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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.1Perhaps 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-


Thomas Hegghammer is Senior Research Fellow at the Norwegian Defence Research Establishment in Oslo
 and Nonresident Fellow at New York University’s Center on Law and Security.
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1. Anthony H. Cordesman, “Iraq’s Evolving Insurgency,” Working Draft (Washington, D.C.: Cen-
 ter for Strategic and International Studies, December 9, 2005), p. 129; and Mohammed M. Hafez,
 Suicide Bombers in Iraq: The Strategy and Ideology of Martyrdom(Washington, D.C.: United States In-
 stitute of Peace Press, 2007), p. 71.


2. See, for example, Mohammed M. Hafez, “Jihad after Iraq: Lessons from the Arab Afghans,”


Studies in Conºict and Terrorism,Vol. 32, No. 2 (February 2009), p. 77; and Thomas Hegghammer,
 Jihad in Saudi Arabia: Violence and Pan-Islamism since 1979(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
 2010), pp. 133–138. I deªne jihadi as “violent Sunni Islamist” and Islamist as “Muslim religious
 activist.”
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(2)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.4A 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


3. There were Muslim foreign combatants in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, but most were paid mem-
 bers of the Arab League–sponsored Army of Salvation (Jaysh al-Inqadh) and thus not private vol-
 unteers of the kind that proliferated later. See Haim Levenberg,The Military Preparations of the Arab
 Community in Palestine, 1945–1948(London: Frank Cass, 1993), pp. 189–210; Joshua Landis, “Syria
 and the Palestine War: Fighting King ‘Abdullah’s ‘Greater Syria Plan,’” in Eugene L. Rogan and
 Avi Shlaim, eds.,The War for Palestine: Rewriting the History of 1948(Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
 versity Press, 2007), p. 193; and Benny Morris,1948: A History of the First Arab-Israeli War(New Ha-
 ven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2008), p. 90.


4. On Afghanistan in the 1980s, see Anthony Davis, “Foreign Combatants in Afghanistan,”Jane’s
 Intelligence Review,Vol. 5, No. 7 (1993), pp. 327–331; James Bruce, “Arab Veterans of the Afghan
 War,”Jane’s Intelligence Review,Vol. 7, No. 4 (1995), pp. 178–180; Barnett R. Rubin, “Arab Islamists
 in Afghanistan,” in John Esposito, ed.,Political Islam: Revolution, Radicalism, or Reform?(Boulder,
 Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1997); and Vahid Brown, “Foreign Fighters in Historical Perspective: The
 Case of Afghanistan,” in Brian Fishman, ed.,Bombers, Bank Accounts, and Bleedout: Al-Qa’ida’s Road
 In and Out of Iraq(West Point, N.Y.: Combating Terrorism Center, 2008), chap. 1. On Bosnia, see
 Evan F. Kohlmann,Al-Qaida’s Jihad in Europe: The Afghan-Bosnian Network(London: Berg, 2004);


and John R. Schindler,Unholy Terror: Bosnia, al-Qa’ida, and the Rise of Global Jihad(St. Paul, Minn.:


MBI, 2007). On Chechnya, see Murad Batal al-Shishani,Rise and Fall of Arab Fighters in Chechnya
 (Washington, D.C.: Jamestown Foundation, 2006); Lorenzo Vidino, “The Arab Foreign Fighters
 and the Sacralization of the Chechen Conºict,”Al-Nakhlah,Spring 2006; Brian Glyn Williams, “Al-
 lah’s Foot Soldiers: An Assessment of the Role of Foreign Fighters and Al-Qa’ida in the Chechen
 Insurgency,” in Moshe Gammer, ed.,Ethno-Nationalism, Islam, and the State in the Caucasus: Post-
 Soviet Disorder(London: Routledge, 2007), pp. 156–178; and Cerwyn Moore and Paul Tumelty,


“Foreign Fighters and the Case of Chechnya: A Critical Assessment,”Studies in Conºict and Terror-
 ism,Vol. 31, No. 5 (May 2008), pp. 412–433. On Iraq, see Nawaf Obaid and Anthony Cordesman,


“Saudi Militants in Iraq: Assessment and Kingdom’s Response” (Washington, D.C.: Center for
 Strategic and International Studies, 2005); Reuven Paz, “Arab Volunteers Killed in Iraq: An Analy-
 sis,”PRISM Papers,Vol. 3, No. 1 (March 2005); Alan Krueger, “The National Origins of Foreign
 Fighters in Iraq,” annual meeting of the American Economic Association, Chicago, Illinois, Janu-
 ary 5, 2007; Joseph Felter and Brian Fishman, “Al Qa’ida’s Foreign Fighters in Iraq” (West Point,
 N.Y.: Combating Terrorism Center, 2007); and Christopher Hewitt and Jessica Kelley-Moore, “For-
 eign Fighters in Iraq: A Cross-National Analysis of Jihadism,”Terrorism and Political Violence,
 Vol. 21, No. 2 (April 2009), pp. 211–220. On Somalia, see Andrew Black, “Recruitment Drive: Can
 Somalia Attract Foreign Fighters?”Jane’s Intelligence Review,Vol. 19, No. 6 (2007), pp. 12–17. On
 post-2001 Afghanistan, see Anne Stenersen, “Foreign Fighters in Afghanistan and Pakistan after
 9/11,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Studies Association, New Or-
 leans, Louisiana, February 17, 2009.


5. David Malet, “Foreign Fighters: Transnational Identity in Civil Conºicts,” Ph.D. dissertation,



(3)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.7As 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


George Washington University, 2009; and David Malet, “Why Foreign Fighters? Historical Per-
 spectives and Solutions,”Orbis,Vol. 54, No. 1 (January 2010), pp. 97–114. Other exceptions include
 Frank J. Ciluffo, Jeffrey B. Cozzens, and Magnus Ranstorp, “Foreign Fighters: Trends, Trajectories,
 and Conflict Zones” (Washington, D.C.: Homeland Security Policy Institute, October 1, 2010); and
 Stephanie Kaplan, “The Jihad Effect: How Wars Shape the Global Jihadist Movement,” Ph.D. dis-
 sertation, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, forthcoming.


6. For rebels in exile, see, for example, Navin A. Bapat, “The Internationalization of Terrorist Cam-
 paigns,”Conºict Management and Peace Science,Vol. 24, No. 4 (September 2007), pp. 265–280; Idean
 Salehyan, “Transnational Rebels: Neighboring States as Sanctuary for Rebel Groups,”World Poli-
 tics, Vol. 59, No. 1 (January 2007), pp. 217–242; and Lars-Erik Cederman, Luc Girardin, and
 Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, “Ethnonationalist Triads: Assessing the Inºuence of Kin Groups on
 Civil Wars,”World Politics,Vol. 61, No. 3 (July 2009), pp. 403–437. For outside state support, see, for
 example, Patrick M. Regan,Civil Wars and Foreign Powers: Outside Intervention in Intrastate Conºict
 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000); Daniel Byman, Peter Chalk, Bruce Hoffman, Wil-
 liam Rosenau, and David Brannan, Trends in Outside Support for Insurgent Movements (Santa
 Monica, Calif.: RAND, 2001); and Stephen M. Saideman,The Ties That Divide: Ethnic Politics, For-
 eign Policy, and International Conºict(New York: Columbia University Press, 2001).


7. See, for example, Donatella Della Porta and Sidney Tarrow, eds.,Transnational Protest and Global
 Activism: People, Passions, and Power(Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littleªeld, 2005); and Sidney
 Tarrow,The New Transnational Activism(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).


8. See, for example, Schindler,Unholy Terror.


9. For a deªnition of insurgency, see James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency,
and Civil War,”American Political Science Review,Vol. 97, No. 1 (February 2003), p. 75.



(4)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


10. See, for example, Thomas Hegghammer, “Jihadi Salaªs or Revolutionaries? On Religion and
 Politics in the Study of Militant Islamism,” in Roel Meijer, ed.,Global Salaªsm: Islam’s New Religious
 Movement(New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), pp. 244–266.


11. On the general Islamic revival, see, for example, Yvonne Y. Haddad, John O. Voll, and John L.


Esposito,The Contemporary Islamic Revival: A Critical Survey and Bibliography(New York: Green-
wood, 1991); and Philip W. Sutton and Stephen Vertigans,Resurgent Islam: A Sociological Approach
(Cambridge: Polity, 2008).



(5)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.”12I build on this formulation and deªne a
 foreign ªghter as an agent who (1) has joined, and operates within the conªnes


12. Malet, “Foreign Fighters,” p. 9.



(6)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


13. Idean Salehyan,Rebels without Borders: Transnational Insurgencies in World Politics(Ithaca, N.Y.:


Cornell University Press, 2009); and John Mackinlay,Globalization and Insurgency,Adelphi Papers,
 No. 352 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2002).


14. The conºation has been encouraged by the statements of international terrorist groups such as
 al-Qaida, which does not want to be distinguished from foreign ªghters, lest its activities appear
 more controversial and less legitimate. Historically, al-Qaida has enjoyed an ambiguous relation-
 ship with the foreign ªghter movement. On the one hand, al-Qaida relies on foreign ªghter mobi-
 lizations for recruitment and has therefore always encouraged them; on the other, it has
 occasionally found itself in competition with the foreign ªghter movement over resources. See
 Thomas Hegghammer, “‘Classical’ and ‘Global’ Jihadism in Saudi Arabia,” in Bernard Haykel,
 Hegghammer, and Stéphane Lacroix, eds.,Complexity and Change in Saudi Arabia(New York: Cam-
 bridge University Press, forthcoming).


15. Levenberg,The Military Preparations of the Arab Community in Palestine,p. 190; and Landis,


“Syria and the Palestine War,” p. 191. Levenberg (p. 193) reports that Army of Salvation members
received 18 Palestinian pounds (£P) per month—a substantial amount. Annual national income



(7)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.17By 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


per capita in the region ranged from £P 15 (East Bank in 1948) to £P40 (Syria in 1950) to £P53 (Pal-
 estine in 1948). See Yusif A. Sayigh, “Dispossession and Pauperisation: The Palestinian Economy
 under Occupation,” in George T. Abed, ed.,The Palestinian Economy: Studies in Development under
 Prolonged Occupation(London: Routledge,1988), p. 274.


16. See, for example, R. Dan Richardson,Comintern Army: The International Brigades and the Spanish
 Civil War(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1982); and Massimo Mangilli-Climpson,Men
 of Heart of Red, White, and Green: Italian Antifascists in the Spanish Civil War(New York: Vantage,
 1985).


17. A. Joseph Heckelman,American Volunteers and Israel’s War of Independence(New York: Ktav,
 1974).


18. I deªne the Muslim world as “all countries and all major subnational provinces whose popu-
lation is at least 50 percent Muslim.”



(8)that involved at least one Muslim-majority conºict party, and making a hand-
 ful of updates and changes.19The 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.23The 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


19. Fearon and Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War”; and Meredith Reid Sarkees and Phil
 Shafer, “The Correlates of War Data on War: An Update to 1997,”Conºict Management and Peace
 Science,Vol. 18, No. 1 (February 2000), pp. 123–144.


20. For the record, I do not include cases of foreign recruitment to terrorist groups that are not in-
 volved in a major local insurgency, such as al-Qaida in early-1990s Sudan or post-2006 Yemen.


21. A possible exception is the early-1970s Dhofar rebellion in Oman, which attracted leftists from
 the Gulf (although most stayed on the Yemeni side of the border and did not ªght). John E. Peter-
 son, personal correspondence with author, February 26, 2010. Third countries also sent regular
 military units to support the sultanate.


22. The estimates are mine, based on a reading of the available primary and secondary sources.


23. Cordesman, “Iraq’s Evolving Insurgency,” p. 129; and Hafez,Suicide Bombers in Iraq,p. 71.


24. Reuven Paz, “Middle East Islamism in the European Arena,”Middle East Review of International
Affairs,Vol. 6, No. 3 (September 2002), p. 70.



(9)Table1.ConfirmedCasesofPrivateGlobalForeignFighterMobilizationintheMuslimWorld,1945–2010 LocationDateLocalConflictParties (simplified)
 Foreign Fighter EntryDate


Numberof Foreign FightersConfirmedNationalities Israel1967Arabcoalitionvs.Israel1968<100Sudan,Syria,Egypt,Yemen Lebanon1975–90PLOvs.Israel;Miscellaneous Factions1978<50Egypt,Syria,Jordan Afghanistan1978–92Mujahideenvs.SovietUnion /Kabul1980–925,000–20,000MostArabcountries,Turkey, Indonesia,Philippines,United Bosnia1992–95Bosniansvs.Serbs/Croats1992–951,000–2,000MostArabcountries,United Tajikistan1992–97Islamistsvs.Communists1992–94100–200SaudiArabia,Yemen Algeria1991–Islamistsvs.Government1994<10SaudiArabia Chechnya1994–Chechensvs.Russia1995–2001200–300MostArabcountries,Turkey, Philippines1968–MoroNationalLiberation Front/MoroIslamicLiberation Frontvs.Manila


1997–200020–100SeveralArabcountries Kashmir1989–Pakistanvs.India1997–200020–100SeveralArabcountries Somalia1991–05Variousmilitias1992<50SaudiArabia,Egypt Afghanistan1992–2001Masudvs.Hekmatyar, Talibanvs.NorthernAlliance


1996–20011,000–1,500MostArabcountries,United CentralAsia,Pakistan,Turkey Kosovo1998–99Albaniansvs.Kosovars199920–100SeveralArabcountries,United Eritrea1998–2000Eritreavs.Ethiopia1998<10SaudiArabia Palestine2000–Palestiniansvs.Israel2000–<10SaudiArabia Afghanistan2001–Talibanvs.UnitedStates/ NATO/Kabul2001–1,000–1,500MostArabcountries,United Iraq2003–Sunnisvs.UnitedStates/ Baghdad2003–4,000–5,000MostArabcountries,United Somalia2006–Shababvs.Transitional FederalGovernment/Ethiopia2006–200–400SeveralArabcountries,United Lebanon2007Fathal-Islamvs.Government2007<50SaudiArabia



(10)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.25The 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.29Besides, it would not have made any sense for third states to create an


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.



(11)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.32Injuries 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


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.



(12)Material selective incentives also constitute an unsatisfying solution. There
 is no evidence that volunteers were paid for their services.34Prospects 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.35The 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.36He does
 not, however, adequately explain why some insurgents try to attract foreign-
 ers whereas others do not. Moreover, his basic assumption—that local insur-


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 forumAnsar 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.



(13)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-


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.



(14)cate no clear correlation between battle deaths and foreign ªghter involvement
 in general (see table 2).38The 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


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



(15)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.40Finally, 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


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).



(16)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 1980.43Scholars have linked these developments to


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
1940 to 1950, followed by a steady decline from 1950 to 1980, after which prices stabilized. See



(17)the signiªcant increase in the number of annual pilgrims to Mecca in the same
 period.44It 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 centurya.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-


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-
 riod in the twentieth century occurred between 1965 and 1975, when the number of pilgrims rose
 from 250,000 to 900,000 and the percentage of pilgrims traveling by air increased from 20 to 60 per-
 cent. See Bianchi,Guests of God: Pilgrimage and Politics in the Islamic World(Oxford: Oxford Univer-
 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.


46. In Saudi Arabia, for example, newspaper circulation increased from 10 per 1,000 in 1975 to 47
 per 1,000 in 1984, while television reception increased from 14 receivers per 1,000 in 1976 to 262
 per 1,000 in 1982. Matrook Alfaleh, “The Impact of the Processes of Modernization and Social Mo-
 bilization on the Social and Political Structures of the Arab Countries with Special Emphasis on
 Saudi Arabia,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Kansas, 1987.


47. David Malet, “Foreign Fighter Observation Set Data,” http://www.davidmalet.com/uploads/


observation-set_-_4-09.xls; and Tarrow,The New Transnational Activism.



(18)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.51In 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.52It 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-


48. Ali Rahnema, ed.,Pioneers of Islamic Revival(London: Zed, 1994).


49. Richard P. Mitchell,The Society of the Muslim Brothers(London: Oxford University Press, 1969),
 p. 328.


50. For overviews of deªnitions of Islamism, see Mehdi Mozaffari, “What Is Islamism? History
 and Deªnition of a Concept,”Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions,Vol. 8, No. 1 (March
 2007), pp. 17–33; and International Crisis Group, “Understanding Islamism,”Middle East/North Af-
 rica Report,No. 37 (Brussels: International Crisis Group, 2005).


51. Olivier Roy,The Failure of Political Islam(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994);


and Gilles Kepel,Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap, 2002).


52. See, for example, Donatella Della Porta,Social Movements, Political Violence, and the State: A
Comparative Analysis of Italy and Germany(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).



(19)mobilized.53As 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


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



(20)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.55Although 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).58Given 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


salaªsme-jihadisme” [Jihad in Afghanistan and the emergence of salaª jihadism], in Rougier, ed.,
 Qu’est-ce que le Salaªsme?[What is Salaªsm?] (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2008).


55. Arab Afghan ªrst movers include Abd al-Rahman al-Dawsary and Anwar Shaban in Bosnia,
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