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The Intractability of Islamist Insurgencies: Islamist Rebels and the
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There is a large research field focusing on the recurrence of civil wars, yet this literature has omitted to seriously consider
religious dimensions and ideational features of armed conflicts. To address this gap, we provide the first global study exploring
whether, and why, Islamist civil wars—armed conflicts fought over self-proclaimed Islamist aspirations—are more or less likely
to recur compared to other conflicts. We argue that civil wars fought over Islamist claims are more likely to relapse because
the ideational features of these conflicts increase the uncertainty regarding the capabilities of the warring actors in terms of
the extent and nature of transnational support that may be forthcoming, for rebels as well as the government. In line with our
argument, we find that Islamist civil wars are significantly less likely to be terminated and more likely to recur once ended.
Thus, our results demonstrate that Islamist civil wars represent a particular challenge with regard to the goal of achieving
durable peace.

Existe un amplio campo de investigación que se centra en la recurrencia de las guerras civiles; sin embargo, esta literatura ha
omitido considerar con seriedad las dimensiones religiosas y las características ideales de los conflictos armados. Para abor-
dar este vacío, proporcionamos el primer estudio global que analiza si las guerras civiles islamistas (es decir, los conflictos
armados que se produjeron por aspiraciones islamistas autoproclamadas) presentan más o menos probabilidades de repetirse
en comparación con otros conflictos y cuál es el motivo de esto. Sostenemos que las guerras civiles que se produjeron por
afirmaciones islamistas tienen más probabilidades de recaer porque las características ideales de estos conflictos aumentan
la incertidumbre respecto de las capacidades de los actores enfrentados desde el punto de vista del alcance y la naturaleza
del apoyo multinacional que puede estar disponible, tanto para los rebeldes como para el gobierno. De acuerdo con nuestro
argumento, descubrimos que las guerras civiles islamistas tienen considerablemente menos probabilidades de concluir, mien-
tras que es más probable que se repitan cuando terminen. Por consiguiente, nuestros resultados demuestran que las guerras
civiles islamistas representan un desafío particular con respecto al objetivo de lograr una paz duradera.

Un vaste champ de recherche se concentre sur la récurrence des guerres civiles, pourtant cette littérature a omis de prendre
sérieusement en considération les dimensions religieuses et les caractéristiques idéationnelles des conflits armés. Pour combler
cette lacune, nous proposons la première étude internationale examinant si, et pourquoi, les guerres civiles islamistes—conflits
armés menés au nom d’aspirations islamistes auto-proclamées—sont plus ou moins susceptibles de se répéter par rapport aux
autres conflits. Nous soutenons que les guerres civiles menées au nom de revendications islamistes sont davantage susceptibles
de réapparaître car les caractéristiques idéationnelles de ces conflits accroissent l’incertitude quant aux capacités des acteurs
en guerre en termes d’étendue et de nature du soutien transnational qui peut leur être apporté, que ce soit pour les rebelles
ou le gouvernement. Nous constatons que les guerres civiles islamistes sont considérablement moins susceptibles de prendre
fin et davantage susceptibles de se reproduire une fois terminées, ce qui est en accord avec notre argument. Par conséquent,
nos résultats démontrent que les guerres civiles islamistes représentent un défi particulier pour l’objectif de parvenir à une
paix durable.
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Introduction

The “caliphate” of the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria (ISIS), once proclaimed in an area transcending both
Iraq and Syria, has collapsed. However, even if ISIS was de-
feated, we do not know whether this will remain a stable
outcome, as the organization may continue to exist in an-
other manifestation (Juergensmeyer 2016). As suggested by
Byman (2018), the Islamic State may “ … repeat the ac-
tions of its predecessor (…): go underground, disrupt pol-
itics and foster sectarianism, wage an insurgency, and then
come roaring back.” Besides ISIS in Iraq and Syria, rebel
groups making Islamist claims include actors as diverse as
the Patani insurgents in Thailand, the Moro Islamic Liber-
ation Front (MILF) in the Philippines, and Boko Haram in
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2 The Intractability of Islamist Insurgencies

Nigeria. In 1975, none of the world’s armed conflicts were
fought over Islamist claims, whereas in 2015, the majority
of all civil wars (28 out of 50) were characterized by such
claims. While armed conflicts fought over other claims are
on the decline, Islamist civil wars today represent a key chal-
lenge to peace and security in the world (Nilsson and Svens-
son 2017).

But is there anything particular with the Islamist civil wars
compared to other civil wars? While this has been debated
(e.g., Toft 2006; Toft and Zhukov 2015; Kalyvas 2018), it
remains to be understood to what extent Islamist conflicts
stand out in comparison to other civil wars when it comes
to their intractability and propensity for recurrence. Thus,
we need to know whether, and if so why, armed conflicts
fought over Islamist aspirations, defined as conflicts fought
over self-proclaimed Islamist aspirations, such as the estab-
lishment of Sharia law, are more likely than other conflicts
to recur following termination.

Empirically, recurrence is a common feature of civil wars:
“ … by the 2000s, 90 percent of all civil wars were repeat
civil wars—old wars restarted by the same rebels after a
period of peace” (Walter 2015, 1242–43). A broad and vi-
brant research field has examined different conditions un-
der which civil wars recur. This field of research has ex-
amined the effect of peacekeeping and third-party security
guarantees (Walter 2002; Fortna 2004; Hultman, Kathman,
and Shannon 2016), type of termination (Licklider 1995;
Quinn, Mason, and Gurses 2007; Toft 2010), governance
and economic factors (Walter 2004), power-sharing arrange-
ments (Mukherjee 2006; Hartzell and Hoddie 2007; Mattes
and Savun 2009), implementation of peace accord provi-
sions (Jarstad and Nilsson 2008; Joshi and Quinn 2015),
foreign involvement (Karlén 2017), and civil society inclu-
sion (Nilsson 2012). Yet, this literature on civil war recur-
rence has largely focused on other aspects than ideational
features and little attention has been paid to the role of re-
ligious dynamics in creating obstacles for long-term peace.
While an extensive literature has focused on various dimen-
sions of Islamist civil wars (Bloom 2005; Moghadam 2008;
Hegghammer 2010; Byman 2013; Toft and Zhukov 2015;
Crenshaw 2017; Drevon 2017; Walter 2017; Kalyvas 2018;
Matesan 2020), this literature has not studied recurrence
per se. Much of this research has instead focused on exam-
ining the causes and origins of Islamist armed conflicts, in
particular, jihadist movements; the spread of Islamist armed
conflicts, as well as implications for counter-insurgency op-
erations. In addition, whereas an increasing number of stud-
ies have started to examine the trajectories of religious con-
flicts (Fox 2004; Toft, Philpott, and Shah 2011; Basedau,
Pfeiffer and Vüllers 2016; Gleditsch and Rudolfsen 2016;
Svensson and Nilsson 2018) and a particular field focuses
on the relationship between religion and conflict resolu-
tion (Pearce 2005; Toft 2006; Svensson 2007; Hassner 2009;
Söderberg Kovacs 2020), no systematic evaluation has been
made concerning the recurrence patterns of Islamist civil
wars.1 Moreover, existing explanations on Islamist civil wars
(e.g., Toft and Zhukov 2015) focus primarily on variations
on one side—the rebel side—in explaining the dynamics of
conflicts.

1 While Toft (2007, 116) presents descriptive statistics showing that religious
civil wars are more likely to recur than other types of conflicts and Toft (2021, 12–
13) demonstrates that religious conflicts are particularly intractable, these studies
do not theorize explicitly about recurrence for Islamist civil wars (the argument is
about outbidding in religious conflicts), or take other possible explanatory factors
into account, as we set out to do here.

In this article, we address this important gap in previ-
ous research by providing the first global study assessing
whether, and why, civil wars fought over Islamist claims, com-
pared to conflicts fought over other types of claims, are
more or less likely to recur following termination. We ar-
gue that civil wars fought over Islamist aspirations are more
likely to recur than other conflicts, as the transnational ide-
ological framing of these conflicts can serve to increase the
uncertainty regarding the capabilities of the warring actors.
Importantly, being rooted in a transnational ideology, these
conflicts harbor the potential for transnational support for
the rebels, as well as transnational support to governments
fighting Islamist rebel groups. Such international support
tends to create a high degree of uncertainty in terms of the
extent and nature of support, including the potential influx
of foreign fighters, monetary support from a web of spon-
sors on the rebel side, as well as a plethora of institutional
intergovernmental support structures on the government
side.

In line with our argument, the results demonstrate that
civil wars fought over an Islamist ideology are not only less
likely to end in the first place, but such wars also see a
higher likelihood of recurrence. We find that Islamist civil
wars are 73 percent more likely to recur compared to in-
trastate armed conflicts fought over non-Islamist claims. We
also find some evidence in line with our expectation that
transnational support in the form of government support
as well foreign fighters are pathways through which Islamist
conflicts become particularly intractable. Our results fur-
ther show that civil wars in which the armed actors are
organized around the other previously dominant transna-
tional wave of revolutionary ideology—leftist—are also gen-
erally more intractable. Yet, these two types of conflicts do
not follow similar trajectories in terms of internationaliza-
tion implying that the strategic environment, in terms of
support structures, surrounding Islamist conflicts is more
complex. In addition, exploring whether our finding about
recurrence applies to conflicts that are fought over other re-
ligious issues beyond Islamist demands, we find no evidence
of such a pattern, which is an indication that it is not pri-
marily the religious dimension of conflicts in general that
make them intractable, but rather the transnational ideo-
logical component of Islamist conflicts. Our findings consis-
tently show that Islamist civil wars follow a distinct empirical
trajectory in terms of recurrence.

Theoretical Argument: Uncertainty and the Recurrence
of Islamist Civil Wars

Political Islamism in various shapes and forms is a transna-
tional ideological movement that since 1979 has increas-
ingly manifested itself through various nonviolent but also
violent manifestations (Kepel 2006; Maher 2016). This has
created a large community of like-minded individuals, or-
ganizations, and state-based actors, transcending national
boundaries. Rebel groups are incentivized to appeal to this
larger pool of Islamist actors because framing their con-
flicts in Islamist terms helps them to magnify their ability
to be heard, seen, and acquire material and other types of
support. Islamist claim-making has a bargaining advantage:
making Islamist claims allows a rebel group to appeal to a
broader constituency, and to magnify its local demands by
appealing to global rhetoric. The prospect of securing ex-
ternal support may be one of the reasons why rebel groups
appeal to Islamist demands in the first place. For instance,
the armed conflict in Chechnya was Islamized due to the
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DE S I R É E NI L S S O N A N D IS A K SV E N S S O N 3

insurgents’ need to get external support (Bakke 2014). Re-
ligious convictions and beliefs may or may not be held by
the ideological rebel entrepreneurs making religious claims
(Gunning and Jackson 2011), and their followers may or
may not share these beliefs, yet their appeal can nevertheless
serve strategic benefits and complicate the bargaining pro-
cess, including helping rebels to overcome collective action
problems (Walter 2017). In particular, using extremist ide-
ologies for mobilization efforts provides nonmaterial private
rewards for the recruits (Berman and Laitin 2008). Hence,
while normative commitments may play a role, the claims
are likely to also have instrumental value (Sanin and Wood
2014).

The existence of transnational constituencies is applica-
ble to all religious groups, as religious traditions are among
the largest units beyond states that individuals identify and
associate themselves with (Grzymala-Busse 2012). Yet, in Is-
lamist conflicts, the transnational network has become a par-
ticularly important aspect (Hegghammer 2010; Crenshaw
2017). This is manifested not least through the persistence
of networks of foreign fighters, which were numerically the
largest in the civil wars in Iraq and Syria, but also existed
in conflicts such as in Somalia, Afghanistan, Libya, India
(Kashmir), and Pakistan (Malet 2015). Whereas nationalist
conflicts tend to be territorially restricted and have more lo-
calized bases of support, in Islamist conflicts the rebels to a
greater extent may draw support from a larger community
that is not restricted to a particular conflict, which can offset
domestic pressure for settling the conflict (Toft and Zhukov
2015; Kalyvas 2018). Thus, the cost of fighting becomes po-
tentially lower because of the possibility of rebel groups to
draw on a broader transnational constituency, which is not
bearing the costs of war in the same way as the local popula-
tion. The existence of a transnational pool of recruits and a
broader international support network increases the poten-
tial for recurrence after a conflict has been terminated, as
these factors provide the Islamist rebels with a greater ca-
pacity to remobilize. Previous research has demonstrated
how external support to the rebel side can influence the
level of uncertainty, which decreases the chance for bar-
gained settlements of conflicts (Sawyer, Cunningham, and
Reed 2017). The potential for foreign support creates a
structure of uncertainty around the true capability of the
rebel groups, increasing the risk that the parties may over-
or underestimate their strength. The recurrence of ISIS in
2014—after its earlier manifestation Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant (ISIL) was seemingly defeated through the
US-sponsored tribal awakening campaign of 2007—was dif-
ficult to foresee because the organization was able to draw
on its Syrian network and make use of foreign fighters
(Payne 2014). Indeed, the potential for heightened capac-
ities through transnational support may serve to enhance
uncertainty and thereby increase the risk of a return to the
battlefield.

The transnational character of Islamist conflicts is also
manifested through support toward governments and re-
flected in the counterinsurgency operations against groups
fighting over Islamist claims. Whereas previous research on
Islamist civil wars tended to focus only on the character of
the rebel side, including how insurgencies use the existence
of extra-worldly rewards (Walter 2017), draw from their
transnational pool of recruits (Toft and Zhukov 2015), or
discount the cost of conflicts against a longer time-horizon
(Toft 2006), these explanations have not considered the role
of the (often more secular-leaning) governments fighting
Islamist rebel groups. Governments fighting Islamist rebels
are embedded in an international structure of interstate al-

liances, which can serve to boost their capacity to fight Is-
lamist insurgencies (Wanandi 2002; Byman 2006) as well
as facilitate collaboration in governments’ counterterrorism
activities (Romaniuk 2010). The interstate cooperation is
broad (Mendelsohn 2009) and the United States has been
the leading actor in this alliance, particularly after 9/11,
and US support to governments combating Islamist armed
groups has included countries such as Pakistan, Egypt, Iraq,
and the Philippines (Henne 2017). The international al-
liance structures against radical Islamist actors are multi-
faceted and entail cooperation in different issue areas in-
cluding military, financial support, law enforcement, and
intelligence (Bensahel 2006). Thus, governments engaged
in armed conflict against an Islamist actor may solicit sup-
port from other states, not least from the United States.
This strategic environment in which governments fighting
Islamist rebels are immersed creates uncertainty about their
capabilities. The capacity of challenged governments is po-
tentially magnified by the transnational interstate support.
However, for the conflict actors, it is ultimately more dif-
ficult to judge the extent to which governments will get
this support. The potential to receive support from the
wider network of states can lead actors to overestimate their
strength and even if the actors may have terminated their
conflict, a return to the battlefield may follow. It can also
decrease the rebels’ capacity to correctly assess the capabil-
ities of the government they are fighting. For example, af-
ter al-Qaida Organisation in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)
was defeated in 2009 in Mali, the conflict resurfaced again
in 2013 through an offensive southward by various Islamist
groups. While Mali was one of the West’s allied countries in
the fight against terrorism and expected external support
from France as well neighboring countries, there was a high
degree of uncertainty in terms of the degree and terms of
such support, thereby making it increasingly difficult to as-
sess the government side’s military capacity (Gorman 2019).
It should be noted that this is a type of rational misunder-
standing due to the strategic nature of government–alliance
structures, rather than a “secular bias” among governments
fighting religious rebel groups (Klocek 2017). Rather, we
surmise, Islamist civil wars are situated in a particular strate-
gic context, which is commonly different from other types
of conflicts. Potentially bolstering the capability of rebels or
governments, this strategic context creates a higher degree
of uncertainty about the available resources of the actors.

A counterargument to the one we outline above is that
Islamist civil wars are in no way unique in getting transna-
tional external support. Outside support to civil war actors is
a widespread phenomenon (Salehyan 2007) and this seems
to be an increasing trend (Melander, Pettersson, and Them-
nér 2016). However, it is not just the occurrence, or poten-
tial, of external support that creates uncertainty, we con-
tend, but also the diversity of support. Islamist civil wars are
embedded in a more diverse support structure than other
types of conflicts. It is true that external support structures
have existed in many other civil wars, not the least in re-
lation to the Soviet-supported Marxist rebel groups during
the Cold War, which share similarities with many Islamist
armed groups (Kalyvas 2018). Neighboring countries have
also provided external support to ethnic brethren in ongo-
ing civil wars or supported rebel groups as a way of weak-
ening a hostile neighboring country (Salehyan 2007). How-
ever, there are also significant differences in the trajectories
of external interventions. The main difference between Is-
lamist conflicts and ethnic nationalist conflicts is that the
support structures of Islamist groups are transnational and
global rather than “trans-border” or regional as tend to
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4 The Intractability of Islamist Insurgencies

be the case for ethnic groups (Cederman et al. 2013).
Moreover, the main difference between the support struc-
ture of Marxist groups during the Cold War and the Is-
lamist groups in more contemporary times is that Islamist
support networks are not predominately state-based. There
have been incidents of state support for various Islamist in-
surgencies, for example, from Libya, Sudan, Pakistan, and
Saudi Arabia, but there is also a wide variety of non-state
groups, organizations, and individuals that have provided
support to Islamist armed actors. State-based interventions
in the form of troops on the ground in support of the rebels
are extremely rare in Islamist conflicts.2 The non-state, net-
worked support structure of Islamist groups makes their true
strength more difficult to grasp, as their support can come
from a plethora of supporters in a larger web. The “mal-
leable resiliency” that Islamist armed groups show is due to
the West confronting “a networked enemy” (Hoffman 2006,
429). The global structure of jihadist networks is transna-
tional, decentralized, and informal, implying that the net-
works are exceedingly fluid in character. Importantly, as the
rebel groups’ strength can be dependent on the extent to
which other actors in this network provide support, the ca-
pacity of the rebels is not necessarily revealed through the
battlefield.

Moreover, the global character of the Islamist movement
can create tensions with local audiences, which may chal-
lenge or decrease the domestic support base. For rebel
groups, appealing to Islamist support networks and adopt-
ing a more radical Islamist ideology can also become a weak-
ness, as the introduction of new religious practices, stricter
interpretations of orthodoxy, and new ways of articulating
and manifesting political claims may alienate such groups
from local customs and the identities of the domestic con-
stituencies (Crenshaw 2017; Kalyvas 2018). External support
may therefore backfire, thus increasing the complexity and
uncertainty of the conflict. This should also make it difficult
for the government to assess the true strength of the rebels.
The tensions between the local constituency and the global
context create a fundamental uncertainty about the capabil-
ities of the insurgencies. Similarly, transnational support can
also be a double-edged sword for governments, by alienating
their support base and reducing their legitimacy, thereby
decreasing their domestic support. Collaboration with ex-
ternal actors, such as the United States, therefore entails a
significant risk for regimes in power (Henne 2017, 52), fur-
ther enhancing the uncertainty of the governments’ real ca-
pacities.

It is also important to clarify that we do not assume that
all armed actors making Islamist claims directly draw on
transnational constituencies and support structures. Rather,
it is the strategic context surrounding these conflicts that in-
creases the level of uncertainty between the conflicting par-
ties. Some Islamist groups are clearly transnational—ISIS, al-
Qaida, and groups associated with their networks—but even
those groups that are more concerned with local territorial
issues or those primarily fighting for a regime change are
embedded in a larger globalized network connecting local
theaters of conflicts. These connections include networks
of foreign fighters but go beyond to broader support and

2 In fact, during the studied time period, there is only one instance of a state-
based intervention with troops on the ground where an external state intervened
in an Islamist conflict on the side of the rebels, namely, the conflict between the
Taliban government and the so-called Northern Alliance in Afghanistan in 2001
where Iran intervened with troops on the ground. Thus, in this case it was the gov-
ernment side (the Taliban) that was making the Islamist claim, whereas the non-
state alliance was comprised of both Islamist and more secular-leaning groups.

solidarity networks. The same applies to governments: the
potential for support from other states will increase the un-
certainty about their capabilities, making a relapse into con-
flict more likely. The support structure surrounding Islamist
civil wars is tenuous, increasing the bargaining uncertainty.
Indeed, there has been a significant variation in terms of
the degree to which Muslim states have collaborated with,
for example, the United States in counterterrorism efforts
(Henne 2017).

Taken together, we propose that in conflicts where the
actors appeal to Islamist claims, there is greater uncertainty
about capabilities (since the recruitment pool is large, which
makes it difficult to correctly assess capabilities), thus in-
creasing the risk of bargaining failure. Theoretically, we
should expect actors’ divergent assessments of strengths and
motivations to converge through warfare—actors commu-
nicate their true resolve and strength by actually fighting
the conflict out (Fearon 1995). However, the strategic en-
vironment surrounding Islamist civil wars manifested in var-
ious types of international networks and alliances makes it
less likely that the expectations converge, and if they do,
they can swiftly diverge again. Thus, due to the transna-
tional support structures in which Islamist conflicts are em-
bedded, implying increased levels of uncertainties about
military capabilities, wars cannot directly alleviate the in-
formational discrepancies between the parties in conflicts,
and thus, Islamist conflicts should be expected to be as-
sociated with a lower chance of ending, regardless of the
specific form of termination. Hence, once the parties have
become engaged in Islamist civil wars, their sustainable ter-
mination will be challenging. Yet, the fluidity of interna-
tional support networks of Islamist insurgencies as well as
the strength and advantages for governments to link up
to the government-based alliance system against radical Is-
lamist groups, both create conditions for new groups to
reemerge. Indeed, as suggested by Byman (2018), based
on the analysis of ISIS, the defeat of Islamist armed ac-
tors may turn out to be illusionary as the pool of potential
recruits persists, and civil war may be reactivated through
new rebel groups that come “roaring back.” Thus, even if
a rebel group has been defeated on the battlefield, the
strategic uncertainty prevails: the appeal to Islamist claims
has activated a pool of potential recruits and supporters,
which can emerge through new manifestations. The case
of the Philippines is illustrative of these dynamics; while
the conflict was drawn to a final end through a compre-
hensive agreement in 2014, the insurgency recurred in the
form of new actors, partly drawing on external support,
such as the Maute group in the city of Marawi, an ISIS-
associated network. In conflicts where the warring actors
formulate their demands in Islamist terms, this can help
the rebels to lower the threshold for finding recruits that
are willing to continue to fight, making it easier for new
rebel groups to remobilize former fighters or engage new
recruits.

Based on our discussion above, we can formulate several
testable implications. First, we should expect Islamist con-
flicts to be more difficult to terminate as the ideational fea-
tures of Islamist claims can serve to heighten the uncertainty
regarding the capabilities of both the government and the
rebel side. Second, even if the parties may have stopped
fighting, the heightened uncertainty should increase the
risk that bargaining failures occur and war breaks out again.
Third, even if the previously active groups stop fighting
following termination, Islamist armed conflicts should be
more likely to see also new groups emerging. Hence, we
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DE S I R É E NI L S S O N A N D IS A K SV E N S S O N 5

identify the following three hypotheses, which speak to the
challenges of ending Islamist civil wars:

H1: Intrastate armed conflicts over Islamist claims are less likely
than other conflicts to terminate.

H2: Intrastate armed conflicts over Islamist claims are more likely
than other conflicts to recur.

H3: Intrastate armed conflicts over Islamist claims are more likely
than other conflicts to see a recurrence involving new actors.

Research Design

Data and Dependent Variables

To evaluate our hypotheses, we rely on dyadic data on
intrastate armed conflict, which is defined as an incom-
patibility over either government or territory between a
government and a rebel group resulting in at least twenty-
five battle-related deaths in a calendar year. To focus on
armed conflicts with twenty-five battle-related deaths or
more is in line with other studies on termination and re-
currence, which are increasingly focusing on both high-and
low-intensity conflicts in their analyses (e.g., Nilsson 2008a;
Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009; Kreutz 2010;
Karlén 2017). The data come from the Uppsala Conflict
Data Program (UCDP) Dyadic Dataset v4–2016 (Harbom,
Melander, and Wallensteen 2008; Melander, Pettersson, and
Themnér 2016). We rely on dyadic data, as there are impor-
tant variations within conflicts, in terms of both which con-
flict party makes Islamist claims and which conflict dyads
terminate and (potentially) recur. Our analysis focuses on
the time period 1975–2013 since this is the time period
for which we have data on both terminations and religious
claims.

We construct two different datasets, one to study termina-
tion and one to examine recurrence. In the dataset where
the interest lies in termination, the unit of analysis is dyad-
year and we follow each government–rebel dyad until the
dyad terminates for at least one calendar year or more, or
the observation period ends. The dependent variable Termi-
nation is coded 1 if the conflict activity for the dyad in focus
has dropped below twenty-five battle-related deaths for at
least one year, and is coded 0 otherwise (e.g., Kreutz 2010;
Karlén 2017). We base this on the UCDP Conflict Termina-
tion Dataset version 2–2015 (Kreutz 2010), which includes
information on whether the conflict has terminated for at
least one year, and in what way. While conflicts may termi-
nate in several different ways, such as through a peace agree-
ment or a military victory, theoretically we are interested in
termination through any of these pathways and thus con-
sider all terminations (and explore different types of termi-
nations in alternative specifications). For our statistical anal-
ysis, we rely on a Cox proportional hazards model.

In our recurrence dataset, the unit of analysis is dyad-
termination-year and we focus on all intrastate armed con-
flicts that have terminated for at least one year, and then
follow each government–rebel dyad until the observation
period ends or there is a recurrence of armed conflict. Since
we are interested in the survival of peace up to an event
(recurrence of conflict), we here also employ a Cox pro-
portional hazards model. Recurrence is coded 1 if the gov-
ernment and rebel group become active again (meaning
they reach the count of twenty-five battle-related deaths in
the postwar period). In order to allow us to specifically ex-
plore recurrence involving new, previously inactive armed
actors, we also created the variable Recurrence-new, which is

coded 1 if a new government-rebel dyad reaches twenty-five
battle-related deaths in the postwar period (i.e., a dyad that
previously had not been fighting in the armed conflict over
the same overarching issue, e.g., government or territory).
Since some dyads may experience recurrence several times
and the patterns surrounding the first recurrence may be
different for dyads that experience a backslide to violence,
for example, the fourth time, in our statistical analysis we
account for repeated events and we stratify the analysis on
each dyad episode.3

Independent and Control Variables

To study Islamist armed conflicts, we rely on the Religion
and Armed Conflict (RELAC) dataset, a dataset on religious
dimensions of armed conflict (Svensson and Nilsson 2018).
We use the measure Islamist claim, which is coded 1 if the
rebel group has self-proclaimed Islamist aspirations at the
outset of the conflict, for example, advocating for an in-
creased role of Islam in the society or the state, and 0 oth-
erwise. Rebel groups making such claims include, for exam-
ple, ISIS in Syria and Iraq, MILF in the Philippines, Hamas
in Israel/Palestine, and the Patani insurgents in Thailand.
Notably, the measurement does not specify whether the de-
mand is the only, or most important, demand. Thus, the
rebel groups may also make a number of other claims, but
here we focus on whether any type of Islamist claims was an-
nounced at the start of the conflict. Ideally, we would have
liked to also know to what extent these claims might have
shifted over time, but as no such data are currently avail-
able, we focus on the claims made at the beginning of the
conflict.

In terms of controls, we seek to account for factors that
potentially could influence both our dependent variables—
termination and recurrence—and our independent vari-
able, Islamist claims. Hence, we begin by identifying several
factors prior to the start of the armed struggle, which could
influence the prevalence of Islamist armed conflicts as well
as the likelihood of termination and recurrence. Karakaya
(2015) finds youth bulges and oil rents to be important fac-
tors in explaining the prevalence of intrastate conflicts in
Muslim-majority countries. To account for such dynamics,
we created the variable Muslim majority, which is coded 1 if
the majority of the population in a country identify with
the Islamic faith and is otherwise coded 0. Here we em-
ploy data from Gleditsch and Rudolfsen (2016), which is
originally drawn from the Pew dataset (Pew 2012). We in-
clude the variable Youth bulge that is measured as the num-
ber of individuals aged between 15 and 24 as a share of
the adult population above 15 in the country. The data on
youth bulges come from the United Nations (Urdal 2006;
United Nations 2017). In order to account for income from
oil, we introduce a control for Oil, measured as the value
from oil in nominal value, logged (Ross and Mahdavi 2015).
These variables are all measured one year prior to conflict
onset.

We also account for various features of the conflict, which
could potentially influence the likelihood of the rebels fram-
ing their demands in Islamist terms as well as termina-
tion and recurrence. The variable Territory is coded 1 if the
armed conflict is fought over territory rather than govern-
ment and is based on data from the UCDP. We also con-
sider the strength of the rebels, as this could influence both

3 Please note that when studying recurrence via new groups, we stratify the
analysis on the dyad episode of the previous active groups as this is likely to in-
fluence the behavior of any new groups that emerge. We receive the same results
without stratification.
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6 The Intractability of Islamist Insurgencies

the type of claims that are made and the intractability of
the conflict (Nilsson 2008b; Cunningham, Gleditsch, and
Salehyan 2009). Strong rebels is coded 1 if the rebel group is
at parity or stronger vis-à-vis the government and coded 0 if
the groups are weaker or much weaker. The coding is based
on the Non-State Actors in Armed Conflict (NSA) dataset
(Cunningham, Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2009; Cunningham,
Gleditsch, and Salehyan 2013). These variables form part of
our main models.

Since armed conflicts over Islamist claims may take on cer-
tain dynamics once the conflict has been framed in such
terms, we also explore some potential pathways through
which armed conflicts over Islamist aspirations may influ-
ence termination as well as the recurrence of conflict.
Hence, we account for aspects related to the transnational
dimensions in terms of support structures, as well as fac-
tors related to the postwar context. We do not view these
factors as potential confounders (since Islamist claims are
measured at the outset of the conflict), but their inclusion
can possibly help us understand if the Islamist conflicts are
following a certain trajectory in terms of their path toward
recurrence.

We theorize that conflicts over Islamist claims are more
likely, on average, to take on transnational dimensions, such
as a higher likelihood of an influx of foreign fighters. To
explore this pathway, we account for the presence of for-
eign fighters, relying on data from Chu and Braithwaite
(2017), which in turn is based on Malet (2013). The vari-
able Foreign fighters is a dummy variable, which is coded 1 if
foreign fighters were involved in the rebel struggle against
the government and is coded 0 otherwise. Admittedly, there
is likely variation in the number of foreign fighters across
these cases; however, this is the best data source that is avail-
able with uniform coverage across the globe and we believe
it can serve as a proxy for the relationship we are inter-
ested in. We also theorize about military support on the gov-
ernment side as a potential pathway increasing the level of
uncertainty. To capture such involvement, we created the
variable Government support, which is coded 1 if a govern-
ment receives troop support from another state (Melander,
Pettersson, and Lotta Themnér 2016). In addition, since
the type of termination may influence recurrence, we in-
troduce several variables that capture different outcomes,
including Peace agreement, Ceasefire, Rebel victory, Government
victory, and Low activity (Kreutz 2010). Finally, in the recur-
rence literature, third-party security guarantees in the form
of peacekeeping troops have been shown to be of impor-
tance to reduce the risk of recurrence. Since civil wars over
Islamist aspirations may be less likely to see this form of in-
terventions and peacekeepers may reduce the risk of recur-
rence, we account for the presence of a Peacekeeping opera-
tion in the country, relying on data by Hegre, Hultman, and
Nygård (2019).

Results and Analysis

We now turn to our results and analysis. We begin by pro-
viding some brief descriptive statistics of our data. Descrip-
tive statistics for all variables are provided in tables A1–A2 in
the online appendix. Our termination dataset contains 386
rebel–government dyads; out of these, there are 64 where
the rebel group made claims concerning Islamist claims
at the start of the conflict, whereas 322 where they did not.
The vast majority of all conflict dyads (367 out of 386) are
terminated at some point in time, that is, violence drops be-
low twenty-five battle-related deaths in a year or more. Yet, as
we will return to when discussing our results on recurrence,

Table 1. Islamist armed conflicts and the risk of termination and
recurrence. Cox proportional hazards models

Termination Recurrence Recurrence-new
(1) (2) (3)

Islamist claim 0.706 1.730 1.718
(0.095)** (0.351)** (0.420)*

Territory 0.962 2.288 0.560
(0.110) (0.506)** (0.147)*

Strong rebels 1.126 0.914 1.066
(0.153) (0.330) (0.295)

Oillog 1.003 1.019 0.981
(0.004) (0.010)+ (0.011)+

Youth bulge/adult population 1.016 1.042 0.977
(0.012) (0.020)* (0.030)

Muslim majority 1.074 0.869 0.997
(0.110) (0.178) (0.231)

N 1,657 6,194 6,194
Subjects 309 306 306
Failures 433 149 71

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered on dyad. Note
that for Model 1 the unit of analysis is dyad-year, and in Models 2–3, it
is dyad-termination-year. +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01.

many of the conflict dyads that are terminated for one year
or more experience repeated cycles of violence.

The distribution of Islamist armed conflicts is skewed over
time: none of the intrastate armed conflicts were Islamist
in 1975, whereas over 56 percent were fought over Islamist
claims in 2015 (Nilsson and Svensson 2017). It is therefore
important that we correctly estimate and take into account
the time dimension. We rely on a Cox proportional hazards
model, as it allows us to specifically focus on the time up to
an event (termination or recurrence) while accounting for
time-varying covariates and also provides a way of estimat-
ing right-censored data (considering that some dyads may
have yet to experience an event). We do not have strong
theoretical expectations of the failure rate over time, and
in such a case a Cox proportional hazards model, which is
more flexible, is preferable over a parametric model (Box-
Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). Moreover, since some of the
dyads may experience repeated events, we take this into ac-
count by stratifying our analysis on each episode. In addi-
tion, we present our main results relying on alternative sur-
vival models, including a Weibull model and an exponential
model. The results remain robust (see tables A3–A5 in the
online appendix,).

We theorize that conflicts fought over Islamist aspirations
are characterized by a higher uncertainty, which on aver-
age should increase the risk of bargaining failures and a
continuation of conflict. Our first hypothesis proposes that
armed conflicts over Islamist claims are less likely to termi-
nate. Figure 1 displays the Kaplan–Meier survival estimates
for the two categories of interest: dyads fighting over Islamist
claims versus those that do not (i.e., showing the percent-
age of cases that has yet to experience termination at a given
point in time).4 As shown in figure 1, the dyads fighting over
Islamist aspirations are not being terminated at the same
rate as those dyads fighting over other types of claims. The
results for our Cox proportional hazards model on termi-
nation are presented in Model 1, table 1. The hazard ratios
are interpreted relative to 1 and a value above 1 indicates an
increased likelihood of termination, whereas a value below

4 The figures are created using the scheme plotting (Bischof 2017).
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Figure 1. Survival estimates: Islamist claims and termination.

1 shows a reduced likelihood of termination. In line with
Hypothesis 1, we find that warring actors that fight over Is-
lamist aspirations are 29 percent less likely than other ac-
tors to stop fighting, a finding that is statistically significant.
Notably, this result is obtained while controlling for vari-
ous country characteristics, such as the presence of youth
bulges and whether a country is a Muslim-majority coun-
try, and whether the conflict is fought over government or
territory.

Having established that conflicts over Islamist claims are
less likely to be terminated, we explore if Islamist armed
conflicts see a higher risk of recurrence in comparison to
other types of conflicts. We begin by looking at some de-
scriptive statistics in our recurrence data. Of the 367 rebel-
government dyads in our dataset, 53 were fighting over Is-
lamist aspirations, whereas 314 were not. Recurrence seems
to be slightly more common in Islamist armed conflicts: 38
percent (20 out of 53) compared to 25 percent (78 out of
314) for non-Islamist armed conflicts. Figure 2 displays the
Kaplan–Meier survival estimates in terms of recurrence for
Islamist and non-Islamist claims, respectively (i.e., showing
the percentage of cases that has yet to experience recur-
rence at a given point in time). In the beginning, the recur-
rence patterns are similar, but after a few years, a higher pro-
portion of the Islamist conflicts recur. This provides some
initial support for our second hypothesis.

The results for our Cox proportional hazards model on
recurrence are presented in Models 2–3, table 1. Conflicts
where the government and a particular rebel group are
fighting over Islamist claims show an increased risk of re-
currence compared to conflicts fought over other types of
claims (see Model 2, table 1). The hazard ratio is above 1
and statistically significant at the 99 percent level. This effect
is significant also in substantive terms: the risk of recurrence
increases by 73 percent when the armed conflict is fought
over an Islamist claim, compared to other armed conflicts.

Since we also theorized about the possibility that new
Islamist groups, and not just previously active actors, may
mobilize and take up arms following a termination, we ex-
plored this empirically. In this analysis, we focus specifically
on recurrence via new actors that have not been active pre-
viously. In line with our theory, we find that when conflicts
are fought over Islamist claims, the risk that new armed ac-
tors emerge increases by 72 percent, an effect which is sta-
tistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level (see
Model 3, table 1). Yet, we do not know whether the new
groups that emerge are necessarily also fighting over Is-
lamist claims. A closer look at our data reveals that when
focusing on recurrence-new, out of eighty instances of recur-
rence, twenty-three involve a new rebel group fighting over
an Islamist claim. This is about 29 percent, which can be
compared to 20 percent when we focus on instances of re-
currence involving a previously active group. Hence, the pro-
portion of events of recurrence involving an Islamist actor is
even higher when we only look at recurrence involving new
groups. In sum, the results support our second and third
hypotheses. As robustness, instead of relying on a one-year
drop in fighting to determine if termination has occurred,
we require the fighting to have terminated for at least two
years. When doing so, we find that our main results for ter-
mination as well as recurrence are robust (see table A6 in
the online appendix).

In addition, we also seek to explore two potential path-
ways to why Islamist conflicts are so intractable—the pres-
ence of foreign fighters and government support. Our the-
ory emphasizes the transnational dimension of Islamist civil
wars and one manifestation of this is the increased uncer-
tainty relating to the potential influx of foreign fighters,
and another is the uncertainty arising from the plethora
of institutional intergovernmental support structures on the
government side. There is descriptive evidence of the con-
nection between the Islamist character of civil wars and the
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Figure 2. Survival estimates: Islamist claims and recurrence.

presence of foreign fighters and government support. Of
the rebel groups fighting over an Islamist claim, 47 percent
see the involvement of foreign fighters, whereas the corre-
sponding figure for rebels in other types of conflicts is 17
percent. Similarly, of the Islamist conflicts, government sup-
port is forthcoming in 44 percent of the cases, whereas for
non-Islamist conflicts only 15 percent see government sup-
port.

As a first cut, to further explore these mechanisms, we in-
clude these measures in the multivariate analysis (see Mod-
els 1–3, table 2) to shed light on the potential pathways.
When focusing on termination, we find some support for
our conjectures that foreign fighters and government sup-
port may act as potential pathways. Both foreign fighters
and government support are in the expected direction and
significant at the 95 percent level, whereas the effect for Is-
lamist claims is in the expected direction but no longer sig-
nificant (see Model 1). This suggests that Islamist claims not
only have a direct effect on termination, but the presence
of foreign fighters and government support may also act as
potential pathways. Turning to our results regarding recur-
rence, in Model 2, table 2, Islamist claim is still statistically
significant at the 90 percent level, but the effect is reduced
to some degree (from 73 percent down to 48 percent), and
the hazard ratio for foreign fighters is in the expected direc-
tion and statistically significant, whereas the coefficient for
government support is not precisely estimated. The corre-
sponding results for new groups show a reduced effect for
Islamist claims that is no longer significant, whereas govern-
ment support and foreign fighters both are statistically sig-
nificant and in the expected direction (see Model 3). Thus,
in line with our expectations, we find some evidence that
foreign fighters and government support act as a potential
pathway, although the results are less clear-cut for govern-
ment support. Using alternative measures of secondary sup-
port yield a similar picture (see table A8 in the online ap-
pendix).

Table 2. Islamist armed conflicts and the risk of termination and
recurrence: exploring the pathways. Cox proportional hazards models

Termination Recurrence Recurrence-new
(1) (2) (3)

Islamist claim 0.835 1.482 1.349
(0.111) (0.332)+ (0.327)

Territory 0.850 2.580 0.684
(0.099) (0.572)** (0.185)

Strong rebels 1.182 0.856 0.943
(0.169) (0.306) (0.257)

Oillog 1.000 1.022 0.984
(0.004) (0.010)* (0.011)

Youth bulge/adult population 1.015 1.048 0.976
(0.012) (0.020)* (0.030)

Muslim majority 1.134 0.794 0.874
(0.118) (0.165) (0.211)

Foreign fighters 0.747 1.831 1.864
(0.085)* (0.420)** (0.445)**

Government support 0.662 0.805 1.888
(0.101)** (0.214) (0.457)**

N 1,657 6,194 6,194
Subjects 309 306 306
Failures 433 149 71

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered on dyad. Note
that for Model 1 the unit of analysis is dyad-year, and in Models 2–3 it is
dyad-termination-year. +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01.

We want to clarify that our argument does not imply a con-
ditional effect. We expect that Islamist claims create uncer-
tainty about external support, which enhances uncertainty
even if such support is not always materializing or forthcom-
ing. For transparency, we nevertheless explore whether Is-
lamist claims are conditional on foreign support (see table
A7a-d in the online appendix), but this analysis does not
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show that there is a conditional effect, neither on termina-
tion nor on recurrence. Thus, the effect of Islamist claims
is not amplified through the presence of foreign fighters or
government support. We do find some evidence suggesting
that Islamist claim is significant in the presence of govern-
ment support, but the effect is only significant at the 90 per-
cent level. Generally, while we find little evidence suggesting
that the effect of Islamist claims on termination or recur-
rence is conditional on the presence or absence of foreign
support, there should be some caution in interpreting these
results, though, as such an analysis demands more of the
data. Overall, we do not see these alternative specifications
providing a direct test of our theoretical argument, which
expects an effect of Islamist claims on termination and re-
currence not only driven by the actual occurrence of foreign
fighters and government support, but rather the strategic
context created by such claim-making.

These results are thus well in line with our theory put for-
ward and also remain stable across a wide range of robust-
ness tests. Since we use a Cox proportional hazards model,
we test for violations of the proportional hazards assump-
tion, using the Schoenfeld residuals, but neither the individ-
ual nor the global tests for our main models show any viola-
tions (Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). Islamist conflicts
have become more frequent in recent years, which could
be a cause for concern. Yet, survival analysis is particularly
suitable to address issues relating to time, including right-
censoring, but we have nevertheless taken some additional
measures to ensure that the analysis is not influenced by the
time dimension. A closer look at the data shows that after
fifteen years there are twenty-five dyads with Islamist claims,
out of a total of fifty-three dyads in the recurrence analysis
(i.e., close to 50 percent of the cases are still contributing
to the analysis at this point). Moreover, we also control for
other factors such as economic development measured as
GDP per capita (logged), type of political regime using a
dummy for anocracy, and size of the population (logged),
and find overall that the results are robust across different
specifications (see tables A9–A11 in the online appendix,).5
More specifically, when analyzing termination as well as re-
currence, our results remain the same, but when focusing
on the recurrence of new groups and controlling for anoc-
racy, Islamist claim is no longer significant. However, this re-
sult should be interpreted with caution as there are some
missing data on anocracy. Thus, taken together, we find
strong support for our conjectures, but the evidence is less
clear-cut when it comes to explaining the recurrence of new
groups.

Extending the Analysis

We now move on to consider some alternative interpreta-
tions of our findings. One possibility is that we should ex-
pect to see similar findings for rebel movements that share
the characteristics of the Islamist civil wars and that it is not
something particular about Islamist conflicts. Kalyvas (2018)
points out the similarities with revolutionary rebels in gen-
eral, such as groups fighting with a leftist ideology. Islamism
and leftism represent the two main transnational revolution-
ary movements during the studied time period. Islamist and
leftist groups are similar in the sense that they mobilize on
the basis of a revolutionary ideology, harbor ideas that may

5 Data on the type of political system comes from Polity2 (Marshall, Jaggers,
and Gurr 2015), and for GDP per capita we rely on data from the UN statistics
division (United Nations 2015), and population is based on the World Bank World
Development Indicators, taken from Ross and Mahdavi (2015).

alienate the local population, and belong to transnational
social movements. To explore whether Islamist and leftist
revolutionaries follow a similar empirical trajectory in terms
of termination and recurrence, we created a variable Leftist,
which captures whether the rebel movement fought over ex-
plicit leftist demands.6 During the time period under study,
there are 61 groups with a leftist ideology and 321 groups
that do not harbor such ideas. Overall, we find some similar-
ities with Islamist groups, but also some notable differences.
First, our results show that conflicts over a leftist ideology
are indeed less likely to terminate (see table A12, Model
1 in the online appendix). Yet, when exploring if conflicts
over a leftist ideology are more or less likely to recur, the
tests for proportional hazards showed violations for the Left-
ist covariate. To address this issue, we follow the advice of
Box-Steffensmeier and Jones (2004) and interact this vari-
able with the log of time (Leftist * log(_t)). Thus, the risk
is not stable over time (see table A12, Model 4 in the on-
line appendix). Therefore, we also used alternative survival
models—a Weibull and an exponential model—but Leftist is
not significant (not reported here). When focusing on re-
currence involving new groups, leftist is only significant at
the 90 percent level (see table A13 in the online appendix).
Hence, while there is some evidence that conflicts over left-
ist ideologies are less likely to terminate, in terms of re-
currence we find some differences between leftists and Is-
lamist conflicts. Importantly, when we study the pathways
we identified—foreign fighters and government support—
we find that the leftist conflicts stand out in comparison to
the Islamist conflicts. Whereas we found a higher share of
the Islamist conflicts to see both foreign fighters and govern-
ment support compared to non-Islamist conflicts, the leftist
conflicts see foreign fighters in 18 percent of the cases com-
pared to 22 percent in the non-leftist conflicts, and 13 per-
cent government support compared to 21.5 percent in the
non-leftist conflicts. Hence, if anything, the patterns seem
to go in the opposite direction. Indeed, when adding for-
eign fighters and government support to the multivariate
analysis, the results for Leftist remain the same (see table 3).
We can thus conclude that while the Islamist and leftist con-
flicts to some extent see similar patterns in terms of their
intractability, we do not find the pathways to be the same.

It is also conceivable that the findings reflect something
about Muslim group identities rather than the claims per
se. Our theoretical argument emphasizes the strategic in-
centives that arise from mobilizing on the basis of Islamist
claims and counterefforts against such uprisings. The effect
we expect is related to the particular strategic dilemmas in
Islamist civil wars, which we argue arise when belligerents
frame their aspirations in Islamist terms, rather than to the
identity aspect of Muslim conflicts in general. Hence, in con-
trast to the arguments made about “Muslim exceptionalism”
and conflict, we do not expect any effect from either of the
warring actors having a Muslim identity.7 To explore this, we
account for Muslim identity, which is a dummy variable cap-
turing whether the religious majority of the constituency of
the government or the rebel group comes from the Mus-
lim faith tradition. This variable thus captures both armed
conflicts where Christians are fighting Muslims, such as in

6 We use an updated version of a dataset (Fjelde and Nilsson 2019), created
by Forsberg and Karlén (2013), which in turn is based on Kalyvas and Balcell
(2010), the Terrorist Organization Profiles dataset by the National Consortium
for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (2013), the Minorities at
Risk Organizational Behavior Database (Asal, Pate, and Wilkenfeld 2008), and the
UCDP Encyclopedia.

7 For an overview on the Muslim exceptionalism discussion, see (Fox 2007;
Fish, Jensenius, and Michel 2010; Karakaya 2015).
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Table 3. Leftist armed conflicts and the risk of termination and
recurrence. Exploring the pathways. Cox proportional hazards models

Termination Recurrence Recurrence-new
(1) (2) (3)

Leftist 0.598 5.032 1.553
(0.070)** (2.136)** (0.407)+

Leftist × ln(time) 0.467
(0.101)**

Territory 0.738 2.919 0.767
(0.086)** (0.606)** (0.207)

Strong rebels 1.085 0.919 1.010
(0.168) (0.326) (0.287)

Oillog 1.002 1.023 0.985
(0.004) (0.010)* (0.011)

Youth bulge/adult pop. 1.015 1.055 0.981
(0.013) (0.021)** (0.031)

Muslim majority 1.015 0.866 1.010
(0.102) (0.168) (0.232)

Government support 0.583 2.099 1.943
(0.086)** (0.431)** (0.467)**

Foreign fighters 0.687 0.888 2.024
(0.081)** (0.235) (0.493)**

N 1,657 6,193 6,193
Subjects 309 305 305
Failures 433 149 71

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered on dyad. +p < .1;
*p < .05; **p < .01.

Chad between government and Armed Forces of the Fed-
eral Republic (FARF), and armed conflicts where Muslims
are found on both sides of the conflicts, for example, in the
conflict over government power in Iraq, where the conflict
is fought between Sunni Muslims on one side and Shia Mus-
lims on the other. The variable is based on data from the
RELAC dataset (Svensson and Nilsson 2018). When we take
into account the effect of Muslim identity, the effect of Is-
lamist claim-making still holds, and there is no evidence that
conflicts fought over a Muslim identity have a higher likeli-
hood of termination or recurrence by the same actor (see
table A12 in the online appendix). Yet, we do find that this
factor seems to be associated with recurrence via new actors
but only at the 90 percent level, and Islamist claim is then no
longer significant (see table A13 in the online appendix).
Taken together, the evidence rather suggests that it is the
Islamist claim-making, and not the Muslim-identity dimen-
sion, which drives the increased risk of intractability. Since
our conceptualization of Islamist civil wars focuses on the Is-
lamist aspirations as such, this lends support to the notion
that it is the ideas that matter rather than the identity. Yet, as
previously noted, we do not make any assumptions regard-
ing the sincerity of the claims and whether the belligerents,
leaders as well as followers, actually believe in these ideas or
whether these serve other purposes.

The notion of uncertainty created by the strategic context
of Islamist armed conflicts is central to our argument, rather
than the intensity of religious beliefs associated with Islamist
conflicts. In order to tease out whether it is the religious di-
mensions of conflicts more broadly that make conflicts in-
tractable or whether the intractability is more restricted to
Islamist conflicts (as our argument suggest) it is worth exam-
ining whether our findings apply to non-Islamist religious
conflicts that are fought over religious claims, such as con-
flicts involving militant Sikh or Christian rebel groups. Yet,
we find no similar effect as regards conflicts fought on a re-
ligious basis, but which do not concern Islamist aspirations

Table 4. Islamist armed conflicts and the risk of recurrence, exploring
alternative pathways via type of termination and peacekeeping. Cox

proportional hazards models.

Recurrence Recurrence-new
(1) (2)

Islamist claim 1.656 1.711
(0.335)* (0.412)*

Territory 2.061 0.476
(0.461)** (0.130)**

Strong rebels 1.204 1.181
(0.479) (0.370)

Oillog 1.022 0.984
(0.011)* (0.011)

Youth bulge/adult population 1.035 0.986
(0.020)+ (0.030)

Muslim majority 0.849 0.868
(0.177) (0.206)

Peacekeeping presence 0.737 1.576
(0.117)+ (0.335)*

Ceasefire agreement 1.518 0.926
(0.533) (0.467)

Government victory 0.533 0.506
(0.236) (0.293)

Rebel victory 0.507 1.419
(0.343) (0.701)

Low activity 1.853 1.922
(0.525)* (0.637)*

N 6,144 6,144
Subjects 304 304
Failures 149 69

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered on dyad. Peace
agreement is the reference category when evaluating different types of
termination. +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01.

(see tables A12 and A13 in the online appendix). However,
since most religious conflicts are fought over Islamist claims,
it needs to be noted that these non-Islamist religious con-
flicts are very few, and it is thus difficult to find significant
effects.

Another possibility is that Islamist armed conflicts are
more fragmented than other types of conflicts and that this
makes these conflicts more intractable. To explore this, we
add the number of groups to the three main models (see
table A14 in the online appendix). We find that our results
concerning Islamist claims and termination, as well as, re-
currence are robust. When examining recurrence for new
groups, however, Islamist claim is no longer significant, and
in already fragmented conflicts there is an increased risk of
new groups emerging. This does not make the finding spuri-
ous, but it says something about why we see an increased risk
of new groups emerging in Islamist conflicts. Hence, when
it comes to recurrence involving new groups, we find that
in addition to the two pathways we theorized about (foreign
fighters and foreign support), fragmentation can increase
the risk that we see recurrence via new groups emerging.

Finally, to further explore potential pathways to why Is-
lamist conflicts are so intractable, we assess if the way the
conflicts are fought could matter (see table A15 in the on-
line appendix). Yet, when accounting for factors related to
the way the war was fought, including the intensity and du-
ration of the conflict, the results remain the same. Subse-
quently, we look at the postwar context, studying the type of
termination as well as the presence of peacekeepers, but our
main findings remain the same (see Models 1–2, table 4).
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Notably, we find no evidence that Islamist conflicts are more
likely to recur due to the way they have terminated, nor in
terms of the guarantees received in the form of peacekeep-
ing troops on the ground.

Conclusions

In this study, we demonstrate that Islamist civil wars are less
likely to terminate and more likely to recur once they have
ended, sometimes in new constellations. We also present a
framework that can help understanding why this is the case.
This study adds a new perspective to the research on why
civil wars recur, by focusing on the ideational and religious
features of armed conflict, and by showing how the strategic
context into which conflicts are embedded can shape the
level of uncertainty that may increase the risk for bargaining
failures.

So, is there anything particular with Islamist conflicts that
make them more difficult to put to an end? Islamist conflicts
belong to a category of conflicts in which transnational ide-
ologies shape the external support structure in a way that
increases the uncertainty of the conflict parties’ capabilities.
We find that Islamist conflicts are indeed more difficult to
terminate and more at risk to restart once they end. While
we to some extent see similar patterns for leftist conflicts, we
also demonstrate that the international support structures
in Islamist conflicts do not follow the same trajectories. By
focusing on structures of external support surrounding Is-
lamists armed conflicts, we are able to explain why the tra-
jectories of Islamist conflicts are different from other types
of conflicts. This stand in contrast to previous literature on
religion and conflict resolution—focusing on issue indivisi-
bility (Svensson 2007; Hassner 2009) or time horizons (Toft
2006)—which primarily pertains to religiously framed con-
flicts in general, and as such is not suitable for explaining if
and why there would be something particular with the end-
ing of Islamist conflicts. Furthermore, by demonstrating the
intricate relationship between Islamist claim-making, exter-
nal support, and intractability, we are able to contribute to
the research field of civil war recurrence, which has largely
omitted to study the role of ideology in general and Islamist
ideologies in particular. Since Islamist civil wars appear to
follow a specific trajectory, it becomes important to take this
ideologic dimension into account when devising strategies,
including third-party efforts, to prevent civil war from recur-
ring. Hence, this represents an important avenue for future
research on civil war recurrence.

Our study has three wider ramifications. First, the lit-
erature on religion and conflict has tended to focus on
the parties in conflict, in particular on the characteristics
of the religious radical rebel groups. Yet, it has not suffi-
ciently examined the external support systems in which the
rebel groups, as well as the government fighting them, are
embedded. Our approach here is different, by explaining
the intractability of Islamist conflicts not primarily as a re-
sult of the religious nature of these conflicts, but rather
by the strategic uncertainty created by the particular pat-
terns of transnational support associated with them. Sec-
ond, whereas research on Islamist civil wars has tended to
focus primarily on the Islamist rebel side, we suggest that we
need to broaden the scope of attention also toward the (of-
ten more secular-leaning) government. Analyzing conflict
termination should be done taking a strategic, interdepen-
dent perspective as a basis for analysis. The bargaining per-
spective used here is a mainstream theoretical perspective
that allows for taking both conflict sides’ incentive struc-
tures into account. By suggesting that Islamist civil wars are

associated with distinct patterns of sustained uncertainty, we
integrate insights from the study of Islamist civil wars with
the mainstream literature on civil war recurrence. Future
research should preferably continue to incorporate knowl-
edge from the different fields to better understand termi-
nation patterns in Islamist civil wars. Third, our research
also has implications for research on postwar peace risks.
For example, we need more research on how Islamist civil
wars can be brought to sustainable ends by focusing on
how to theoretically explain the differences and similari-
ties between leftist and Islamist movements, and by exam-
ining in-depth variations between different types of Islamist
conflicts.

Our research also comes with important policy implica-
tions. The transnational ideological framing of Islamist con-
flicts may serve to increase the uncertainty regarding the ex-
tent and nature of transnational support in terms of foreign
support. This can be addressed by prioritizing safeguard-
ing of borders and implementing better policing strategies
that create obstacles for foreign fighters to join up to lo-
cal theaters of conflict. For example, the ISIS conflict in
Syria dramatically shifted in its dynamic once Turkey de-
cided to more effectively police its border to Syria. In ad-
dition, one implication of our study is that those Islamist
civil wars in which the fighting actors would be able to en-
capsulate themselves from the wider trans-Islamist networks
(on the rebel side) and the global alliance structures against
radical Islamism (on the government side) should stand a
better chance of getting to an end. Third-party actors en-
gaged in preventive efforts could thus seek to prevent armed
conflicts from becoming part of the transnational networks.
Breaking away from the global jihad, as well as from the
global war against it, could pave the way for more sustain-
able terminations of civil wars.

Supplementary Information

Supplementary information is available at the International
Studies Quarterly data archive.
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