
A salient feature of
armed conºict in the Muslim world since 1980 is the involvement of so-called
foreign ªghters, that is, unpaid combatants with no apparent link to the
conºict other than religious afªnity with the Muslim side. Since 1980 between
10,000 and 30,000 such ªghters have inserted themselves into conºicts from
Bosnia in the west to the Philippines in the east. Foreign ªghters matter be-
cause they can affect the conºicts they join, as they did in post-2003 Iraq by
promoting sectarian violence and indiscriminate tactics.1 Perhaps more impor-
tant, foreign ªghter mobilizations empower transnational terrorist groups
such as al-Qaida, because volunteering for war is the principal stepping-stone
for individual involvement in more extreme forms of militancy. For example,
when Muslims in the West radicalize, they usually do not plot attacks in their
home country right away, but travel to a war zone such as Iraq or Afghanistan
ªrst. Indeed, a majority of al-Qaida operatives began their militant careers as
war volunteers, and most transnational jihadi groups today are by-products of
foreign ªghter mobilizations.2 Foreign ªghters are therefore key to under-
standing transnational Islamist militancy.

Why did the Muslim foreign ªghter phenomenon emerge when it did?
Nowadays the presence of foreign ªghters is almost taken for granted as a cor-
ollary of conºict in the Muslim world. Long-distance foreign ªghter mobiliza-
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tions, however, were rare before 1980.3 This is puzzling, given that modern
Islamism emerged in the late nineteenth century, that Islamist groups have
used violence since the 1940s, and that armed conºicts between Muslims and
non-Muslims occurred throughout the twentieth century.

The existing literature provides few answers to the question of the rise of
foreign ªghters, because this type of activism remains notoriously understud-
ied. There are descriptions of foreign ªghter involvement in individual
conºicts, but almost no cross-case analyses or theoretically informed attempts
at explaining their appearance.4 A rare exception is the work of David Malet,
who notes that an established term for the phenomenon does not even exist in
the political science literature.5
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The main reason for the absence of such a term is that foreign ªghters consti-
tute an intermediate actor category lost between local rebels, on the one hand,
and international terrorists, on the other. The emerging civil war literature on
transnationalism is really about rebels in exile or foreign state support for re-
bels, not independent global activists.6 The social movement literature has
paid more attention to the latter, but has so far focused on the nonviolent vari-
ety.7 As a result, the study of foreign ªghters has largely been conªned to the
subªeld of terrorism studies, where, too often, they are conºated with al-
Qaida8 (even though most foreign ªghters do not blow up planes, but use
paramilitary tactics in conªned theaters of war). They are insurgents in every
respect but their passports.9

The purpose of this article is threefold: ªrst, to establish foreign ªghters as a
discrete actor category distinct from insurgents and terrorists; second, to pres-
ent new empirical information about Muslim foreign ªghters; and third, to
propose a plausible hypothesis about the origin of the phenomenon. The anal-
ysis is based on a new data set of foreign ªghter mobilizations, a large collec-
tion of unexplored primary and secondary sources in Arabic, as well as
personal interviews with former foreign ªghters conducted in Britain, Jordan,
Pakistan, Palestine, and Saudi Arabia.

The scope of the article has two important limitations. First, the conceptual
focus is on movement formation, not on general mechanisms of foreign ªghter
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mobilization. I do not formulate a universal theory of foreign ªghters, predict
rates of recruitment, or explain individual recruitment. Second, the empirical
focus is on the Muslim world. A study of Muslim foreign ªghters arguably has
intrinsic value, because Muslim war volunteers are much more numerous and
have affected many more conºicts than have foreign ªghters of other ideologi-
cal orientations. In addition, their involvement in major conºicts such as Iraq
and Afghanistan, as well as their role in facilitating al-Qaida recruitment,
make them a particularly signiªcant challenge to contemporary international
security.

I also stress that the article is not about Islamism, in general, but about a par-
ticular type of Islamist activism. Islamism is politically heterogeneous, in the
sense that different Islamist actors specialize in qualitatively different political
activities. Some oppose local regimes with nonviolent means; others try to top-
ple regimes with terrorist tactics; and still others wage armed resistance to oc-
cupation by non-Muslim powers.10 Different varieties of Islamist activism
have appeared at different times in history, which suggests that they likely
have somewhat different causes. This is why my analysis downplays several
factors commonly emphasized in accounts of the “Islamic resurgence,” such
as the Arab defeat in the 1967 Six-Day War, the decline of Arab nationalism,
or the 1979 Iranian Revolution. Many of the factors that fueled the broader
Islamist movement are insufªcient for explaining the speciªc phenomenon of
transnational war volunteering.11

My argument is that the foreign ªghter phenomenon represents a vio-
lent offshoot of a qualitatively new subcurrent of Islamism—populist pan-
Islamism—which emerged in the 1970s as a result of strategic action by
marginalized elites employed in nonviolent international Islamic organiza-
tions. Seeking political relevance and increased budgets, these activists—who
were mostly based in the Hijaz region of Saudi Arabia—propagated an alarm-
ist discourse emphasizing external threats to the Muslim nation. They also es-
tablished a global network of charities for the provision of inter-Muslim aid.
The norms and networks established by the Hijazi pan-Islamists then enabled
Arab activists in 1980s Afghanistan to recruit foreign ªghters in the name of
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inter-Muslim solidarity. The “Arab Afghan” mobilization, in turn, produced a
foreign ªghter movement that still exists today, as a phenomenon partly dis-
tinct from al-Qaida.

The Hijazi pan-Islamist community itself owed its existence to two exoge-
nous developments in the 1960s, namely, the repression and exile of Muslim
Brotherhood activists in Egypt, Iraq, and Syria, and the establishment of inter-
national Islamic organizations and several new universities in Saudi Arabia.
The supply of exiles met a demand for educated manpower, resulting in the
emergence of a large community of transnational activists in the Hijaz region
in western Saudi Arabia. With limited prospects for domestic political in-
ºuence and an opportunity to work internationally, these activists devoted
themselves to transnational activism and vigorous promotion of populist pan-
Islamism. In the 1970s, oil money, new technologies, and lack of government
oversight made them ideologically very inºuential. Incumbent elites allowed,
and periodically competed with, pan-Islamist propaganda for fear of being
perceived as lacking sympathy with suffering Muslims abroad. At the heart of
the story of the transnationalization of jihad is thus a process of elite
competition.

The article proceeds in four stages. First, I deªne the term “foreign ªghter,”
present the historical record of mobilizations, and clarify the puzzle of foreign
ªghter activism. Next I evaluate ªve explanations for my case selections, em-
phasizing conºict structure, insurgent proªle, government obstruction, com-
munications technology, and the evolution of Islamism. Then I examine
organizational and ideological links between successive foreign ªghter contin-
gents to show that most mobilizations were part of a new ideological move-
ment that emerged in the 1980s. Finally, I use process tracing to examine the
initial formation of the foreign ªghter movement in 1980s Afghanistan.

The Foreign Fighter Phenomenon

This three-part section deªnes the foreign ªghter concept, presents data on for-
eign ªghter mobilizations, and clariªes the puzzle addressed in this article.

deªnitions

David Malet deªnes foreign ªghters as “non-citizens of conºict states who join
insurgencies during civil conºict.”12 I build on this formulation and deªne a
foreign ªghter as an agent who (1) has joined, and operates within the conªnes
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of, an insurgency, (2) lacks citizenship of the conºict state or kinship links to its
warring factions, (3) lacks afªliation to an ofªcial military organization, and
(4) is unpaid.

These four criteria set foreign ªghters apart from other types of violent ac-
tors who cross borders. Criterion (4) excludes mercenaries, who are paid and
follow the highest bidder. Criterion (3) excludes soldiers, who are usually sala-
ried and go where their generals send them. Criterion (2) excludes returning
diaspora members or exiled rebels, who have a preexisting stake in the con-
ºict. This distinction, which disappears in Idean Salehyan’s term “transna-
tional insurgent” or John Mackinlay’s “global insurgent,” matters because
ethnic or kinship links to insurgents presumably facilitate mobilization consid-
erably.13 Finally, criterion (1) distinguishes foreign ªghters from international
terrorists, who specialize in out-of-area violence against noncombatants. This
distinction is rarely made; most works on militant Islamism use generic terms
such as “jihadists” or “salaª jihadists” to describe any transnational violent
Islamist, whether he or she undertakes suicide bombings in a Western capital
or mortar attacks in a war zone.14 In reality, most foreign ªghters never en-
gaged in out-of-area operations, but fought in one combat zone at the time.

Foreign ªghter contingents differ from one another in two important re-
spects, namely, their degree of state sponsorship and the reach of their interna-
tional recruitment. Although foreign ªghters are not soldiers, they often enjoy
some form of state support. Several historical volunteer forces were effectively
irregular armies created by states seeking operational ºexibility or plausible
deniability. For example, the 5,000-strong Army of Salvation in the 1948 Arab-
Israeli War was created and funded by the Arab League (an intergovernmental
organization), trained and led by Iraqi and Syrian military ofªcers, and main-
tained in part through salaries.15 Similarly, the International Brigades in the
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Spanish Civil War may have been a volunteer force, but parts of it enjoyed con-
siderable direct state support from the Soviet Union through the Comintern.16

Although state support is a matter of degree, one can distinguish broadly be-
tween private and state-supported mobilizations. I deªne a mobilization as
state supported if a government agency directly supplies the foreign ªghters
with material resources.

In addition, some foreign ªghters are more foreign than others. The number
of nationalities represented in a contingent and the distance traveled by its
members vary considerably. Some conºicts attract volunteers from all over the
world, whereas others draw people from only a handful of neighboring coun-
tries. The Jewish volunteers in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War are an example of an
international contingent, with participants from four continents.17 By contrast,
the anticolonial struggles in North Africa in the 1950s drew Muslims only from
neighboring countries. Again, geographical reach is a matter of degree, but for
the sake of simplicity, I distinguish between “global” and “regional” foreign
ªghter mobilizations. I deªne as “regional” a contingent whose members all
come from countries bordering on the conºict zone. This article focuses on
global and private foreign ªghter mobilizations, because they involve higher
constraints and thus constitute a more puzzling collective-action phenomenon.
I am thus concerned with cases where Muslims from many countries traveled
a long way without direct state support to ªght alongside other Muslims.

the record

To assess the scale and distribution of the foreign ªghter phenomenon, I gath-
ered a list of all major insurgencies and interstate wars in the Muslim world
from 1945 to 2009 and searched in relevant secondary and primary sources for
evidence of foreign ªghter involvement.18 The full list of major conºicts was
established by merging James Fearon and David Laitin’s list of insurgencies
with Correlates of War Inter-State War Data (ver. 3.0), extracting all conºicts
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that involved at least one Muslim-majority conºict party, and making a hand-
ful of updates and changes.19 The above-mentioned data sets end in 2003 and
1996, respectively, so for later years I included conºicts whose characteristics,
as reported in news media, met the same criteria as in the two established sets.
The ªnal list (see the appendix) does not capture all conºicts in the post-1945
Muslim world, but it is consistent with my deªnition of foreign ªghters as ac-
tors who join major insurgencies.20 There are few known cases of global for-
eign ªghter mobilizations to conºicts that are not on this list.21

Of seventy armed conºicts in the post-1945 Muslim world, eighteen had a
private global foreign ªghter contingent (see table 1). Geographically, cases
cover three continents, and most occurred on the periphery of the Muslim
world. Sixteen contingents mobilized after 1980 (one in the 1980s, ten in the
1990s, and ªve in the 2000s). By contrast, only two small contingents mobilized
before 1980, and none occurred before the late 1960s. Reliable numbers of par-
ticipants do not exist, but the distribution of estimates is bimodal, with ªve
cases of more than 1,000 ªghters and thirteen of fewer than 300. Two cases
(1980s Afghanistan and Iraq) included more than 4,000 ªghters.22 In every
case, foreign ªghters constituted a very small proportion of the total number
of combatants; the conºict with the largest foreign contingent relative to the
overall insurgency was probably Iraq, where at most 5 percent of insurgents
were foreign.23 The Arab world, in general, and Saudi Arabia, in particular, are
strongly overrepresented among participants, except in 1980s Afghanistan
when many Asians participated. There is a possible reporting bias given my
reliance on Arabic sources, but the Muslim foreign ªghter phenomenon is
widely considered predominantly Arab.24

Two points regarding table 1 require further explanation because they defy
conventional wisdom. First, I do not consider the Arab mobilization for the
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1948 Arab-Israeli War global and private, because most of the ªghters were
paid members of the state-supported Army of Salvation, while those who
were not—namely, Egyptian Muslim Brothers—came from a single neighbor-
ing country.

Second, I consider the mobilization to 1980s Afghanistan as private. The
foreign ªghters enjoyed tacit, but not active, state support. The distinction
matters greatly, because the latter is a sufªcient cause of the mobilization,
whereas the former is at most a necessary one. The view of the 1980s Arab
Afghans as actively state supported is a widespread misconception that has
given rise to the popular “blowback theory,” according to which the Arab
Afghans (and by extension al-Qaida) were a U.S.-Saudi creation that later
turned against its patrons.25 The misunderstanding stems from a conºation of
Afghan mujahideen, on the one hand, and foreign ªghters, on the other; it is
assumed that because states armed the Afghans, they also armed the Arabs.26

The United States and Saudi Arabia did provide considerable ªnancial, logisti-
cal, and military support to the Afghan mujahideen.27 There is no evidence,
however, of systematic and direct state support for the Arab Afghans.28 Arab
Gulf states and Western governments acquiesced to foreign ªghter recruit-
ment, but they did not organize it or pay for it. The foreign ªghters were
funded by private donors and the nongovernmental Islamic charitable sector.
The closest the Saudis came to active state support was the state’s introduction
of a subsidy on plane tickets from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan, but this occurred
only in the late 1980s and beneªted aid workers as much as volunteer ªght-
ers.29 Besides, it would not have made any sense for third states to create an
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25. See, for example, John K. Cooley, Unholy Wars: Afghanistan, America, and International Terrorism,
3d ed. (London: Pluto, 2002); and Chalmers Johnson, Blowback: The Costs and Consequences of Ameri-
can Empire, 2d ed. (New York: Holt, 2004).
26. See, for example, Dale F. Eickelman, “Trans-State Islam and Security,” in Susanne H. Rudolph
and James Piscatori, eds., Transnational Religion and Fading States (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1997);
and Tarrow, The New Transnational Activism, pp. 126–127.
27. Steve Coll, Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden, from the Soviet
Invasion to September 10, 2001 (New York: Penguin, 2004).
28. Peter L. Bergen, The Osama bin Laden I Know: An Oral History of al Qaeda’s Leader (New York:
Free Press, 2006), pp. 60–61. I have not seen or heard any such evidence, be it in the jihadi litera-
ture; in personal interviews with former CIA, MI6, and Saudi intelligence agents; in memoirs of
former participants; or in declassiªed documents. There is evidence of sporadic logistical support
from Saudi ofªcials, but only for “dual use” equipment such as construction vehicles. See, for ex-
ample, Basil Muhammad, Al-Ansar al-Arab ª Afghanistan [The Arab supporters in Afghanistan], 2d
ed. (Riyadh: Lajnat al-Birr al-Islamiyya, 1991), p. 87.
29. Mark Huband, Warriors of the Prophet: The Struggle for Islam (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1999),
p. 3.



international irregular ªghting force, because the Afghan mujahideen lacked
everything except manpower, and most of the Arab volunteers were inexperi-
enced ªghters.

the puzzle

The Muslim foreign ªghter phenomenon presents two puzzles: individual
participation and chronological variation. I brieºy address the former and con-
centrate on the latter.

This article does not focus on the supply side of recruitment, but a brief
overview of the terms of individual involvement is necessary to appreciate the
particularities of foreign ªghter activism. Why would anyone want to ªght
someone else’s war? One might argue that the cost of joining was not as high
as it seems. In 1980s Afghanistan, the foreign ªghter death rate was so low (be-
tween 2 and 6 percent30) and average tours so short that some referred to the
late volunteers as jihad “tourists.”31 In most subsequent conºicts, however,
death rates were higher; for example, only a minority of those who made it to
Chechnya in the late 1990s returned alive.32 Injuries were also common in all
the war zones.

Objective grievance related to the political or material repercussions of the
conºict is an unlikely explanation for this behavior. Most foreign ªghters were
not remotely touched by events in the countries to which they traveled, and
public goods offered by local insurgents would not beneªt foreigners. In re-
gional mobilizations (e.g., Pakistanis going to Afghanistan), objective griev-
ance may have played a role, but not in global mobilizations (e.g., Saudis
going to Chechnya). Grievances in the recruits’ home countries constitute an
equally unlikely explanation, because recruits came from many different coun-
tries and joined at many different times. Studies of foreign ªghters, though not
conclusive for lack of good data, have failed to identify economic predictors
for recruitment.33
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30. Ahmad Zaidan estimated that 242 Arabs had been killed by mid-1989. See Jonathan Randal,
Osama: The Making of a Terrorist (New York: Vintage, 2004), p. 76. Because ªghting continued until
1992, a likely estimate is 300 dead out of an overall 5,000–20,000 volunteers.
31. See, for example, Mustafa Hamid, quoted in Vahid Brown, Cracks in the Foundation: Leadership
Schisms in al-Qa’ida, 1989–2006 (West Point, N.Y.: Combating Terrorism Center, 2007), p. 7.
32. Reliable numbers do not exist, but Paul Tumelty noted that Arabs in Chechnya were “prone to
death or capture,” and very few Arab veterans from Chechnya appear in this author’s sources. See
Tumelty, “The Rise and Fall of Foreign Fighters in Chechnya,” Jamestown Terrorism Monitor, Vol. 4,
No. 2 (January 2006), p. 10.
33. See, for example, Felter and Fishman, “Al Qa’ida’s Foreign Fighters in Iraq”; and Heggham-
mer, Jihad in Saudi Arabia.



Material selective incentives also constitute an unsatisfying solution. There
is no evidence that volunteers were paid for their services.34 Prospects for loot
were dim, given that most wars occurred in poor countries where the local in-
surgents greatly outnumbered foreign ªghters. Outsiders could not expect to
receive positions of power in the case of victory. Protection was an incentive
for a small number of active revolutionaries from Arab republics, but not for
the majority, who were previously unmobilized and left peaceful countries.
The pleasure of adventure was probably a factor, but it does not explain the
choice of this particular activity.

To make sense of Muslim foreign ªghter volunteering, one arguably has to
assume the existence of subjective grievances linked to an expanded notion of
nationhood or nonmaterial selective incentives (e.g., social status or afterlife
rewards) or both; in other words, a belief or an ideology.35 The ideological ex-
planation, however, raises a second puzzle, which is the main concern here. If
foreign ªghter activism is facilitated by belief in the duty of intra-Muslim
solidary action, how does one explain the near absence of long-distance
foreign ªghters before 1980? Curiously, no scholar has addressed this question
in-depth before. Most of the literature considers Muslim foreign ªghters a
product of the 1980s Afghanistan war, without really asking why they went to
Afghanistan in the ªrst place.

Malet’s theory of foreign ªghters, perhaps the only such theory developed
thus far, cannot explain this puzzle. Malet argues that transnational recruit-
ment occurs when local insurgents attempt to broaden the scope of conºict so
as to increase their resources and maximize their chances of victory.36 He does
not, however, adequately explain why some insurgents try to attract foreign-
ers whereas others do not. Moreover, his basic assumption—that local insur-
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34. Al-Qaida paid salaries in the range of $200–$250 to some of its Arab associates in Pakistan and
Sudan between 1992 and 1996 and in Afghanistan between 1996 and 2001. The recipients were ar-
guably not foreign ªghters, however, because they were not taking part in an insurgency. In the
late 1990s in Afghanistan, salaries went to those involved in the running of the al-Qaida organiza-
tion, not to the Arab foot soldiers ªghting with the Taliban against the Northern Alliance. See, for
example, Alan Cullison and Andrew Higgins, “Forgotten Computer Reveals Thinking behind
Four Years of al Qaeda Doings,” Wall Street Journal, December 31, 2001; USA v Usama bin Laden et
al. (Southern District of New York, 2001), p. 251; and Harun al-Fadil, Al-Harb ala al-Islam, Vol. 1
[The war on Islam] (document posted on the jihadi internet forum Ansar al-Mujahidin, February 26,
2009), p. 248. I thank Nelly Lahoud for the last reference.
35. Following Martin Seliger, I deªne ideology loosely as a “set of ideas by which men posit, ex-
plain and justify ends and means of organized social action.” Seliger, Ideology and Politics (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1976), p. 11. I understand doctrine to mean an ideology intended for a
speciªc type of action. I deªne discourse as “a way of using language to convey norms or
ideology.”
36. Malet, “Foreign Fighters,” p. vi.



gents initiate the mobilization—does not square with the evidence from
Muslim foreign ªghter mobilizations, most of which were exogenous to the lo-
cal insurgency, in the sense that foreign ªghter recruitment was initiated and
handled by other foreigners, not locals. Insurgents often appealed to the inter-
national Muslim community for ªnancial and political support, but they rarely
called explicitly for ªghters.37 Foreign ªghters came uninvited almost wher-
ever they went.

Explanations

In this section, I consider ªve explanations for the chronological distribution of
cases. The ªrst four focus on changes in constraints; the ªfth posits a change in
motivations. My strategy for testing them is to conduct simple sufªciency tests
and to calculate basic probabilities where data are available. In most cases,
data to conduct more elaborate tests are unavailable.

conºict structure

The ªrst hypothesis holds that foreign ªghters join only certain types of
conºicts—for example, interreligious ones, very bloody ones, or blatant for-
eign invasions—and that such wars were more common after 1980.

A brief look at the most well known cases and the slogans of the volunteers
suggests that religious difference between the warring parties was very impor-
tant. An equally brief glance at the history of the post-1945 Muslim world,
however, suggests that there were plenty of conºicts with religious difference
before 1980, notably in Indonesia, Palestine, Kashmir, Malaysia, Tunisia,
Morocco, Algeria, Philippines, Ogaden, Sudan, and Cyprus. Moreover, on a
few occasions subsequent foreign ªghters deployed in conºicts without reli-
gious difference, notably in Tajikistan, Algeria, and 1990s Afghanistan. Rel-
igious difference probably affects the likelihood and eventual scale of foreign
ªghter mobilization, but it is neither a necessary nor a sufªcient cause of for-
eign ªghter involvement.

A second variant of this hypothesis suggests that conºict severity matters.
This is hard to verify, however. War death data are patchy and notoriously dis-
puted, and battle deaths do not reºect civilian suffering. Available data indi-
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37. Exceptions include Chechnya and Tajikistan, where locals reportedly invited the ªrst foreign
ªghters. See Paul Tumelty, “The Rise and Fall of Arab Fighters in Chechnya,” Jamestown Terrorism
Focus, Vol. 4, No. 2 (January 2006). There is also evidence that some Afghan commanders appealed
to the Arab press for “men” very early in the 1980s. Vahid Brown, personal correspondence with
author, February 10, 2010.



cate no clear correlation between battle deaths and foreign ªghter involvement
in general (see table 2).38 The Algerian War of Independence (no mobilization)
was bloodier than all the conºicts that attracted volunteers in the 1990s and
2000s. Nineteen eighties Afghanistan was indeed deadlier than most previous
conºicts, but not as lethal as the concurrent Iran-Iraq War (no mobilization).
One could argue that the casualties of Afghanistan, Iran-Iraq, and Lebanon
combined served as a catalyst for the birth of a foreign ªghter movement,
given that the aggregate annual casualty ªgures of these three conºicts in the
1980s (165,000 in 1982 alone) were larger than those of previous decades by or-
ders of magnitude. This is at best a necessary cause of the emergence of foreign
ªghters, however.

A third variant of the conºict structure hypothesis emphasizes the political
status of the territory in which the conºict occurs. Most conºicts in the 1950s
and 1960s Muslim world were decolonization struggles, whereas several later
conºicts occurred in countries that were already independent. It may be
that invasions of independent countries were seen by the broader Muslim
public as more dramatic acts of aggression and thus more likely to attract for-
eign ªghters. There may be something to this argument, given that 1980s
Afghanistan was indeed the ªrst independent Muslim state to be invaded by a
non-Muslim country, and that the two other major country takeovers, namely,
that of 2001 Afghanistan and 2003 Iraq, triggered the fourth- and second-
largest mobilizations in my sample, respectively. A majority of mobilizations
in the 1990s and 2000s, however, were for wars that cannot be described as
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38. Bethany Lacina and Nils Petter Gleditsch, “Monitoring Trends in Global Combat: A New
Dataset of Battle Deaths,” European Journal of Population, Vol. 21, Nos. 2–3 (May 2005), pp. 145–166.
I used the Battle Deaths Dataset, ver. 3.0, updated through 2008, http://www.prio.no/CSCW/
Datasets/Armed-Conºict/Battle-Deaths/.

Table 2. Foreign Fighter Mobilization Probabilities

P m (conflict with religious difference)

P m (conflict without religious difference)

P m (conflict with more than 10,000 battle deaths)

P m (conflict with fewer than 10,000 battle deaths)

P m (Islamist insurgent at outset)

P m (non-Islamist insurgent at outset)

P m (conflict post-1980)

P m (conflict pre-1980)

0.33

0.18

0.36

0.23

0.71

0.13

0.43

0.06



country takeovers. Instead, the conºicts in Bosnia, Tajikistan, Chechnya, and
Kosovo arguably had structurally more in common with decolonization strug-
gles than with the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. Finally, it is not obvious
why anticolonial struggles should not attract foreign ªghters, given that these
struggles were also fundamentally about liberation of Muslim territory, except
that the initial occupation (colonization) had occurred much earlier in time.
One might even argue that, on the contrary, the increase in the number of inde-
pendent Muslim states after 1950 should have produced more local nationalist
movements, not more transnational activism.

insurgent proªle

The second hypothesis suggests that foreign ªghters join only conºicts where
local insurgents possess certain qualities (e.g., an Islamist ideology) or re-
sources (preexisting links with other countries). Given that so many of the in-
surgents with an Islamist proªle attracted foreign ªghters (see table 2), it is
reasonable to assume that the increased role of religion in civil wars or the
Islamization of nationalist struggles contributed to the growth in the foreign
ªghter phenomenon.39 In several cases, however (late 1960s Palestine, late
1970s Lebanon, 1990s Somalia, Bosnia, Chechnya, and Kosovo), foreign ªght-
ers joined insurgents who were not strictly speaking Islamist at the outset.
More important, there are endogeneity concerns, because it is reasonable to as-
sume that some insurgents may have adopted an Islamist proªle to woo for-
eign Muslim supporters.40 Finally, there may be a confounding variable behind
both the Islamization of insurgencies and the rise of foreign ªghters.

A more appealing variant of the insurgent proªle hypothesis suggests that
insurgents with many preexisting links to Islamist communities in the Arab
world are more likely to see foreign ªghter involvement. For example, several
Afghan mujahideen leaders had studied in Islamic universities in Egypt in the
1960s, which likely facilitated the early Arab involvement in Afghanistan.41

The lack of good data makes it difªcult to rigorously test this hypothesis, but
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39. On the increasing role of religion in civil war, see, for example, Jonathan Fox, “The Rise of Reli-
gious Nationalism and Conºict: Ethnic Conºict and Revolutionary Wars, 1945–2001,” Journal of
Peace Research, Vol. 41, No. 6 (November 2004), pp. 715–731. On the Islamization of nationalist
struggles, see Meir Litvak, “The Islamization of the Palestinian-Israeli Conºict: The Case of
Hamas,” Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 34, No. 1 (January 1998), pp. 148–163; Yoginder Sikand, “The
Changing Course of the Kashmiri Struggle: From National Liberation to Islamist Jihad?” Muslim
World, Vol. 91, Nos. 1–2 (March 2001), pp. 229–256; and Julie Wilhelmsen, When Separatists Become
Islamists: The Case of Chechnya (Kjeller: Norwegian Defence Research Establishment, 2004).
40. See Wilhelmsen, When Separatists Become Islamists.
41. Olivier Roy, Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan, 2d ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990).



anecdotal evidence suggests that several prominent pre-1980 insurgents, such
as the Moro National Liberation Front, had extensive links with religious com-
munities in the Arab world without seeing foreign ªghters, whereas several
positive cases (e.g., 1990s Somalia, Tajikistan, Chechnya, Eritrea, and Kosovo)
lacked such links.42

government obstruction

A third hypothesis proposes that people become involved in foreign conºicts
only when governments allow them. The 1980s may have seen an opening in
the opportunity structure for foreign ªghter activism. As noted above, the
Arab Afghans were not actively supported by governments, but they enjoyed
a friction-free recruitment environment in the Gulf countries and in the West.
Governments can undoubtedly affect the scale of foreign ªghter mobilizations.
There is no question, for example, that there would have been many more for-
eign ªghters in Palestine in the 1990s and 2000s had Israel and its neighbors
not made it extremely difªcult to go there. States can probably not prevent the
occurrence of small mobilizations, however, if the intent is strong enough.
Most Arab governments’ tolerance for open recruitment ended in the early
1990s, yet the phenomenon ºourished, with some Saudi ªghters even making
it to Palestine. Given that later mobilizations were likely path-dependent on
the ªrst Afghan jihad, one might argue that the opportunity structure in the
1980s is the one that matters. For this to explain timing, however, one must
prove that government obstacles really were higher before 1980, which is
difªcult to do, given the lack of evidence of government obstruction of foreign
ªghter recruitment to places other than Palestine. On balance, it seems likely
that passive state support for the Arab Afghans was a necessary cause of the
post-1980 proliferation of foreign ªghters, but it was not sufªcient.

communications technology

A fourth possibility is that global foreign ªghter mobilizations require commu-
nications technology that was unavailable or too expensive before 1980. One
variant of this hypothesis emphasizes transportation. This is an attractive idea,
because travel costs directly affect the ability of individuals to join faraway
conºicts. The cost of ocean freight, air transport, and telephone calls fell
sharply between 1940 and 1980.43 Scholars have linked these developments to
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42. On the links of the Moro National Liberation Front to the Arab world, see Thomas M.
McKenna, Muslim Rulers and Rebels: Everyday Politics and Armed Separatism in the Southern Philip-
pines (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), p. 143.
43. Frances Cairncross showed that the sharpest decline in communication costs occurred from
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the signiªcant increase in the number of annual pilgrims to Mecca in the same
period.44 It seems very likely that cheaper transportation facilitated global for-
eign ªghter mobilizations, although it is not clear at which price threshold or
by which particular technology such mobilizations become possible. Purely for
anecdotal purposes, one may note that long-distance jihad volunteering oc-
curred as early as the tenth century a.d., when ªghters traveled from today’s
Iran to southern Turkey to defend the Abbasid caliphate against Byzantine
invasion.45

A second variant of the technology hypothesis emphasizes new media.
Communication and publishing technology affects the reach, speed, and im-
pact of recruitment propaganda. Popular access to television and other news
media is known to have increased markedly in the Arab world in this period,
presumably bringing greater awareness of events involving Muslims abroad.46

New media, however, is at best a necessary condition for the rise of foreign
ªghters. If media were sufªcient, one would expect to see non-Muslim trans-
national war volunteering and other forms of transnational activism increase
in the 1980s, which is not the case. Malet documents few non-Islamist foreign
ªghter mobilizations in this period, and social movement scholars date the
most signiªcant rise in transnational activism to the late 1990s.47

evolution of islam

The ªfth explanation focuses on motivations and links the foreign ªghter phe-
nomenon to the evolution of the Islamist movement. Foreign ªghters may
have proliferated because the Islamist movement grew stronger. The problem
here is twofold. First, there is a chronological disconnect between the rise of
Islamism and the emergence of global foreign ªghters. Islamism emerged as
an ideology in the late nineteenth century and as an organized political phe-
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Cairncross, The Death of Distance: How the Communications Revolution Will Change Our Lives (Boston:
Harvard Business School Press, 1997), p. 214.
44. According to Robert R. Bianchi, the steepest increase in pilgrim numbers of any ten-year pe-
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sity Press, 2004), pp. 49–51.
45. Michael Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History: Doctrines and Practice (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2006), p. 133.
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per 1,000 in 1984, while television reception increased from 14 receivers per 1,000 in 1976 to 262
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Saudi Arabia,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Kansas, 1987.
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nomenon in the late 1920s.48 In the late 1940s, the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt had several hundred thousand members.49 There was no lack of
Islamists to join other Muslims’ wars in the decades preceding the Afghan ji-
had. Second, there is a substantive disconnect between the political project of
pre-1980 Islamists and the activity performed by the foreign ªghters.50 Most
Islamist groups before the 1980s fought against their own regimes. Very little
in the doctrines or activities of Islamists before 1980 logically predicted in-
volvement in faraway wars of national liberation. The same problem arises
with explanations that emphasize the role of the 1979 Iranian Revolution. The
substantive core of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s project was domestic revo-
lution, not liberation of occupied Muslim territories. His success should logi-
cally have inspired more revolutionary activism—which it arguably did for a
short while in early-1980s Egypt and Syria. There was no reason, however,
why the Iranian Revolution should have fueled the foreign ªghter movement,
which effectively undermined existing Sunni revolutionary movements by di-
verting recruits to foreign conºicts.

Some prominent scholars have made the inverse claim, namely, that foreign
ªghters emerged because Islamism declined.51 In this perspective, the transna-
tionalization of Islamism in the 1980s and 1990s was a reaction to the weakness
or moderation of mainstream Islamist parties, or both. This explanation is also
unsatisfactory. The process whereby moderation of the mainstream leads to
radicalization of the fringe is plausible and well known from other contexts,
for example, in European leftist movements in the 1960s.52 It is much less clear
why moderation of the mainstream would lead to internationalization of the
fringe. The exodus of Egyptian and Syrian revolutionaries to Afghanistan was
a consequence, not a cause, of the Arab mobilization to Afghanistan, because
these people were not among the ªrst to arrive, and were not very active in in-
ternational recruitment. (The main entrepreneurs were Muslim Brothers such
as Abdallah Azzam.) Besides, the revolutionaries were never that numerous in
Afghanistan; the majority of foreign ªghters in the 1980s were previously un-
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mobilized.53 As I show below, repression of domestic Islamists did play a role
in the timing of the foreign ªghter phenomenon, but in a more roundabout
way than previously assumed.

It seems, then, that none of the ªve explanations reviewed so far—namely,
conºict structure, insurgent proªle, government obstruction, communications
technology, and the evolution of Islamism—can individually account fully for
the chronological variation in the occurrence of foreign ªghter mobilizations.
A ªnal possibility is that a combination of two or more of these factors consti-
tutes a sufªcient cause. The problem here is that, apart from the difªculty of
analyzing interaction effects between multiple variables with many missing
values, no one combination of factors stands out as constituting a particularly
plausible explanation. For example, the combination of improved communica-
tions technology with a strengthened Islamist movement needed not produce
war volunteers; it might just as well have produced more mobile revolutionar-
ies with larger international support networks. Similarly, the combination of a
spectacular country takeover (the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan) with tempo-
rarily high government tolerance for war volunteering hardly explains why
people decades later insert themselves in muddled conºicts under heavy gov-
ernment constraints.

Many of the abovementioned factors likely constitute enabling conditions
either for the likelihood of mobilization occurrence or for the eventual scale of
the mobilization. The presence of Islamist insurgents and availability of low-
cost travel seem to facilitate mobilization occurrence, whereas conºict type,
government constraints, and travel cost all seem to affect scale. Whether alone
or in combination, these factors do not, however, constitute sufªcient causes of
the series of foreign ªghter mobilizations observed after 1980.

A New Ideological Movement

This section presents a sixth explanation for the foreign ªghter phenomenon. It
posits a different type of motivational change, namely, the emergence of a
qualitatively new ideological movement or subcurrent of Islamism that did
not exist before the 1980s.54 The hypothesis suggests that representatives of

The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters 71

53. A majority of Arab Afghans were from Saudi Arabia, which had practically no Sunni revolu-
tionaries in the 1980s. Hegghammer, Jihad in Saudi Arabia, p. 47.
54. Gilles Kepel and Bernard Rougier have argued that a new ideology called salaª jihadism
emerged in the 1980s, but they have linked this ideology to a broad range of violent phenomena,
including anti-regime militancy and international terrorism, not speciªcally to foreign ªghter
activism. See Kepel, Jihad, pp. 219–222; and Rougier, “Le jihad en Afghanistan et l’emergence du



this movement joined most subsequent conºicts involving Muslims almost re-
gardless of constraints. Two testable predictions emerge: ªrst, one should
expect to see ideological, social, and organizational links between most for-
eign ªghter contingents after 1980. Second, one should expect to see substan-
tial differences between the foreign ªghter ideology and preceding Islamist
ideologies.

The ªrst prediction is not difªcult to conªrm, as there are numerous links
among post-1980s foreign ªghter contingents. Recruitment literature from
early conºicts was used for later ones, and new propaganda is full of refer-
ences to earlier conºicts. There was considerable overlap of personnel, with
Arab veterans of 1980s Afghanistan acting as ªrst movers in at least eight of
the subsequent mobilizations.55 Although no one organization linked the suc-
cessive contingents, a number of people participated in more than one conºict,
and some were involved in as many as ªve or six different wars.56 Finally,
many of the same logistics chains and funding sources (especially Islamic
charities) were involved in several different mobilizations.57

Testing the second prediction is more complicated. To determine whether
a distinct foreign ªghter ideology emerged around 1980, I examined recruit-
ment propaganda from 1980s Afghanistan, Bosnia, and Iraq and compared it
with similar material from pre-1980 violent Islamist groups and with that of
Islamist groups engaged in other forms of violent activism after 1980. I chose
Afghanistan, Bosnia, and Iraq because they represent the largest mobilizations
and because they are chronologically well distributed insofar as each occurred
in a different decade.

Following John Wilson, I focused on three aspects of the recruitment
messaging: diagnosis (what is wrong), prognosis (what needs to be done),
and rationale (who should do it and why).58 Given the large number of avail-
able documents, I relied on a sample of texts deemed by observers and par-
ticipants as particularly inºuential at the time of the mobilization. For 1980s
Afghanistan, this meant Abdallah Azzam and the magazines produced by
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Arabs in Peshawar, given that Azzam was by far the most inºuential and
proliªc proponent of Arab involvement in Afghanistan and that Peshawar was
the base of the Arab-Afghan community.59 For Bosnia, I looked at the state-
ments of Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Dawsary (“Barbaros”) and recruitment
videos from the 1992–95 period. Al-Dawsary was neither as proliªc nor as in-
ºuential as Azzam had been in the 1980s, but he was arguably the principal
ªrst mover and the most visible spokesperson of the Arab contingent in
Bosnia.60 For Iraq, I examined texts by Abu Umar al-Sayf and internet recruit-
ment videos issued in 2003 and 2004. The Chechnya-based al-Sayf was not per-
sonally involved in the Iraqi insurgency, but he was one of the most inºuential
advocates of foreign ªghter involvement in Iraq.61

content of the foreign ªghter ideology

In all three samples, the diagnosis is that the Muslim nation (umma) faces an
existential external threat. The conºict for which volunteers are sought is but
the latest and direst in a series of occupations of Muslim territory and massa-
cres of Muslims. Documents typically contain vivid descriptions of the crimes
allegedly being committed in the conºict in question: territory is occupied,
women are raped, children and elderly are killed, mosques are desecrated and
resources extracted. Documents also list other recent cases of non-Muslim re-
pression of Muslims around the world.

The prognosis is that Muslims ªght back militarily in the area in question.
Two types of reasons are usually provided. The most important is that Islamic
law commands it. Documents cite scripture and classical jurists at length to
show that the criteria for military jihad are met. The second oft-provided rea-
son is pragmatic, namely, that the situation is too dire and the enemy too
wicked for any diplomatic solution to work.
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The rationale is that all able Muslim men worldwide join the ªghting be-
cause Islamic law requires it. The responsibility for the defense of Muslim ter-
ritory is shared by all Muslims and not limited to the residents of the contested
area. Two types of arguments support the call for solidary action. The ªrst em-
phasizes the unity of the Muslim nation. Victims are systematically referred to
as “our brothers/sisters/mothers/children” as if they were blood relations of
the prospective recruits. The second argument invokes Islamic law, declaring
ªghting an individual religious duty (fard ayn) for all Muslims.

It is clear from the available material that Abdallah Azzam is by far the
most inºuential foreign ªghter ideologue. Subsequent writers cite and praise
him, and later recruitment videos include recordings from his speeches. His
texts are emblematic of the foreign ªghter doctrine and may thus be used as a
basis for a comparison between the foreign ªghter doctrine and other jihad
doctrines.

distinctive features of the foreign ªghter ideology

At the time of its introduction in the mid-1980s, the foreign ªghter doctrine
differed from existing jihad doctrines in two important ways. First, it offered
a diagnosis focusing on an outside enemy, whereas Islamist revolutionary
doctrine focused on the enemy within. Prior to 1980, practically all mili-
tant Islamist groups fought for regime change in their respective countries.62

For Islamist revolutionaries such as Sayyid Qutb and Muhammad Faraj, jihad
was primarily about eliminating corrupt rulers and revoking secular legisla-
tion, not repelling external military aggression.63

Second, Azzam’s doctrine differed from orthodox Islamic views on jihad by
offering a rationale for privatized warfare, for example, divesting national
governments of the power to prevent individuals to go abroad for war.64 Most
mainstream Islamic scholars in the twentieth century held that jihad may be
declared in cases of clear aggression against Muslim countries by non-Muslim
powers, but they stressed that the responsibility for ªghting (the individual
duty) lies primarily with the local population. For outsiders, ªghting was a so-
called collective duty (fard kifaya), one that is met by the community as a whole
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and thus not binding for the individual. Outsiders were allowed to ªght,
pending permission from parents, creditors, and political authority.65 This last
point helps explain why limited foreign ªghter mobilizations occurred at
all prior to 1980. Pan-Islamic solidarity norms existed long before Azzam, but
private military participation was circumscribed by a larger set of theological
restrictions.

It is also worth noting that Azzam’s doctrine differs from al-Qaida’s more
recent global jihad doctrine by offering a different prognosis. Whereas Azzam
advocated conventional military tactics in conªned theaters of war, Osama bin
Laden’s famous 1998 declaration sanctioned all means in all places.66

A good indication that the foreign ªghter doctrine represented something
substantially new in the 1980s is the controversy sparked by its introduction.
As Azzam himself later said, “Some were angry, some were pleased, some re-
proved. Our brothers scolded us and sent a storm in our face, saying ‘You are
urging the youth to rebel against us.’”67 Several prominent Islamist scholars,
such as Salman al-Awda, Safar al-Hawali, and Yusuf al-Qaradawi, disagreed
with Azzam’s individual duty argument, saying non-Afghans might be al-
lowed or even encouraged to ªght in Afghanistan, but they were not obliged
to do so.68 Similarly, the late 1980s and early 1990s saw ideological disagree-
ment between revolutionaries and foreign ªghters over whether to confront
Muslim regimes or non-Muslim occupiers.69 In the late 1990s and early 2000s,
foreign ªghters argued with al-Qaida over whether to wage a global terrorism
campaign against the United States or ªght conventionally in Chechnya and
Iraq.70

Azzam’s message resonated in part because all Islamic expressions of poli-
tics were on the ascendant in the 1980s. Arab nationalism had been on the de-
cline since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, and the 1979 Iranian Revolution had
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shown that the Islamic revolution was more than a utopia. Moreover, on the
Islamist ideological market, the foreign ªghter doctrine had the advantage of
being closer to Islamic legal orthodoxy on jihad than most other militant
Islamist ideologies. In fact, Azzam’s ruling that jihad is an individual duty
for all in case of outside invasion was arguably more similar to the classical
medieval jihad conception than was the twentieth-century orthodoxy,
which conceded veto power on the matter to the nation-state, a modern inno-
vation. Azzam’s doctrine was also much less controversial than Sayyid
Qutb’s revolutionary Islamism because the struggle Azzam envisaged—
defense of Muslim territory from non-Muslim aggression—was the same as
that assumed in orthodox jihad doctrines.71 By contrast, revolutionaries pro-
posed killing nominally Muslim rulers, a theologically much more problematic
project. Moreover, the guerrilla tactics envisaged by the foreign ªghter doc-
trine were much easier to reconcile with classical Islamic rules for warfare than
were the terrorist tactics of many other militant Islamist groups.72

Why, then, did Azzam’s doctrine not mobilize more people? One obvious
reason is that it had to compete with other ideologies and forms of identiªcat-
ion. Local, national, and regional political concerns still preoccupied most or-
dinary people. Moreover, Azzam’s doctrine faced a very inºuential competing
theological view on the issue of whether or not participation in foreign con-
ºicts constitutes an individual duty for all. As indicated above, the vast major-
ity of Islamic scholars considered participation in other Muslims’ wars of
national liberation a collective duty, one that was subject to authorization from
the prospective recruit’s government, parents, and creditors. From this point of
view, going abroad for jihad without permission is a sin. Although there are
reasons to be skeptical about the constraining power of ideology, this doctrinal
point has an observable effect on recruitment, as documented by a recent
study of parental consent to jihad participation in Pakistan.73 The notion of
collective duty thus provides signiªcant obstacles to participation for the moti-
vated and ample excuses for the not so motivated. The collective duty argu-
ment predominated because it was promoted by governments and religious
establishments, which understandably did not wish to relinquish religious au-
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thority. Thus Azzam’s doctrine was not uncontroversial, but it did provide a
rationale for those who wished to act as foreign ªghters.

Based on the above, I conclude that there exists a distinct Muslim foreign
ªghter doctrine that was articulated only in the 1980s. The post-1980 prolifera-
tion of foreign ªghters was thus most likely linked to the emergence of a social
movement that provided ªrst movers and ideology for subsequent mobiliza-
tions. But where did the ªrst movers and their ideas come from?

Origins of the Foreign Fighter Movement

The question of the origin of ªrst movers and their preferences is usually
avoided by scholars of civil war.74 Most studies focus not on ªrst movers but
on late joiners, for good reasons. First, probing the origin of ideologies in-
volves the intangible world of ideas, where observable data are scarce and
endogeneity concerns are rife, making it difªcult to test arguments. Second,
understanding late joiners is more important for explaining large-scale
conºict. Third, in most civil wars the same types of ideological motivations re-
cur, making the motivations of ªrst movers relatively uninteresting. For for-
eign ªghters, however, the role of ªrst movers and ideology is so large it
cannot be left unexplored. The difªculty of establishing causality should not
stop scholars from proposing well-founded hypotheses.

In this section, I offer an explanation for the origin of the ªrst movers and
their ideas. Although not explicitly theorized, my explanation draws on the lit-
erature on social movements and the literature on nationalism, the two main
academic traditions that address the question of movement formation. I share
the assumption of many social movement scholars that movement initiation
requires some combination of political opportunities, organizing structures,
and cultural frames.75 My core concern, however, is the speciªc origin of the
organizing structures and cultural frames, topics that the social movement lit-
erature usually does not address in detail.76 To explain the motivations of the
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ªrst movers and their particular choice of ideological discourse, I draw on
the nationalism literature on elite competition and outbidding.77

It is important to note that this section seeks to explain not the mere occur-
rence of foreign ªghter involvement in Afghanistan, but the emergence of a
movement large enough to outlive the war. I also do not intend to explain all
stages in the mobilization. I am concerned with the initial formation of the
movement (i.e., the period between 1979 and 1985). Once a community of for-
eigners had been established in Peshawar and a recruitment discourse articu-
lated, many factors other than Hijazi pan-Islamism shaped the pattern and
scale of the mobilization.

the hypothesis

My hypothesis is based on three observations. First, I note the substantive dis-
connect between foreign ªghter ideology and the ideologies usually identiªed
as its ancestors, such as Qutbism and Wahhabism. The Egyptian ideologue
Sayyid Qutb (1906–66) advocated revolution in Muslim states; he rarely men-
tioned conºicts with non-Muslims other than in Palestine, and at no point did
he call on people to join other Muslims’ wars of national liberation.78 Similarly,
Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–92) and his exegetes in the twentieth-
century Saudi religious establishment wrote about doctrinal and moral
puriªcation of Muslims, not about international politics.79 As late as 1950,
Wahhabi clerics did not even consider non-Wahhabis as Muslims, much less as
brothers in a united Muslim nation.80 Contrary to widespread perceptions,
ofªcial Saudi clerics never declared it an individual duty for all Muslims to
ªght in 1980s Afghanistan or any other subsequent conºict (though they, along
with mainstream scholars in many other countries, usually declared it a duty
to support Muslim insurgents).

Second, I note the existence of a body of writings from the 1970s and early
1980s whose content is reminiscent of the foreign ªghter discourse. In this pe-
riod, publications issued by international Islamic organizations (IIOs) were full
of articles reporting the plight of Muslims around the world. These magazines
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called for ªnancial contributions in much the same way that the foreign ªghter
literature called for recruits.

Third, the same community that produced these publications also provided
humanitarian support for Muslim victims of war or disaster around the world.
Representatives of the Muslim World League and its afªliated charities were
notably on the ground helping Afghan refugees in Pakistan in the early 1980s,
long before the foreign ªghters arrived in signiªcant numbers. By contrast,
representatives of the Wahhabi religious establishment were absent from
Pakistan and Afghanistan until the end of the 1980s.

I thus posit the existence of a pan-Islamic identity movement that emerged
in moderate form in the 1970s and produced a violent offshoot in the 1980s.81

I further suspect that the pan-Islamist movement emerged through some of the
same dynamics that brought about other identity movements, notably elite
competition and outbidding. Given that IIOs in the 1970s were staffed by
highly educated people, this may be a case of elite competition between trans-
national activists, on the one hand, and incumbent religious and political elites
in Muslim countries, on the other. I hypothesize a simpliªed chain of events
leading to the emergence of the ªrst Arab Afghans and their ideology (ªg-
ure 1). Below I elaborate on this chain of events and explain the mechanisms
involved in each link.

the rise of the pan-islamist movement

The idea that all Muslims are one people is as old as Islam, and since the nine-
teenth century, political actors have harnessed the notion of the umma for a va-
riety of purposes.82 The pan-Islamist movement described here must therefore
be distinguished from earlier manifestations of pan-Islamism, especially the
early-twentieth-century attempts by Islamists to restore the Caliphate and
the 1960s foreign policy doctrine of Saudi King Faisal. Caliphists sought a for-
mal political union of Muslim countries; King Faisal sought foreign policy co-
ordination among Muslim governments. The pan-Islamist movement of the
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1970s sought neither; its aim was to foster popular awareness about Muslims’
standing in the world and cooperation between Muslims worldwide. This be-
ing said, King Faisal’s foreign policy doctrine and Hijazi pan-Islamism were
related insofar as the former laid the institutional foundations for the latter.

The movement emerged in the late 1960s in a cluster of religious institutions
based in the western Hijaz region of Saudi Arabia. These institutions had been
set up in the 1960s for a variety of reasons. The Muslim World League was
created in Mecca in 1962 by entrepreneurial remnants of the caliphist move-
ment.83 In 1969 King Faisal’s anti-Nasserist diplomatic efforts led to the foun-
dation of the Organization for the Islamic Conference (headquartered in
Jidda).84 Meanwhile, the rapidly expanding Saudi education sector brought
large universities to the region, notably the International Islamic University of
Medina, founded in 1961. The year 1967 saw the foundation of King Abd al-
Aziz University in Jidda and its incorporation of the College of Sharia in
Mecca (later Umm al-Qura University). By 1970 the Mecca-Medina-Jidda trian-
gle was home to the world’s largest concentration of Islamic religious institu-
tions. So many, in fact, that Saudi Arabia did not have the human resources to
staff them.

Fortunately for Saudi Arabia, the expansion of the Hijazi religious sector
was shortly preceded by the repression of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab
republics, which led thousands of Islamists to seek refuge in the kingdom.85 A
ªrst wave of immigration occurred in the late 1950s and early 1960s following
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Figure 1. Origin of First Moves and Ideology of the Foreign Fighter Movement



crackdowns on the Brotherhood in Egypt (1954 onward), Iraq (1958 onward),
and Syria (1958 onward). A trickle of immigrants continued throughout the
1960s, until a second major wave of Egyptians arrived in the early 1970s fol-
lowing newly instated Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat’s 1971 release of
Egyptian Islamists from prison. These well-educated men found employment
in Saudi schools and universities and formed the backbone of the kingdom’s
education system in the 1960s and 1970s. Exiled Muslim Brothers notably ªlled
most teaching positions at the King Abd al-Aziz University in Jidda and its
Mecca annex, and they were strongly represented in the International Islamic
University of Medina.86 They would also make up a signiªcant portion of the
staff in the international Islamic organizations. The Hijaz, already relatively
cosmopolitan as a result of the annual Mecca pilgrimage and maritime trade
through the Jidda seaport, became an enormous melting pot of international
Islamists.

Most of these highly educated activists had limited prospects of inºuence in
any domestic political arena. The exiled Muslim Brothers were unwelcome in
their home countries. Even the Saudis who worked in the IIOs or the Hijazi
universities were to some extent politically peripheral to a system where con-
sequential decisions were taken by royals in Riyadh, and the highest religious
prestige was reserved for the Wahhabi aristocracy in the central Najd region.
The Hijaz-based Islamists thus constituted a marginalized elite. They did,
however, have the opportunity to work internationally. The IIOs offered a plat-
form for the exportation of ideas and personnel, and Saudi leniency toward
Islamists allowed them to receive visitors from abroad.

Out of this dual opportunity emerged a pan-Islamist social movement with
two partially overlapping organizational components. The ªrst and most insti-
tutionalized was the IIOs, in particular, the Muslim World League and its nu-
merous daughter institutions. The Muslim World League was mandated with
the global promotion of Muslim solidarity and enjoyed a generous budget for
this purpose, especially after the 1973 oil crisis.87 The second structure was the
Muslim Brotherhood’s so-called International Organization (al-Tanzim al-
Duwali), which crystallized in late-1970s Hijaz and was formally established
in 1982.88 This secretive body was set up to coordinate among the various na-
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tional branches of the Muslim Brotherhood and to expand the Brotherhood’s
international inºuence. It became the core in a wider international network of
Muslim Brothers preoccupied by international as opposed to domestic politics.

Aside from Reinhard Schulze, few scholars have paid attention to the Hijazi
pan-Islamist community, and even fewer have viewed it as having interests
and preferences partly distinct from those of the Saudi government or the
Wahhabi religious establishment.89 Practically all of the literature speaks of a
generic “Saudi support” for the Afghan jihad as if all the money and people
who left Saudi Arabia was dispatched and controlled by the Saudi govern-
ment or some Wahhabi Comintern—a perception owing much to the fact that
the kingdom remained virtually inaccessible to foreign social scientists until
2002. Since then, ªeld research has shown that the Saudi religious sector is con-
siderably more decentralized, and government bureaucracy more segmented,
than previously assumed.90 Although the IIOs were located in and partly
funded by Saudi Arabia, they exercised considerable autonomy so long as
their activities remained international. This would have been especially true
for mid- and low-level IIO employees, not least abroad. Writing about the
Muslim World League in early-1980s Peshawar, Afghanistan expert Gilles
Dorronsoro noted that “Saudi Arabia, the most important donor, did not ap-
pear to control the use of its funds closely, and local employees were generally
identiªed with the Muslim Brotherhood. Additionally, the Saudi Red Crescent
was funded directly by the Saudi government, but here too the personnel often
belonged to the Muslim Brotherhood tendency.”91 This is not to say that Saudi
authorities played no role in, or bear no responsibility for, the Arab mobiliza-
tion to Afghanistan, only that the degree of centralized government supervi-
sion was lower than suggested by the existing literature.

The Hijazi activists had a strong interest in increasing public awareness of
global Muslim affairs. The higher the importance attached to pan-Islamic is-
sues by the public and by incumbent elites, the larger the budgets and political
role of the IIOs. The Muslim Brotherhood also stood to gain domestically in
some countries from a surge in popular pan-Islamism, given that the foreign
policy of incumbent regimes was constrained by realpolitik. This was not least
the case in Egypt, where the Sadat regime had initiated an unpopular peace
process with Israel in 1978.
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To increase awareness of global Muslim affairs, these activists constructed a
pan-Islamic identity discourse emphasizing the unity of the Muslim nation
and highlighting outside threats.92 Like many other identity discourses, it was
alarmist, self-victimizing, conspiratorial, and xenophobic. It was a victim nar-
rative that highlighted cases of Muslim suffering around the world, paying
particular attention to what Samuel Huntington called “fault line conºicts.”93

No one ideologue can be credited with articulating the discourse; rather it de-
veloped gradually through incremental rhetorical escalation. Many of its
themes echoed those of earlier pan-Islamists and anticolonial activists, but the
Hijazi pan-Islamist discourse was more alarmist and more global in outlook
than any of its predecessors. The following extract from a speech by Muslim
World League Secretary-General Muhammad Ali Harakan from April 1980 is
representative: “Jihad is the key to Muslims’ success and felicity, especially
when their sacred shrines are under the Zionist occupation in Palestine, when
millions of Muslims are suffering suppression, oppression, injustices, torture
and even facing death and extermination campaigns in Burma, Philippines,
Patani, USSR, Cambodia, Vietnam, Cyprus, Afghanistan, etc. This responsibil-
ity becomes even more binding and pressing when we consider the malicious
campaigns being waged against Islam and Muslims by Zionism, Communism,
Free Masonry, Qadianism, Bahaism and Christian Missionaries.”94

This message was spread through a massive propaganda effort whose cen-
terpiece was a range of magazines with a global distribution. Most important
was the Muslim World League weekly News of the Muslim World and the
monthly Journal of the Muslim World League, published in both Arabic and
English (for Asian and African audiences), but many other IIOs had their own
magazines. Both the quality and distribution of these magazines increased
markedly in the late 1970s as a result of increased budgets and new technolo-
gies. By the early 1980s, they were printed on glossy paper and were full of
close-up color photographs of wounded Muslim women and children, some-
thing that presumably increased their impact. Every magazine contained calls
for charitable donations to the causes covered. The Muslim Brotherhood also
stepped up publishing in the 1970s with its two ºagship magazines al-
Mujtama, published in Kuwait from 1969, and al-Dawa, produced in Egypt
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from 1976. Faultline wars and Muslim solidarity appeals constituted a large
proportion of the coverage in the late 1970s and early 1980s, though unlike
the IIO magazines, these publications (and especially the less-censored al-
Mujtama) also covered domestic Muslim politics.

Governments tolerated the diffusion of pan-Islamist propaganda because it
viliªed primarily non-Muslim powers, not Muslim governments. For Muslim
politicians, there was little to gain and much to lose by trying to stem populist
pan-Islamism. Instead, allowing or encouraging it had the beneªt of diverting
attention from domestic political problems. As a result, some governments,
especially Saudi Arabia, were periodically caught in bidding games with
the pan-Islamist community over declared concern for the well-being of the
Muslim nation.95

It is reasonable to assume that the international political developments of
the late 1970s and early 1980s gave the pan-Islamist message empirical credi-
bility and thus a wider popular reception. This period saw new conºicts such
as Lebanon and Afghanistan with unprecedented levels of objective Muslim
suffering measured in war deaths. It also saw continued tension on the highly
symbolic Arab-Israeli front, with Israeli incursions into Lebanon in 1978 and
1982. Although ªrm indicators are hard to come by, there is much to suggest
that the above-mentioned propaganda efforts helped spread pan-Islamist
norms to a broad Arab and Muslim public in the 1970s and 1980s. In Saudi
Arabia, for example, charitable donations to foreign Muslim causes increased
dramatically in this period, often at a higher rate than gross domestic
product.96

The pan-Islamists also sought to practice pan-Islamic solidarity by provid-
ing aid to Muslims in need around the world. The 1970s and early 1980s saw
the growth of a vast network of Islamic charities, most of which were admini-
stered by IIOs.97 Much like secular Western charities, these organizations mon-
itored the humanitarian situation around the Muslim world and were
prepared to rapidly deploy to any area in the event of a crisis. Such a crisis
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emerged after the April 1978 communist coup in Afghanistan and the Soviet
invasion in late December 1979.

the ªrst arab afghans

The popular Muslim narrative of Arab involvement in the 1980s Afghan jihad
speaks of an immediate and spontaneous rise of the Muslim nation in response
to the Soviet invasion.98 The historical evidence tells a different story. The for-
eign ªghter mobilization occurred in the second half of the 1980s; only a few
tens of Arabs came to ªght between 1980 and 1984.99

The ªrst Arab Afghans were not ªghters, but humanitarian workers dis-
patched by the Hijaz-based Islamic charities. Between 1980 and 1984, a few
hundred such workers arrived in Peshawar to assist Afghan refugees. A num-
ber of delegations from the Muslim World League and from the International
Islamic University of Medina would also come to assess the situation.100 Orga-
nizations from a few other countries were also involved, but the majority of
charity workers in the ªrst four years came from the Hijazi pan-Islamist com-
munity.101 Incidentally, the Hijaz would provide most of the Saudi ªghters
known to have gone to Afghanistan before 1987.102

The principal ªrst mover of the ªghter mobilization was by all accounts the
above-mentioned Abdallah Azzam.103 The Palestinian preacher, who moved to
Pakistan in November 1981, was not the ªrst Arab to take an interest in the
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military (as opposed to humanitarian) dimension of the Afghan jihad, but he
was by far the most effective entrepreneur in the crucial early phase.104 Azzam
is known in the Islamist community as the spiritual father of the Arab
Afghans, and the contemporary historical evidence supports this reputation.
He arrived in Pakistan in 1981, produced recruitment literature from 1982 on-
ward, gave talks about Afghanistan in the Arab world from 1983 onward, and
established the foreign ªghter logistics ofªce known as the Services Bureau in
Peshawar in late 1984. The signiªcance of these initiatives is evidenced by the
fact that most of the ªghters who went to Peshawar before 1986 seem to have
been inspired by Azzam’s writings or helped by the Services Bureau, or
both.105

Although there is some evidence of earlier or parallel attempts by others to
mobilize foreign ªghters, no other person or network seems to have had
nearly the same success at long-distance mobilization in the pre-1985 phase.106

Azzam’s inºuence was ampliªed by two factors: ªrst, his status as a religious
scholar and, second, his links with the pan-Islamist community. The former
gave his writings an impact that lay entrepreneurs, however articulate, could
not achieve. The latter gave him access to resources and recruitment arenas
that less well connected individuals did not have.

Azzam’s own involvement in the Afghan cause illustrates the role of the in-
ternational Muslim Brotherhood and the Muslim World League in the early
mobilization. Azzam was a West Bank Palestinian who ºed to Jordan during
the 1967 war. Although Azzam spent most of the 1970s in Amman, he had
strong links to the Hijazi pan-Islamists. He worked brieºy in Saudi Arabia as a
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teacher in 1968; he frequented Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood circles during his
studies in Cairo from 1970 to 1972; and he participated in international Muslim
Brotherhood meetings in the late 1970s.107 In early 1981, he was forced to re-
sign from the University of Jordan and encouraged to leave Jordan because of
his political activism. He emigrated to Saudi Arabia, where his Muslim Broth-
erhood contacts secured him a job at King Abd al-Aziz University in Jidda. By
Azzam’s own account, the inspiration to move to Pakistan came from a chance
meeting in Mecca in September 1981 with Kamal al-Sananiri, a senior Egyptian
Muslim Brother who had just returned from an information-gathering trip
to Pakistan on behalf of the Brotherhood.108 Al-Sananiri intended to move to
Pakistan a few months later and convinced Azzam, whom he knew from
Brotherhood meetings in the 1970s, to join him. Al-Sananiri never made it to
Islamabad because he was arrested and killed by Egyptian police as he re-
turned to Cairo to pick up his family.109 Azzam, now determined to move to
Pakistan, obtained a teaching position at the newly established International
Islamic University of Islamabad, whose foreign faculty were paid directly by
the Muslim World League.110 Thus, from his arrival in Pakistan in December
1981 until his permanent move to Peshawar in 1986, the leader of the Arab
Afghans subsisted on a Muslim World League salary.

It is unclear what made Azzam call for the involvement of foreign ªghters
as opposed to just more ªnancial support for Afghanistan. He may have
genuinely believed that the twentieth-century Islamic legal orthodoxy on
jihad—which gave nation-states a veto on their citizens’ foreign military
activities—was wrong. After all, the classical legal tradition did not mention
nation-states. Moreover, as a stateless individual twice forcibly displaced, and
as a native of an occupied territory that neighboring governments had failed
spectacularly to liberate, he had few reasons to entrust states with the defense
of the Muslim nation. He may also have had a more instrumentalist motive,
namely, to encourage the creation of a transnational ªghting force that could
eventually support other Muslims under occupation, such as those in his na-
tive Palestine. Azzam had spent a year among the Palestinian fedayeen
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ªghters on the Jordanian-Israeli border in 1969 and was deeply committed to
armed struggle against Israel.111 In fact, he always viewed Palestine as a more
important battlefront than Afghanistan, though as an inaccessible one.112

A key reason why Azzam’s recruitment message resonated in the 1980s was
that it echoed the soft pan-Islamic discourse to which large numbers of people
had been exposed for a decade. For someone who believed that Muslims were
threatened and should help one another, it was not such a big cognitive leap to
think that the help might include military assistance. After all, that was what
Muslim states were doing by supplying billions of dollars’ worth of arms to
the Afghan mujahideen.

To judge the signiªcance of Azzam and the Hijazi pan-Islamists, one might
consider a counterfactual scenario in which they are absent.113 State support
for the Afghans would have remained the same, but foreign ªghters would
have been much less numerous, and the foreign ªghter doctrine much less
inºuential. Egyptian and Syrian revolutionaries would have arrived in search
of a safe haven, but their pariah status would have prevented them from
traveling and fundraising internationally in the way Azzam did. One of
them might have articulated a doctrine similar to Azzam’s, but it would have
been a layperson with limited religious authority. (Azzam was the only Arab
cleric actively recruiting for Afghanistan.) In sum, the foreign ªghter commu-
nity would have consisted primarily of premobilized revolutionaries along
with a few adventurous souls. A small transnational network of militants
would have outlived the war, but most likely not as the broad movement that
exists today.

How inevitable was the emergence of the Muslim foreign ªghter move-
ment? On the one hand, the foreign ªghter doctrine was a natural extension of
pan-Islamism, whose rise was based on a broad set of factors, many of which
were structural. The only truly contingent external event affecting the growth
of pan-Islamism was arguably the 1973 oil crisis, which gave the Hijazi IIOs
access to vast ªnancial resources. On the other hand, the foreign ªghter phe-
nomenon would likely not have taken the proportions it did without contin-
gent factors such as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the presence of
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Abdallah Azzam the individual. In sum, then, the emergence of a foreign
ªghter phenomenon was overdetermined, but its scale was not.

Conclusion

This article revises the causal story about the rise of transnational jihadism.
Past accounts placed great emphasis on the ideas of Sayyid Qutb, on
Wahhabism, and on state support for the Afghan jihad, explanations that, as I
have shown, are insufªcient. Instead, I trace the origin of the foreign ªghter
phenomenon to a pan-Islamist identity movement that arose in 1970s Hijaz
through a process of elite competition.

This ªnding arguably affects scholars’ understanding of the very nature of
transnational Islamist militancy. It notably allows us to transcend the debate
over the relative importance of religion and politics in fueling jihadism, a de-
bate that, at its most polarized, opposes those who view al-Qaida as an ob-
scure cult of violence and those who see it as a natural response to Western
policies in the Muslim world. Transnational militancy is obviously ideology
driven, but the ideology in question—extreme pan-Islamism—arguably has
more in common with nationalisms than with utopian religious constructions.
Conversely, certain Western policies in the 1990s and 2000s have likely fueled
transnational militancy, but only because there existed an extreme sensitivity
to such policies in the ªrst place. Besides, the actions of non-Western, non-
Muslim armies—such as the Russians in Afghanistan and Chechnya, Israelis
in Palestine, and Serbs in Bosnia—have arguably done at least as much as U.S.
foreign policy to nourish the pan-Islamist victim narrative.

By analytically isolating foreign ªghters as an actor category, the article also
introduces much-needed conceptual nuance to the study of transnational mili-
tancy. The distinction between foreign ªghters and international terrorists no-
tably allows scholars to show that, although foreign ªghters and al-Qaida
hail from the same pan-Islamist mother movement, they do not have exactly
the same political preferences. Crucially, the two communities have often
competed over resources, usually to the detriment of the latter.114 It also re-
veals that foreign ªghters consistently enjoy higher levels of popular support
across the Muslim world, and thus recruit and fundraise more easily than al-
Qaida.115 The existence of links and movement of individuals between the two
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categories does not reduce the value of the analytical distinction; if anything, it
calls for more research into the nature of those links.

At least two important policy implications emerge from these ªndings. First,
those seeking to prevent foreign ªghter recruitment need to recognize that the
recruitment message relies not primarily on complex theological arguments,
but on simple, visceral appeals to people’s sense of solidarity and altruism.
Western governments should therefore worry less about the spread of ultra-
conservative Salaªsm than about populist anti-Western reporting by the televi-
sion network al-Jazeera and the rapid spread of audiovisual propaganda on
the internet. Moreover, a long-term policy to stem foreign ªghter recruitment
must include strategies to undermine pan-Islamism, for example, by spread-
ing awareness of factual errors in the pan-Islamist victim narrative and by pro-
moting state nationalisms and other local forms of identiªcation. Second,
Western policymakers would be well advised to adjust their public diplomacy
to the reality that the majority of Muslims view foreign ªghters and interna-
tional terrorists differently. The Western tendency to conºate the two has been
a major source of communication problems between the West and the Muslim
world since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. At the same time, both
Western and Muslim governments must continue to prevent foreign ªghter ac-
tivism, because most al-Qaida operatives begin their careers as war volunteers.

Although the aim of the article was not primarily theoretical, it may have
identiªed the contours of a future theory of foreign ªghters. Two key compo-
nents seem crucial for the occurrence of large-scale global foreign ªghter
mobilizations: ªrst, an ideology stressing solidarity within an imagined trans-
national community; second, a strong cadre of transnational activists. The ªrst
is relatively common, but the second is not, because states rarely allow such
cadres to form. There are arguably only two non-Muslim cases of large-scale,
global and private foreign ªghter mobilizations in the twentieth century,
namely, the International Brigades in the 1930s Spanish Civil War and the
Jewish volunteers in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. In both cases, the mobilization
was driven by strong cadres of transnational activists, in the form of the Com-
intern and the Jewish Agency, respectively. Like the Hijazi pan-Islamists, these
organizations enjoyed partial autonomy from states, while having access to
state-like resources and privileges. All three cadres emerged in rather excep-
tional circumstances: the Comintern in 1919 just after the Russian Revolution,
the Jewish Agency in the 1930s against a backdrop of Nazi persecution, and
the Hijazi pan-Islamists in the 1970s in a young and rapidly expanding Saudi
state. For other transnational identities to generate new foreign ªghter phe-
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nomena in the future, they would need similarly well-organized, well-funded,
and autonomous cadres.

Meanwhile, the Muslim foreign ªghter movement faces mixed prospects.
On the one hand, increased government repression, notably in Saudi Arabia
(following the 2003 terrorism campaign in the kingdom), makes large-scale
mobilizations somewhat less likely in the foreseeable future. On the other
hand, the internet makes foreign ªghter propaganda increasingly widely
available, and the cost of travel remains low. Thus the next time a major
conºict erupts in the Muslim world, expect to see foreign ªghters again.
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