) show that the EU primarily relies on diplomatic rhetoric
to address terrorism and violent extremism-related security challenges, fol-
lowed by phrasing in the socioeconomic and security domains.

When combining strategic documents such as the ESS and EUGS with
regional strategies and Council Conclusions, differences emerge by region.
Diplomatic and security-related rhetoric is most prevalent in the Western
Balkans, and socioeconomic terminology and diplomatic language are used
in the Middle East. Document analysis on North Africa and the Sahel
demonstrates the most significant balance of terminology, albeit with a sim-
ilarly heavy diplomatic focus. Political governance, conflict prevention, and
peacebuilding rhetoric are lacking across the three regions.
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Table 12.1 The Combined Frequency of Mentions of the Five Policy
Areas in Relevant EU Strategies and Policy Documents
Between 2003 and 2022

Region  Political Socioeconomic Security Diplomatic Peacebuilding Total

Western 40 64 93 182 11 390
Balkans  10% 16% 24% 47% 3%

North 34 108 98 210 27 477
Africa 7% 23% 21% 44% 6%
and the
Sahel

Middle 72 195 72 257 29 625
East 12% 31% 12% 41% 5%

Total 146 367 263 649 67 1492

10% 25% 18% 43% 4%

Source: Authors’ compilation based on own text analysis.

In general, political attention to terrorism and violent extremism
increased thirty-fold between 2014 and 2016. It was primarily dedicated to
the Middle East, specifically ISIS (Figure 12.3). In fact, as opposed to wan-
ing attention after 2003, the EU’s renewed attention on radicalization, terror-
ism, and violent extremism after 2015 persisted, perhaps proof of a broader
effort by EU member states to approach the challenge through EU structures.

There is an emerging prevalence of socioeconomic-oriented language
in these key strategic and policy documents, thereby supporting the view
that the EU makes a bona fide CT-P/CVE-relevant effort to tackle structural
grievances that may be at the root of violent extremism, as is described at
the primary level of the CT-P/CVE pyramid (Figure 12.1). On the other
hand, as indicated in broad strokes by funding (non)priorities, the most
notable finding is that language on democratic decisionmaking, gover-
nance, rule of law, human rights, conflict prevention, and peacebuilding is
lacking in these strategy and policy documents.

These CT-P/CVE policy documents fit the vision laid out by the
broader 2016 EU Global Strategy, which emphasizes the need to link inter-
nal EU CT-P/CVE policies with the EU’s external action. The EU aimed to
foster a “whole of government” approach to external action by creating an
umbrella funding tool, the 2021 Neighbourhood, Development, and Inter-
national Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) for a Global Europe. With this,
it aimed to break down previous funding siloes and simplify its geographic
and thematic programs to better respond to security-development nexus
challenges and enhance the timely deployment of EU funding for pressing
foreign policy needs (Debuysere and Blockmans 2019). Under the NDICI
funding stream of the EU’s current Multiannual Financial Framework run-
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Figure 12.3 Middle East in EU Policy Documents
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ning from 2021 to 2027, CT-P/CVE programs are funded through the geo-
graphic/thematic pillars of NDICI and, notably, are considered part and
parcel of its development policy—where the EU can allocate significant
financial resources.

The primary thematic program is “Peace, Stability and Conflict Preven-
tion”; however, CT-P/CVE-relevant development-oriented funding can also
be channeled through the NDICI’s geographic pillars, and CT-P/CVE-spe-
cific actions may be funded through the Global Challenges and Rapid
Response programs. Although we are unable to estimate the amount dedi-
cated to the EU’s CT-P/CVE-relevant engagements, about EUR 220 million
is specifically dedicated to CT-P/CVE under the Peace, Stability, and Conflict
Prevention stream (0.3 percent of NDICI’s total allocation; see Figure 12.6).
Significant resources are dedicated to the Middle East, North Africa, and the
Sahel under the geographic portfolios, some of which may be CT-P/CVE-
relevant interventions alongside those under the Global Challenges and Rapid
Response pillars managed by the Commission’s Service for Foreign Policy
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Figure 12.4 North Africa and the Sahel in EU Policy Documents
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Instruments (Skare 2022). A further EUR 14.2 billion has been allocated to
the Western Balkan countries and Turkey under the Instrument for Pre-
Accession Assistance from 2021 to 2027 for rule of law, fundamental rights,
and democracy (15 percent); good governance, EU acquis alignment, good
neighborly relations, and strategic communications (17 percent); the green
agenda and sustainable connectivity (42 percent); competitiveness and inclu-
sive growth (22 percent); and cross-border cooperation (4 percent). Many of
the areas touched here may be considered CT-P/CVE-relevant, too. Overall,
the socioeconomic focus in EU documents is clearly mirrored by its funding.

Key Elements of the US CT-P/CVE Approach

Outlining the main characteristics of the approach the United States has
taken to CT-P/CVE over the past twenty years can contextually ground the
analysis of the EU’s approach and provide a starting point for comparison.
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Figure 12.5 Western Balkans in EU Policy Documents
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Like the EU, in the 2010s the United States began to acknowledge that a
kinetic, security-based approach to CT and P/CVE had its limits. Whereas in
tactical terms, the United States had been successful in thwarting attacks and
eliminating terrorists since 2001, far more people were radicalized and were
engaging in violent extremist activities than ten years prior, with a more
fragmented and diversified picture of violent extremist groups operating
globally. The White House’s 2011 National Strategy for Counterterrorism
and the US Agency for International Development’s (USAID) first-ever gov-
ernment policy, “The Development Response to Violent Extremism and
Insurgency,” shed light on the need to target identified drivers (“push and
pull factors™), such as grievances relating to socioeconomic marginalization,
endemic corruption and elite impunity, and poor governance, in a coordi-
nated, interagency fashion using military, civilian, diplomatic, development,
communications, and business-related tools (Jenkins 2021; USAID 2011).
With the alleged defeat of ISIS, the 2018 National Defense Strategy
under Donald Trump marked a shift in priorities. The strategy stated that
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Figure 12.6 Breakdown of the 2021-2027 NDICI Multinational

Financial Framework
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Source: Authors’ compilation via the NDICI regulation.
Note: In 2018 prices (EUR) and as a share of the NDICI portfolio.

“inter-state strategic competition” was the primary concern for US
national security in reference to China and Russia as well as regional
threats from states like North Korea and Iran (Levitt 2021, 4). In 2019,
in continuity with policy shifts under the second Obama administration,
Mark Mitchell, then acting US Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special
Operations and Low-Intensity Conflict, acknowledged that “to achieve
enduring results, we must ensure that our successes on the battlefield are
complemented by well-resourced post-conflict stabilization efforts.” He
also acknowledged the United States’ shortcomings in establishing a “pre-
vention architecture to thwart terrorist radicalization and recruitment”
(Levitt 2021, 21-24; Bast 2018).

Taking the Trump administration’s approach one step further, the
Biden administration prioritized diplomacy, international and local part-
nerships, and civilian-led capacity building as critical tools for CT-P/CVE.
Washington sought to enable partners by providing intelligence and logis-
tical support while only taking the lead in counterterrorism if terrorism
posed a more critical threat to the United States or its vital interests
abroad. At the same time, the Biden administration committed to programs
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on civilian capacity building, multilateral diplomacy, conflict prevention
and stabilization, anti-corruption, and intelligence forecasting while con-
tinuing to fund tactical efforts as necessary (Levitt 2021, 5). Greater
emphasis was put on law enforcement and the rule of law to limit terrorist
radicalization and recruitment (Landberg 2021, 56). The Biden adminis-
tration has also called for more significant investment in tools to avert
threats before they become imminent. These adjustments help free funds
for other foreign policy priorities and focus efforts on domestic terrorism
and homegrown terrorists following the January 6, 2021, storming of the
Capitol building. By enhancing its strategic focus elsewhere (e.g., the
Indo-Pacific theater), the United States has since had to pursue CT-P/CVE
on a tighter budget (Jenkins 2021, 67).

USAID’s 2020 updated policy on P/CVE through development assis-
tance acknowledges that the challenges posed by violent extremism have
evolved, and the ability of violent extremist organizations to use violence
has increased (USAID 2020, 4). Over the past decade, USAID and other
donors have realized that strengthening and systematically influencing local
institutions and communities has a more significant impact on radicaliza-
tion and recruitment to violence than programs that aim to address specific
drivers (USAID 2020, 4). The policy seeks to foster greater “self-reliance,”
with a vision of “ending the need for foreign assistance” by building capac-
ity and commitment in partner countries across civil society, communities,
individuals, the private sector, and governing institutions to enable them to
eventually solve development challenges autonomously (USAID 2019).
The goal is strengthening local institutions and whole-of-society ownership
by working alongside partners. For example, USAID provides education,
life skills, and other services to youth from marginalized communities
where extremist recruitment cells are active and the authority of legitimate
institutions is weak (USAID 2020, 6). The importance of engaging with and
empowering local actors is emphasized in the 2020 strategy: “Government
institutions, civil society, customary authorities, religious leaders, women’s
groups, youth organizations, the private sector, and communities must lead
their own CVE efforts.” USAID identifies resilience as key to whether and
how radicalization or recruitment to violence occurs (USAID 2020, 11).

According to Ilkka Salmi, the EU counterterrorism coordinator (2021—
2026), the Biden administration’s shift from military action to civilian coun-
terterrorism tools aligns the US approach with that of the EU (Salmi 2021,
17). Salmi adds that, although EU member states (particularly France, which
has taken a leading role in military operations in the Sahel) have often sup-
ported American use of force to fight terrorist groups worldwide, a preven-
tive, CT-P/CVE-relevant approach focusing on development and law enforce-
ment is the preferred course of action as opposed to responding to imminent
threats (frequently under strategies that the US labels as counterterrorism).
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Addressing structural causes and drivers appears to be emphasized more
broadly now. Dissecting the strategies, activities, and funding of US agen-
cies reveals evidence suggesting that the United States sought to address
the challenge in a CT-P/CVE-relevant rather than exclusively CT-P/CVE-
specific manner before 2018, too.

US CT-P/CVE in Words and Funding

To unpack the US approach as a benchmark for comparison, we also ana-
lyzed national security and counterterrorism strategy documents from the
US Department of State, USAID policy documents on preventing violent
extremism (PVE), and their joint regional strategies. Since September 11,
US CT-P/CVE efforts have focused on the Middle East, beginning with the
Bush administration’s efforts to dismantle al-Qaeda, starting with the “war
on terror” in Afghanistan in 2001. To better understand the US approach to
North Africa, the Sahel, and the Western Balkans, we added Country
Reports on Terrorism (CRTs), Integrated Country Strategies (ICSs), and
USAID development policies and funding documents to our database.

As in the analysis of the EU’s approach, we used text-as-data methods
to investigate variations in the US CT-P/CVE approach across regions. We
examined how key documents approach the issues of radicalization, ter-
rorism, and violent extremism in rhetoric associated with five policy areas:
political, socioeconomic, security, diplomatic, and peacebuilding. To
accomplish this, we reviewed 53 documents, including 25 general, policy-
specific, and regional strategies and 28 ICSs. We focused on September
2002 to December 2022, beginning with the 2002 National Security Strat-
egy adopted in the aftermath of September 11. Furthermore, because CRTs
are annual global publications, we parsed the text to focus on the parts
related to the three specific regions and their associated countries, resulting
in a corpus of 221 documents.

We explored whether and how often language linked to five policy
areas appears in designated policy instruments related to the regions. We
investigated whether US strategies for CT/PVE vary among the three
regions. In Table 12.2, we give an overview of the policies discussed about
preventing terrorism and violent extremism in a particular region. The
results (Table 12.2 and Figures 12.7-12.10) show that the US primarily
relies on diplomatic rhetoric to discuss terrorism and violent extremism—
related security challenges, followed by wording in the security and socio-
economic domains. There was a noticeable decrease in the emphasis on
security-related rhetoric during the Trump and Biden administrations, with
an increase in the share of wording related to socioeconomic, political, and



P/CVE Policies of Europe and the United States 211

Table 12.2 The Combined Frequency of Mentions of the Five Policy
Areas in Relevant US Strategies and Policy Documents
Between 2002 and 2022

Region  Political Socioeconomic Security Diplomatic Peacebuilding Total

Western 48 203 440 295 23 1,009
Balkans 5% 20% 44% 29% 2%

North 198 559 684 884 18 2,343
Africa 8% 24% 29% 38% 1%
and the
Sahel

Middle 157 412 280 629 23 1,501
East 10% 27% 19% 42% 2%

Total 403 1174 1,404 1,808 64 4,853

8.3% 24.1% 28.9% 37.2% 1.3%

Source: Authors’ compilation based on own text analysis.

diplomatic tools for CT-P/CVE. As in the EU documents, the language of
good governance, conflict prevention, and peacebuilding is notably lack-
ing in US policy documents.

Differences emerge when combining strategic documents such as
general, regional, and Integrated Country Strategies with Country Reports
on Terrorism. Diplomatic language is used concerning the Middle East,
North Africa, and the Sahel, whereas security-related rhetoric and diplo-
macy are most prevalent in the Western Balkans. Security terminology
remains significant in other regions, albeit less in the Middle East, which
emphasizes socioeconomic measures. Regarding political attention, since
2021 the rise in policy documents regarding the Sahel has been sharp. The
region has been prioritized as a result of concerns about the spread of
extremist violence resulting from an enabling environment characterized
by underlying development and governance issues; the prevalence of
fragility, insecurity, and political conflict; and preexisting cycles of vio-
lence (USAID 2021).

An overview of CT-P/CVE funding also supports this view that US pri-
orities have shifted and that the approach has become more comprehensive.
According to a 2018 report by the Stimson Center, the United States spends
around $175 billion (USD) per year on counterterrorism efforts, a reduction
from the $260 billion that was spent annually in the immediate aftermath of
September 11 (Levitt, Mulligan, and Costa 2021, 17; Stimson Study Group
on Counterterrorism Spending 2018). Looking beyond CT-P/CVE-specific
funding, CT-P/CVE-relevant funding offers a more holistic picture of the US
approach. Strategies for and spending on programs related to CVE in the
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Figure 12.8 Middle East in US Policy Documents
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long run often come from separate agencies, budgets, and funding sources
compared to those that are counterterrorism-specific (tackling the pressing
security symptoms of violent extremism), which are usually connected to the
Departments of Defense or Homeland Security. USAID is an independent
government agency primarily responsible for civilian foreign aid and devel-
opment assistance. Because it accounts for more than half of all US foreign
assistance, USAID spending, primarily on peace and security-related devel-
opment actions, can offer a good indication of how the United States struc-
tures allocations for CT-P/CVE-relevant engagement abroad and demon-
strates how the more kinetic, military-focused approach is being retooled
through a development lens.

By scrutinizing US foreign assistance disbursements in the prepandemic
era between 2014-2020, we can reveal that the MENA region and South and
Central Asia were the largest aid recipients. Significant portions of the aid
resources are earmarked to the policy domain of peace and security. The
second largest domain of focus in these regions was civilian programs
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Figure 12.9 North Africa and the Sahel in US Policy Documents
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such as humanitarian assistance and governance-promoting initiatives. In
comparison, in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), the policy domains of health and
humanitarian assistance made up a substantial share of aid disbursements.
SSA ranked as the third-largest recipient of US foreign aid, followed by the
Western Hemisphere, Europe, and East Asia and Oceania. Aid programs that
addresses better governance and human rights share, more or less, equal
amount of aid with peace and security in the Western Hemisphere and in
Europe, respectively.

The shifting funding priorities and the use of various approaches
reflect the US-targeted efforts to address CT-P/CVE-relevant structural
drivers (see Figure 12.7). From looking at USAID policy documents, we
can discern that the United States has dedicated significant resources to
kinetic responses to CT-P/CVE in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. At the same
time, and increasingly over the past ten years, the United States has adopted
a long-term approach to violent extremism centered on addressing drivers
and empowering local partners.



P/CVE Policies of Europe and the United States 215

Figure 12.10 Western Balkans in US Policy Documents
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EU and US CT-P/CVE Approaches in Practice

The EU Approach in Practice

The text analysis and the overview of both the EU and US funding prior-
ities demonstrate that there is considerable overlap between the areas
identified as crucial for CT-P/CVE-relevant intervention by academic lit-
erature and the type of language used by EU and US policy documents
and the funding. Considering the aforementioned CT-P/CVE pyramid
(Figure 12.1), the current focus of both EU and US intervention is at the
primary, developmental, resource-oriented level (in the socioeconomic
domain), a conditio sine qua non for any CT-P/CVE activities. Whereas
this has been the case for the EU since the beginning, there has been a
gradual shift in the US approach since it became evident that the more
security-oriented approach had not produced its intended outcome: a
reduction in VE activities worldwide.
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On the basis of the evidence, we can see that the EU and the United
States struggle to address good governance, democracy, human rights, and
peace. The EU dedicates only 14 percent of space in CT-P/CVE policy doc-
uments to the language of governance and peace across the Western
Balkans, North Africa, Middle East, and the Sahel, and only 3.25 percent of
its funding to human rights, democracy, peace, stability, and conflict pre-
vention. We conducted semistructured interviews with EU officials to fur-
ther unpack the puzzle and synthesize common threads in the EU’s CT-
P/CVE approach. Triangulating context, policy guidance, and funding with
the views of EU policymakers helps complete the picture of the EU’s exter-
nal approach to CT-P/CVE.

Previous research identified shortfalls in the EU’s CT-P/CVE-specific
approach. In the Sahel, for example, this research indicated that the lan-
guage of “principled pragmatism” has resulted in an emphasis on security
cooperation with (authoritarian) governments, which disregards good gov-
ernance (Bgoas et al. 2021). The focus on drivers of violent extremism in the
Middle East and North Africa, rather than factors of resilience and drivers
of nonoccurrence, has led the EU to focus on border management and secu-
rity challenges rather than promoting social cohesion, encouraging moder-
ate voices, fighting hate speech, supporting good governance, and building
stakeholder capacities (Skare 2021). On the other hand, research suggests
that the EU’s policy toward the Western Balkans has been framed differ-
ently, with a greater focus on community-level rather than security-related
initiatives to build resilience, an approach likely tailored to consider these
countries” EU membership perspectives (Mishkova et al. 2021). Previous
research indicates that, to achieve their objective successfully, CT-P/CVE-
specific policies must avoid emphasizing security concerns and strengthen
their focus on good governance, community resilience, and social justice
(Ben-Nun and Engel 2022).

As such, several adjustments to the EU’s action have been identified in
previous research. First, the EU concentrates its efforts on communities that
are considered at risk. This may lead to negligence toward communities
considered resilient and foster grievances in those communities not receiv-
ing political attention or funding (Mishkova et al. 2021). In some cases,
groups identified as disproportionately at risk of radicalization are margin-
alized at the intracommunity level, thereby creating a vicious cycle requir-
ing additional efforts to provide channels for dialogue and socialization
(Mishkova et al. 2021). Second, the EU’s engagement should build upon its
important youth component and seek to identify (religious) community
leaders as another entry point for engagement, because these medium-level
leaders are essential for meaningful consultation as well as channeling
needs (e.g., better public service delivery, enhanced economic opportunity,
access to education) toward higher decisionmaking levels.
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In a series of interviews with policymakers in the European Commission
and European External Action Service (EEAS), as well as with officers in EU
delegations on the ground, we tried to glean common elements of the EU’s
CT-P/CVE policy in practice, which challenges were faced and mitigating
strategies adopted, and provide country-specific examples where relevant.
After all, it is difficult to compare and contrast the EU’s approach in each
region because of differing interests, threat perceptions, and levels of engage-
ment and the dynamic nature of policymaking. In our effort to understand the
EU’s approach to intervention, we examined whether its efforts in countering
terrorism and preventing violent extremism could withstand external scrutiny
in terms of balancing democracy and security. This is done by addressing the
developmental resource-related grievances that can lead to radicalization and
by adhering to the principle of “do no harm” in its development and diplo-
matic endeavors. If, as our conceptual and evidence base suggests, we should
expand our scope of analysis to include CT-P/CVE-relevant activities rather
than only those that are CT-P/CVE-specific, we find that the EU adopts a
holistic approach to the socioeconomic development of partner countries with
positive spillover for its CT-P/CVE objectives while simultaneously strug-
gling to address good governance, democracy, human rights, and peace.
Interviews conducted with EU policymakers indicate that this should be
attributed to the fact that CT-P/CVE is but one element of a broader diplo-
matic balancing act with third countries.

According to some, “key [third country] partners have little interest in
giving up their privileges by promoting democracy, strengthening civil
society, or implementing improved governance” (Skare 2022). Our inter-
views revealed that when there is ample space for upstream action, the
EU’s CT-P/CVE engagements are formulated in context-responsive ways to
best consider local needs, cultural specificities, and varying incentives for
radicalization. Counter to a straightforward democracy versus security nar-
rative in some literature, interviews with officials corroborate the main
findings of the text analysis: a broad array of considerations, including
socioeconomic development, factor into the EU’s design of CT-P/CVE
activities, both relevant and specific. They highlighted that because strategy
implementation occurs on the basis of needs jointly identified with third-
country authorities, the EU primarily implements what it can in a CT-
P/CVE-relevant way, with a prevention focus on the socioeconomic domain
rather than through CT-P/CVE-specific measures. When designing CT-
P/CVE engagements, a partnership is necessary. For example, security sec-
tor reform cannot occur without engaging with a country’s security forces,
and educational programming cannot be done without cooperating with a
third country’s education ministry, and so on.

Cooperation with third countries is also a prerequisite for context-
sensitive policies at the subnational level. As such, EU engagement with
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CT-P/CVE relevance (considered as such by the practitioners) often takes
shape at the local level, allowing for more in-depth engagement, albeit lim-
ited in geographic scope. Context is of utmost importance: insurgencies,
such as those in the Sahel, require different forms of engagement than
repression-driven grievances in authoritarian regimes in the Middle East or
organized crime-funded ethnonationalist extremism in the Western Balkans.
In line with what peacebuilding academics and practitioners have advo-
cated for (European Commission 2014), the EU uses comprehensive con-
text and conflict analysis to identify arecas where social grievances may be
exploited by terrorist and violent extremist organizations to radicalize and
mobilize certain groups to ensure their engagement is conflict-sensitive. It
also respects the principle of “do no harm” (European Parliament and
Council of the EU 2021a, b). In the Sahel and North Africa, for instance,
policies are often focused on criminal justice, that is, law enforcement
cooperation and the effectiveness of the judicial system (Key Stakeholder
Dialogue 1). In the Western Balkans, the approach changes to promoting
civilian capacity building, such as in public administration, given prospec-
tive EU membership (Mishkova et al. 2021).

The ability to partner also depends on other contextual factors outside
the EU’s immediate control. For example, the broader the reach of extrem-
ist activities within a country, the harder it becomes for the EU to engage in
P/CVE actions and the greater the urgency to adapt to a changed security
environment through more security-oriented crisis management activities.
At times, it is not politically desirable within the EU to interact with
national authorities if they are considered to be grossly violating human
rights. This is the case with northern Syria, where engagement with
national and Turkish authorities raises political eyebrows.

Moreover, national or local authorities may inhibit any EU engagement
because of their desire to reset the terms of engagement with the EU, pos-
sibly under the influence of other external actors or because that engage-
ment could present itself as a risk for those regimes’ authoritarian control.
For instance, EU engagement in the Sahel is severely constrained by those
countries’ perceptions of the EU and its member states. In Mali, military
authorities have constrained the scope of action of CSOs, some of which
are EU implementing partners. Indeed, some of the most challenging envi-
ronments for the EU are in countries that depend on actors such as China
and Russia in the economic and political-security spheres (respectively) or
that have strong ideological ties, particularly to Wahhabism. In the case of
the Western Balkans, both the EU and national authorities struggle to
broadly address the challenges posed by violent extremism because of the
general implications this would have for those countries’ progress on EU
accession. The EU’s engagement passes from being context-responsive to
becoming context-constrained because the primary conditions for longer-
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term engagement are lacking. The result is an attempt to concretely address
particular security challenges that are limited in scope.

The EU also faces difficulties in deconstructing the language of
extremism, combating disinformation, and implementing effective strate-
gic communications. These challenges are further exacerbated by those
related to designing and implementing communications and awareness-
raising campaigns that provide robust and credible alternatives to radical
narratives inherent to reactionary schools of Islamic thought or far right
extremist propaganda. Practitioners refer to the challenge of successfully
sustaining a valid counternarrative in the face of accusations that the EU
endorses double standards.

To mitigate these constraints, EU practitioners reveal a tendency to
reflect on how their engagement could best be tailored in a conflict-sensi-
tive way. In Libya, for example, this has included reinforcing de-mining,
supporting the establishment of fact-checking platforms, promoting social
dialogue to address hate speech, and providing channels for vocational
training to former combatants. In Mali, the EU responded to worsening vio-
lence by supporting efforts to integrate state security forces to include
northern Tuareg in their ranks as a way to build ties with local communities
during stabilization operations—activities that have been severely con-
strained, if not discontinued, since the second half of 2022. Another miti-
gating strategy is for the EU to rely on significant diplomatic engagement
with national and local authorities. In Tunisia, for example, close coopera-
tion with authorities allows the EU to engage with former detainees.

A common thread throughout conversations was that to address these
challenges, facilitate effective implementation, and successfully communi-
cate positive results, the EU’s CT-P/CVE activities must also be imple-
mented in cooperation with locally embedded, trusted, and knowledgeable
CSOs. In turn, local CSOs provide the EU with additional and valuable
intelligence to better frame and target CT-P/CVE engagements. Authorities
can limit CSO engagement to the CT-P/CVE-relevant realm because civil
society empowerment runs counter to their interest in maintaining political
control (Skare 2022; European Commission 2014). Also, identifying and
empowering trusted interlocutors perceived as legitimate by local commu-
nities is a challenge in and of itself. Moreover, EU officials state that adopt-
ing a CT-P/CVE-specific focus identifying the mitigation of radicalization
and extremism as concrete objectives may achieve the opposite effect:
decreasing buy-in to those activities from local populations that have
become “labeled” as vulnerable to violent extremism.

As such, actions with CT-P/CVE-specific objectives may be billed
more broadly to enhance their acceptability and extend their reach. If polit-
ically acceptable, this occurs through the lens of security sector reform or
capacity building. Otherwise, the focus begins to overlap with broader
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CT-P/CVE-relevant activities targeting economic opportunity and growth
or social cohesion. In Tunisia, for example, an implementing partner with
strong links with civil society, national ministries, and former detainees has
been supported by the EU in efforts to match former detainees with com-
panies to offer gainful employment and break the cycle of violence.

Security is an element considered by EU practitioners in their engage-
ment, which is by no means inward looking and which attempts to support
local communities. If anything, EU CT-P/CVE attempts to address vari-
ous policy areas—education, public service delivery, security sector, et
cetera—recognized as necessary to addressing structural drivers of CT-
P/CVE. Contrary to observations in the literature, EU policymakers are
cognizant of the risks of using language related to terrorism and violent
extremism, including in the security sphere. One possibility is that this
may alienate the EU’s diplomatic counterparts in third countries; another
is that it may lead those countries to use the language of violent extremism
to justify repressive policies (Skare 2022).

Also, building on recommendations from the peacebuilding community
(European Commission 2014), interviews with practitioners revealed the
EU’s attention to the gender dimension. Policy formulation takes gender
sensitivity seriously and benefits from targeting women because of their
role in framing family and social norms, such as caretaking and education.
Yet, several conversations highlighted that local traditional beliefs about
gender roles could challenge efforts to enhance female empowerment, a
crosscutting consideration in religiously conservative societies.

The choices EU officials face to address constraints at the local level
are often highly political and involve critical discussions about governance.
However, their ability to address those political topics is diplomatically
limited, which is also due to limited human and financial resources. The
result is that the EU implements a broad array of programs that may be
construed as CT-P/CVE-relevant while lacking the good governance,
democracy, human rights, and peacebuilding focus they might require. The
cumulated effect of needing to partner with third countries, respond to local
needs, speak the same “language” as local communities in strategic com-
munications, ensure the conflict sensitivity of the EU’s approach, balance
against the intervention of other third countries, and enhance local buy-in
means that the EU’s CT-P/CVE engagement often settles for the lowest-
common-denominator solution. Attention toward socioeconomic develop-
ment then emerges rather than toward activities to promote good gover-
nance, human rights, and peacebuilding.

As is apparent, the EU’s CT-P/CVE approach is not just context con-
siderate but teeters on being context-constrained, so the key elements
receive less attention and become atomized across the EU’s CT-P/CVE
action in specific contexts. Although the EU lacks a systematic focus on
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good governance and social justice, it cannot be said that the EU’s priority
is to emphasize security-related elements of its external action at the
expense of efforts to promote good governance in third countries, which
would unintentionally undermine its CT-P/CVE policies.

The US Approach in Practice

Thematically, USAID has identified local resilience as key to whether and
how radicalization or recruitment into extremist violence occurs (USAID
2020, 6-11). On the ground, this has translated into funding for and partner-
ships with local leaders. For example, in Niger, USAID has worked with
civil society leaders to create the Nalewa Mada network, aimed at enhanc-
ing resilience against Boko Haram and the so-called Islamic State—West
Africa Province. The network includes more than three hundred religious,
traditional, youth, and women leaders in thirty villages. Further, USAID has
acknowledged that the exclusion of women has led to communal instability
and fueled violent extremism. As a result, USAID concentrates funding on
promoting women’s participation in peace and security processes, for exam-
ple, through the SHE WINS (Supporting Her Empowerment: Women’s
Inclusion for New Security) initiative that aims to provide grants and tech-
nical assistance to CSOs across Africa, the Middle East, and North Africa
led by women (Mendoza and Zurka 2021). As a further testament to efforts
toward bolstering local resilience by empowering local actors, USAID allo-
cates funding to reinforce community resilience and support local voices
that provide alternative storylines to those pushed by violent extremist
groups (Mendoza and Zurka 2021).

Western Balkan countries do not feature prominently in US CT-P/CVE
strategies, yet examples can be found in Country Reports on Terrorism.
These suggest that the return of foreign fighters is a main concern, along
with weak institutions, organized crime, and corruption. For example, in
Albania, US agencies have worked closely with the State Police Countert-
errorism Unit (CTU) to align government training and equipment require-
ments with US expertise and resources. While this seems to indicate a secu-
rity-driven approach, by looking into funding disbursements in both amount
and priorities, we see the United States dedicates much attention to issues
that may be P/CVE-relevant. Additionally, working with local law enforce-
ment complies with the logic of addressing structural issues such as
strengthening regional institutions and the rule of law. In overall US foreign
assistance disbursements to Albania for 2021, the top sector to receive aid
was “conflict, peace and security,” closely followed by “government and
civil society,” with governance ($12 million) also receiving some funding.

Despite ambitions, the goal of fostering local resilience does not
always match realities on the ground. In 2018, the United States adopted
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the Stabilization Assistance Framework to reinforce donors’ ambition to
coordinate bottom-up, context-specific, and locally informed efforts to
build on preexisting capacities in fragile states such as Iraq, Libya, and
Mali. However, in the case of Syria, the political-military realities of the
war progressively undermined the intended effects of such programs. More-
over, as time passed, local political assistance diverged progressively from
US high-level policy decisions (Brown 2018).

Conclusion

Reviewing general concepts discerned from previous research, analyzing
key policy documents, tracing the rhetoric and funding, and conducting
interviews with key policymakers in the EU institutions has moved the
needle in research on the EU and US CT-P/CVE approaches. Transcend-
ing the democracy versus security scholarly debate, this chapter empha-
sizes how the EU and the United States—in their words and deeds—pay
significant attention to third countries’ development needs, which often
lie at the root of radicalization to violent extremism and terrorism.
Whereas this has been part of the EU approach since the beginning, the
United States has gradually become more holistic, increasingly address-
ing the structural fragilities and enabling factors that drive its occurrence
more comprehensively.

By doing so, both the EU and US CT-P/CVE policies stand against
criticism of undue emphasis on security concerns, an approach that, if
implemented, would undermine the success of their CT-P/CVE activities. In
comparing the EU and US cases, our research acknowledges that specific
CT-P/CVE policies and responses have failed to address the full spectrum
of VE’s structural issues, drivers, and push/pull factors. Looking into devel-
opment policy, funding, and practice does, however, demonstrate aware-
ness and efforts to adopt a more holistic, CT-P/CVE-relevant response by
addressing structural issues, developmental needs, and target drivers across
regions. Though it is difficult to assess whether these efforts intend to tar-
get radicalization and violent extremism, interviews with EU officials point
to why they may avoid explicitly labeling policies as CT-P/CVE.

Despite attempts to make their policies context-sensitive, garner local
ownership of projects, and enhance gender responsiveness, the main chal-
lenge for both actors is a lack of systematic focus on good governance and
social justice in external CT-P/CVE approaches. It is vital to consider radi-
calization processes as ongoing social phenomena that take place in a space
where several actors vie for material and ideational resources. Therefore,
they require careful assessment and multiscalar prioritization, including at
the regional and transnational levels (Raineri and Strazzari, this volume).
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The conceptual innovation at the core of this volume is the focus
on the nonoccurrence of violent extremism in what we call enabling envi-
ronments. The Balkans, the Middle East, and North Africa—the world
regions where we and our partners conducted research—are characterized
by precarious living conditions, potentially making them fertile ground for
radical ideas. And yet, despite genuine grievances and legitimate grounds
for anger, most people living in these regions are not radicalized and do not
embrace ideas that lead to acts of violent extremism. To increase our under-
standing of local community resilience toward violent extremism, we
probed the nonoccurrence of violent extremism in enabling environments.
And we asked why some communities are more likely to experience violent
extremism than others.

Given the heterogeneous spatiality and sociology of the Balkans, the
Middle East, and North Africa, with their unique historical, social, and
cultural characteristics, the methodology employed in this volume had to
be sensitive to the limits but also the opportunities for cross-cultural
comparison. This ruled out straightforward political science, most-similar/
most-different systems designs, and other forms of conceptual Eurocen-
trism. Instead, we opted for a global studies approach that emphasizes the
topic’s historicity and the researcher’s positionality (see Engel and Gelot
2021). At the epistemological level, we have tried to do justice to this
challenge by focusing on a careful empirical bottom-up analysis to iden-
tify local context conditions and avoid hasty generalizations. Second, we
developed a new ontology by introducing the notion of an enabling envi-
ronment. This lens allowed us to relate empirical observations in seemingly
noncomparable world regions and to connect them to other analytical
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categories that were consciously context-sensitive (such as “violent
extremism”). Third, where possible, we focused on the transregional
entanglements that connect our case studies—for instance, the role of
diaspora communities, certain expressions of Islam (e.g., Hanbali-Wahabi
Islam), or foreign fighter returnees.

To deal with the inherent limits of cross-cultural comparison and a
possible Eurocentric bias, we conducted our research in close collabora-
tion with local stakeholders and mixed research teams in every country
where we did fieldwork. Reflecting our positionalities has been a perma-
nent, reiterative process. We hope the findings presented in the various
chapters do justice to the politics and cosmologies of the actors we have
researched. In this last chapter, we offer a comparative synthesis, and on
that basis, we discuss the implications of our conclusions regarding pol-
icy and future research.

Three Comparative Lessons

Seen through the wide optical prism of the case studies and the method-
ological approach explained earlier, several key lessons emerge. The first
and perhaps most salient lesson concerns the issue of trust in gover-
nance, over, above, and beyond whether a particular society adheres to
democracy in the more Western understandings implied by this term. In
their approach to tackling extremism, Western actors have all too often
resorted to a thematic focus centered on the conduct of elections, often
without paying sufficient attention to structural parameters of social
cohesion and societal resilience toward extremism as it manifests
through more traditionally embedded long-standing local governance
structures. As seen in Tunisia, elections, once held in high regard, seem
meaningless in retrospect once the entire political edifice upon which
they rest suffers an almost complete “governmental cardiac arrest.” In
contrast, places such as Jordan and Morocco, which back in the day were
rebutted for their partial electoral politics, emerge as relative bastions of
stability and, indeed, of increased measures of democracy over the
longue durée. Structural stability, social cohesion, and measures of pub-
lic trust should be put much more at the center of Western policies than
the mere measure of whether or not elections have been held and the
allegedly abstract measure of the extent elections are or are not repre-
sentative of so-called public opinion.

The second generic lesson from our work concerns economic condi-
tions that intertwine with violent extremism. Across the board and almost
without exception, notwithstanding the radically divergent social and
regional environments within which our case studies were situated, dire
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economic conditions virtually always trumped ideological or doctrinal
motivations to engage in violent extremism. From Kosovo to Mali and
Niger, and from Tunisia to Iraq, economic drivers and especially youth
unemployment were, more often than not, at the heart of people’s drive
toward extremism. And vice versa: in countries such as Morocco, where a
focus on strong economic development via major structural investment into
broad infrastructure projects ensues, violent extremism could be mitigated.
While many Arab countries” GDP per capita ran lower in 2021 than a
decade earlier in 2011, at the beginning of the popular uprisings, Morocco
and Jordan were two of the few countries that saw their GDP per capita
grow steadily through this decade. Correspondingly, it is little wonder that
Egypt has embarked on similar major infrastructure investments, to tackle
economic woes, while reasoning that these run to the heart of its violent
extremism challenges. Much of the same can be said of the economic hard-
ships of Western Balkan countries, with a possible relationship between the
mitigation of violent conditions and the prospects of European Union (EU)
accession, and its apparent economic benefits. Since September 11, all too
often, Western powers have resorted to seeing violent extremism primarily
through a narrower security-related lens. It is high time to bring back the
focus on economic conditions, because they relate to long-term governance
and social cohesion perspectives at center stage.

The last general lesson is probably the most straightforward and has to
do with Western military interventions, especially within Islamic countries.
From Iraq to Afghanistan, Mali, and the Sahel and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) bombing and Western-forced regime change in
Libya, it is by now exceedingly clear that such military interventions by
Western powers only breed further calls for violent extremism yet achieve
virtually no result in mitigating it. The last failure in this regard is the inter-
ventions by France, the United Nations (UN), and the European Union in
the Sahel. The demands of host countries that France (e.g., Mali, Niger, and
Burkina Faso) and the UN (e.g., Mali) leave have been written off way too
casily as examples of “democratic backsliding” and Russian interference.
However, if this is a case of democratic backsliding, there should have been
a previous process of democratic progress. For those who have lived
through the ten years of international intervention (2013-2023), it is diffi-
cult to see this. The only thing they have got from the elections that took
place in this period and the interventions by France, the UN, and the EU is
more violence, jihadi insurgents that come steadily closer to capital areas,
and the right to vote for a political class that are only good at mismanage-
ment and corruption. There are some painful lessons that the international
community should draw from its ten years of massive involvement in the
Sahel (see Osland and Erstad 2020; Beas 2025). The question is whether
this will be done in the honest manner that it should be.
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Implications for Policy

Violent extremism is more than religious extremism that draws on radi-
cal Islamic theology. It can also be ethnonational and have an extremist
right-wing agenda, as the cases of Bosnia and Serbia (see Chapter 7) have
shown. However, it also cannot be denied that during the last decades, a
significant challenge has been how to deal with Islamic violent extrem-
ism. How to work with Muslim-majority societies is, therefore, a key
issue. Cooperation with religious authorities, most notably with high
Muslim councils, is essential both for the success of violence-mitigating
activities and, more broadly, for the attainment of social buy-in. That
said, non-Muslim interlocutors dealing with Muslim-majority societies
should pay heed and, by and large, avoid entering the doctrinal spheres of
Islam and engaging in theological change efforts. The standing of legiti-
mately recognized Muslim bodies should be enhanced and empowered to
act against violent extremism. Yet, neither the European Union nor the
United States have the intricate knowledge needed to delve into efforts at
theological Islamic change.

With that said, and even under conditions where violence occurs, poli-
cies should avoid an all-out securitization of everything Islamic. Most tra-
ditionalists are not Salafists, and even most Salafists are certainly not ter-
rorists. Understanding the nuances of religious consultation and focusing
on work with community elders can facilitate extremism mitigation efforts.

This volume shows that when we navigate the murky waters of violent
extremism, what is revealed is a complex socioeconomic mosaic that
reaches far beyond ideology. Addressing the root causes may, therefore,
hold the key to preventing and countering violent extremism. As we already
have stated, the intense focus on the manifestations of violent extremism
and the persons behind them also, unfortunately, contributed to the creation
of a blind zone. Not only the leaders of groups like al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State but also their rank-and-file fighters and followers around the
globe were considered die-hard violent extremist militants. People were so
fully radicalized into the world of violent extremism that a violent extrem-
ist agenda had come to engulf their entire persona.

There is no doubt that radicalized leaders and cadres exist. However,
not necessarily all of those involved are radicalized. For those who do
become radicalized, the journey into violent extremism tends to start else-
where than with religion or ideology. The journey into extremism is not dis-
connected from their ordinary lives but a pathway to provide an alternative
social order to improve life chances. It is, therefore, the turn to extremist
worldviews that we need to understand.

What this means is that becoming part of an armed movement that
commonly is defined as a terrorist group may have less to do with an all-
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consuming conviction to the ideology of extremism but rather could instead
be a pragmatic pose that is context determined.

This has important policy implications. If somebody has gone
through a process of radicalization and ends up as a being of pure con-
viction, it makes sense to focus on programs of deradicalization as the
pathway out of extremism. However, if the journey into extremism is
much more determined by a person’s context, the circumstances of their
situation, foregrounding deradicalization may have little effect and could
even lead to unintended results if the person is labeled a danger to soci-
ety. Focusing on the material dynamics that made a person turn to extrem-
ism may yield better and more sustainable results. Therefore, policies and
programming that take seriously the material grievances that provoke
extremism are crucial.

Likewise, much ado has been made about the anti-state and anti-
modernity agenda of contemporary violent extremist movements. How-
ever, if many of those who embarked on the journey to extremism did so
not out of religious conviction or ideological motivation, we have good
reason to believe that what they crave isn’t a return to a medieval state.
Instead, they may search for modernity and a state that works for them
and not as they have experienced modernity, which is not for them, and a
state that works against them. Policies and programming that take the
lived experiences of these people into consideration, therefore, have a
much better chance of yielding positive results than those that see radi-
calization as a closed door of conviction. If we want to bring people back
from the world of violent extremism, we need to seriously examine why
they took this path in the first place.

Future Research

This volume’s conceptual work and the comparisons presented in the
case studies indicate a need for further research in several areas. The
conventional approach would be to compartmentalize the research within
the confines of bounded disciplinary fields, for instance, (1) international
relations, international studies, and global studies; (2) peace and security
studies, critical security studies, and (3) area studies. However, our work
has demonstrated the added value of transcending disciplinary bound-
aries and bringing together people from different disciplinary back-
grounds and academic training in different parts of the world. The work-
flow may not always have been the most straightforward, but repeated
rounds of critical reviews of how we implemented our research agendas
and interpreting the results collectively helped develop the innovative
perspectives presented in this volume.
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The comparative method we used invites further comparisons and
determining which comparison design is most promising. Bringing in other
actors (such as regional organizations, interregional organizations, private
sector organizations, and civil society networks) to research in different
cultural and religious settings (e.g., Southeast Asia) and in more world
regions (e.g., the Horn of Africa, Latin America) would undoubtedly add
to the overall understanding of the occurrence and nonoccurrence of violent
extremism in enabling environments.

Among the loose ends or promising avenues of inquiry is the question
of transnational and transregional entanglements. These include connec-
tions between local places and diaspora spaces, the sociology of migration
of violent extremists, and the role of external agents in manipulating and
polarizing public discourse and undermining governance. The latter
includes actors traditionally considered “out of region” (think, Russia) but
also neighbors or forces in the vicinity of conflict landscapes (e.g., Iran, but
also Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar). This
question is closely linked to the political economy of violent extremism. As
important as it is to reconstruct the way that violent extremists are financ-
ing themselves or are being financed, there also is a potential to investigate
the political economy of the nonoccurrence of violent extremism.

Some chapter authors have identified concrete questions that merit fur-
ther investigation. On the concept of social cohesion, future research needs
to examine non-Western cosmologies and their practical relevance in daily
life, or lack thereof. This could help recalibrate indices and barometers and
make comparisons even more fruitful. In this respect, gendered perspec-
tives and consideration of intersectionality can be strengthened. In addition,
research into cultures of remembrance, art, and popular culture will con-
tribute to a better understanding of the local dynamics associated with the
occurrence and nonoccurrence of violent conflicts. More emphasis should
be put on fine-tuning the definition of resilience vis-a-vis other fields of
research (e.g., resilience in the context of transnational organized crime is
defined and measured differently from what is proposed in this volume).
More systematic comparisons of cases and contexts can be undertaken.
More knowledge needs to be created on community leaders’ capacity to
withstand extremist pressure. On the topic of religion, at least two ques-
tions can be posed: Is there a nexus between the decline of Islamist extrem-
ism and the rise of extremist ethnonationalism? Is there causality between
the Sharifian composition of the kingdoms of Morocco and Jordan and their
apparent relative political stability?

Finally, an academic evaluation of nonmilitary interventions in con-
flicts in general, and structural conflict prevention in particular, is urgently
needed to establish lessons learned and best practices to help make these
interventions more sustainable in theory and practice. The empirical evidence
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discussed in this volume suggests a close relationship between locally
owned preventive actions and the nonoccurrence of violent extremism.
However, further robust empirical research is needed to contextualize and
understand best practices for how international, regional, national, and local
actors can interact to prevent violent extremism, especially at a time when
“violent extremism in the Sahel currently induces local and regional disor-
der while violent extremists gain support as purveyors of order and from
global positions proclaiming to supply it” (Cissé and Vigh, Chapter 3 in this
volume). This requires comprehending how to bridge the gap between local
knowledge and (often) regional action, making external interventions more
fine-grained, and developing a sense of how to collaborate. Furthermore,
this research direction would include observing the cultural transfers
between neighboring zones of nonoccurrence and better networking these
zones with each other.

We firmly believe that only with such future research can the policy
implications discussed previously be critically monitored and construc-
tively assisted. This volume represents an important building block for this
debate but can only be a start.






AA
AIS
AQ-I
AQIM
ARBBiH
AST
ATG

AU

BiH

BIK
BMZ

CEPOL
CNDH
CRTs
CSDP
CSOs

CT
CT-P/CVE

CTU
CVE
DDR
EEAS
ENA
ESS

Acronyms

Autonomous Administration for Northern and Eastern Syria

Armée Islamique du salut

Al-Qaeda in Iraq

Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb

Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina

Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia

Armed terrorist group

African Union

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Islamic Community of Kosovo

Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (Germany)

European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Training

National Council on Human Rights

Country Reports on Terrorism

Common Security and Defence Policy

Civil society organizations

Counterterrorism

Counterterrorism and preventing and countering
violent extremism

State Police Counterterrorism Unit

Countering violent extremism

Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration

European External Action Service

French National School of Administration

European Security Strategy
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EU
EUCAP Sahel
Niger
EUGS
EUROPOL
FAMA
FIS
FRONTEX
FSA
FTFs
GATIA
GDP
GIA
GLD
GSPC
HDI
HDZ
HDZ BiH
HNS
HSRC
IAF
IC
ICG
ICiS
ICoS
ICSs
IJR
INDH
IS
ISGS
ISIL
ISIS
ISSP
ISWAP
JAK-T
JNIM
KDP
KLA
KRI
LIDD
MB
MENA
Mol

European Union
European Union Capacity Building Mission in Niger

European Union Global Strategy

European Union Agency for Police Cooperation
Malian Armed Forces

Front Islamique du salut

European Border and Coast Guard Agency
Free Syrian Army

Foreign terrorist fighters

Groupe d’Autodéfense Tuareg Imghad et Alliés
Gross domestic product

Groupe Islamique Armé

Groupes de Legitime Defense

Group for Predication and Combat

Human Development Index

Croatian Democratic Union

Croatian Democratic Union Bosnia and Herzegovina
Croat National Assembly

Human Sciences Research Council

Islamic Action Front

Islamic Community

International Crisis Group

Islamic Community in Serbia

Islamic Community of Serbia

Integrated Country Strategies

Institute for Justice and Reconciliation
National Initiative on Human Development
Islamic State

Islamic State of Greater Sahara

Islamic State in the Levant

Islamic State in Iraq and Syria

Islamic State Sahel Province

Islamic State West Africa Province

Jund Al Khilafa in Tunisia

Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin
Kurdistan Democratic Party

Kosovo Liberation Army

Kurdistan Region of Iraq

Islamic League for Predication and Djihad
Muslim Brotherhood

Middle East and North Africa

Ministry of Interior



NATO
NDH
NDICI

NGO
NSP
NUPI
NURC
OECD
OIN-B
OSCE
P/CVE
PISA
PID
PKK
PLO
PREVEX

PSD
PUK
PVE
PYD
RFTFs

RS

SARB
SASAS
SCI
SCORE
SCR

SDF

SeeD

SHE WINS

SNS

SRS

SSR

TIFG

UN

UNDP
UNDP ACT

UNMIK

Acronyms 235

North Atlantic Treaty Organization

Independent State of Croatia

Neighbourhood, Development and International
Cooperation Instrument for a Global Europe

Nongovernmental organization

National Socialist Party

Norwegian Institute of International Affairs

National Unity and Reconciliation Commission

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

Okba Ibn Nafaa Brigade

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe

preventing and countering violent extremism

Programme for International Student Assessment

Party of Justice and Development

Kurdistan Workers’ Party

Palestine Liberation Organization

Preventing Violent Extremism in the Balkans and
the MENA

Public Security Directorate

Patriotic Union of Kurdistan

Preventing violent extremism

Democratic Union Party

Rehabilitation and reintegration of returning foreign
terrorist fighters

Republika Srpska

South African Reconciliation Barometer

South African Social Attitudes Survey

Social Cohesion Index

Social Cohesion and Reconciliation

Social Cohesion Radar

Syrian Democratic Forces

Centre for Sustainable Peace and Democratic Development

Supporting Her Empowerment: Women’s Inclusion for
New Security

Serbian Progressive Party

Serbian Radical Party

Security sector reform

Tunisian Islamic Fighting Group

United Nations

United Nations Development Programme

United Nations Development Programme’s Action for
Cooperation and Trust

United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo
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US United States

USAID United States Agency for International Development
USD United States dollar

V-Dem Varieties of Democracy

VDP Volunteers for Homeland Defense

VE Violent extremism

VET Violent extremist terrorism

WoS Web of Science

WoT ‘War on terror
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