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Conflicts, Local Fault Lines and Cumulative Extremism
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uppsala university, uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Trans-national jihadist groups have established themselves across 
many contexts. However, we have limited knowledge about the larger 
picture of how such groups tap into various inter-religious, sectarian, 
or ethnic divisions. To address this research gap, we explore: How 
do trans-national jihadist groups mobilize on the basis of different 
forms of identity cleavages? Our empirical analysis focuses on all 
trans-national jihadist groups who have challenged governments in 
civil wars. We find that mobilization along ethnic divisions is the most 
common cleavage, and is increasing most over time. We also find 
that sectarian mobilization is rare, but associated with significant 
escalation of violence.

The trans-national jihadist movement has been seen as functionally equivalent to 
McDonald’s. Local groups franchise the brand of either al-Qaeda or the Islamic State 
(IS), and franchising has thereby been the key mechanism for the networks’ expansion.1 
Building on preexisting societal cleavages, these networks can effectively establish 
grounds on the local level. For example, after seemingly being defeated in Iraq and 
Syria, the Islamic State has been able to diffuse and establish itself successfully else-
where.2 Currently, these trans-national jihadist networks have been engaged in battles 
on 67 fronts, challenging 35 governments across the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.3 
The Islamic State and al-Qaeda are not unified rebel organizations with hierarchical 
decision-making structures. Rather, they are both loosely tied trans-national networks, 
in which local actors challenge the status quo and make alliances with global networks 
for the sake of external support, higher visibility, aligned purposes, or other reasons.4

Previous research has studied how jihadist conflicts diffuse and transnationalize, 
but it has not paid sufficient attention to how this transnationalization process over-
laps with preexisting societal cleavages. The contexts in which al-Qaeda and IS 
establish themselves – that is, where local actors choose to re-frame their conflict 
into a more global campaign and where the international networks want to open up 
new fronts – vary considerably. If we want to understand the process of transnation-
alization as it applies to jihadist groups, we need to take into consideration which 
particular societal cleavages that the trans-national dimension overlaps with. 
Transnationalization of jihadist groups, including how the groups tap into social 
cleavages, has been discussed and analyzed in a number of studies focusing on 
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individual cases, such as Afghanistan5 and Chechnya.6 Still, we lack the overall picture 
across armed conflicts of how local actors mobilizing on the basis of different forms 
of cleavages connect to trans-national jihadist networks. While individual case studies 
are immensely important to understand the mechanisms at play, they do not tell us 
about the general trajectories. Al-Qaeda and IS are global networks, that span across 
several regions. In order to describe the extent and nature of their trans-national 
mobilization, we therefore need to map the multilayered mobilization structures of 
trans-national jihadist groups across all conflict-affected countries, which is what this 
study aims to contribute.

Learning more about the trajectories of transnationalization of jihadist groups is 
of key importance. We know that Islamist armed conflicts – which includes the cat-
egory of trans-national jihadist conflicts – are less likely to terminate and more likely 
to recur following termination than other conflicts.7 In order to prevent conflicts 
taking on a trans-national dimension, it is critical that we increase our knowledge 
about the mobilization patterns of these groups and which societal cleavages they 
tap into.

Our focus here is on trans-national jihadist conflicts, that is, situations where a 
non-state armed group has challenged a government and they are engaged in violence, 
resulting in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a year.8 During the time period under 
study, there are 67 trans-national jihadist dyads – consisting of a government and 
rebel actor – engaged in armed conflict. The duration of these dyads varies, while 
some are only active for a brief period, others engage in fighting over several years. 
In total, such armed challenges occurred in 313 dyad-years during the period from 
1993 to 2020. While single individuals may act alone on their self-described affiliation 
to trans-national jihadist groups (so called ‘lone-wolfs’), and isolated attacks by terrorist 
cells loosely connected to the trans-national groups may occur in many different 
countries, this is not the focus here. We instead explore where al-Qaeda and IS have 
been able to open new fronts, and in particular, we want to know more about the 
different sources of mobilization, and whether these cleavages may or may not overlap. 
Furthermore, since our primary focus is on trans-national jihadist groups engaged in 
an armed struggle with the government side, this means that our analysis does not 
include other forms of violence involving jihadist groups, such as one-sided violence 
targeting civilians. Thus, for example, instances of IS attacks against the Shia Hazara 
minority in Afghanistan fall outside of our study.

With this article, we introduce the concept of cumulative extremism into the debate 
on transnationalization of jihadist groups. Cumulative extremism describes the inter-
active, reciprocal, and overlapping dynamics of different forms of extremism, which 
so far has been studied predominantly in the context of Western European countries. 
Cumulative extremism can be used to understand the phenomena of radical groups 
drawing on different layers of identity cleavages or ideological schisms.

How do trans-national jihadist groups mobilize on the basis of different forms of 
identity cleavages in society? We contribute to existing literature by exploring how a 
set of social cleavages overlap, and tracing shifts over time in terms of which societal 
cleavages the trans-national jihadist movements have mobilized upon. We define 
trans-national jihadism, in line with Melander, Pettersson and Themnér9, “…as the 
immediate or future aim of a non-state group to establish a caliphate across 
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internationally recognized borders, using violence”, and operationalize this as non-state 
actors explicitly associated with the two main trans-national jihadist networks, IS and 
al-Qaeda.

To empirically explore this issue, we start by identifying all trans-national jihadists 
groups active in internal armed conflicts, based on data from the Uppsala Conflict 
Data Program (UCDP), which we have revised and updated.10 We thereafter combine 
an updated version of the Religion and Armed Conflict (RELAC) data11 with the 
Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) data, 1989–2020.12 In order to identify the ethnic identity 
of governments and rebel groups, we relied on the EPR data when available (including 
the ACD2EPR dataset), and UCDP descriptions, as well as additional sources when 
needed, such as the Encyclopedia Britannica, Mapping Militant Organizations13, books, 
articles, and the news database Factiva. Our focus is on trans-national jihadist networks 
– Islamic State and al-Qaeda – both their core organizations and organizations that 
are allied to their networks. For the purpose of this study, we explore how trans-national 
jihadist groups overlap with a set of key societal cleavages. We map out the frequency, 
geographic patterns, and changes over time of ethnic-, sectarian-, and inter-religious 
cleavages. We acknowledge that our global focus on these three key cleavages means 
that we cannot capture all variations in mobilization along societal cleavages, such as 
for example, the extent to which trans-national jihadists groups draw on tribal cleav-
ages. Yet, by studying how trans-national jihadist groups mobilize along ethnic lines, 
tap into Christian-Muslim divisions, or draw on Shia-Sunni sectarian cleavages, we 
arrive at several interesting findings regarding the global mobilization patterns of 
trans-national jihadist groups.

Our findings demonstrate that mobilization on the basis of ethnic divisions is the 
most common cleavage across these trans-national jihadist actors, and that this par-
ticular cleavage is increasing most over time. We also find that sectarian mobilization 
is rare, but associated with significant escalation of violence. To illustrate, there are a 
few key contexts where trans-national jihadist groups mobilize along the Shia-Sunni 
divide – in particular, in Syria and Iraq – and these civil wars have, during their peak 
years, been extremely violent, generating a large share of all causalities inflicted in 
these trans-national jihadist civil wars.

Research on Transnationalization and Multi-Dimensional Cleavage 
Structures

Transnationalization of Jihadist Groups

A key characteristic of the jihadist movement is its trans-national nature. The jihadist 
movement – IS, al-Qaeda, along with affiliated or networked groups of armed actors 
– is a trans-national movement unlike anything we have witnessed since the revolu-
tionary wave in the 60’s and 70’s, when Marxist and socialist revolutionary groups 
spread across different conflict theaters.14 Shaped by experiences of what turned out 
to be a transformative trans-national campaign against the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan in 1979, we saw a trans-national jihadist movement emerge. The Afghan 
military Mujahedin campaign was a melting pot for aspirational jihadists from around 
the world, and helped to create a trans-national movement with a global outlook.15 
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As a trans-national movement, it aspires to transpose borders of nation-states. It also 
seeks to create a unified Islamic identity, which overcomes any national, ethnic, or 
tribal divisions. This trans-national aspect of the jihadist movement manifest itself in 
different ways, in global aspirations and goals, in a joint commitment to a set of 
common ideals and norms, in the form of foreign fighters, and in an international 
network of support of various kinds.

Yet, in the trans-national nature of the jihadist movement lies also a challenge for 
its ability to establish new ground. One of its main problems lies in its inherently 
small constituency. As observed by Roy: “unlike the major secular ideologies of the 
twentieth century, jihadism has a very narrow social and political base. As we have 
seen, it does not mobilize the masses, and only draws in those on the fringe.”16 How 
the trans-national jihadists networks create local social bases and can establish them-
selves depend on their ability, as an armed challenger, to present themselves as an 
organization that can both air grievances that have a local legitimacy, as well have a 
local social constituency from which to recruit, receive support, and claim to, in some 
way, represent.

Here we are concerned with the “transnationalization” of jihadist groups. The con-
cept of transnationalization can be defined as “the process by which non-state groups 
integrate with trans-national actors”.17 Thus, transnationalization refers to the process 
by which trans-national and local groups integrate, through the establishment of a 
branch of the jihadist network, or an alliance. It is the result of both external actors 
seeking to gain a foothold in a specific area, as well as local actors seeking to inter-
nationalize their local struggle. The transnationalization of jihadist groups is essential 
for the expansion of the movement. Trans-national groups do not need to mobilize 
from the beginning, but can instead concentrate on re-framing the war in their conflict 
narrative, and re-structuring the conflict in terms of hardening enemy-images, 
goal-structure, and type of conflict mobilization. In order to establish a foothold in a 
new terrain, trans-national jihadists groups seek to work through established organi-
zations, or establish new group-structures, which recap old grievances in new light. 
There are both benefits and costs for local actors who establish ties with trans-national 
groups, just as trans-national groups have both benefits and costs for establishing local 
ties.18 Local grievances are amplified and given an international forum, while 
trans-national connections increase the resilience of jihadists groups against govern-
ments’ repressive counter-insurgencies.19

Cumulative Extremism

The introduction of the term ‘cumulative extremism’ is, we think, useful in order to 
understand and analyze the multi-layered mobilization of trans-national jihadist groups. 
The concept ‘cumulative extremism’ was coined by the scholar Roger Eatwell, who 
defined it as ‘the way in which one form of extremism can feed off and magnify other 
forms [of extremism]’.20 So far, the concept has received attention in scholarly as well 
as policy-based circles.21 However, there are still unclarities in terms of how the con-
cept should be defined and operationalized.22 First, the concept of extremism is intensely 
debated, and controversial; we here simply use it in order to describe identity-based 
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cleavages in the context of armed conflict, upheld by ethnic or religious entrepreneurs. 
It can stand for “various forms of racial or religious supremacy, or ideologies that 
deny basic human rights or democratic principles”.23 Here we put emphasis on mobi-
lization based on an ingroup, and the identity-marker of such mobilization can be 
framed in terms of race, religion, or nationality, etc., and is commonly defined against 
an outgroup.24 It can take the form of defending the own group, or advancing the 
group’s interests over others. Second, what makes extremism cumulative is also debated: 
on the one hand, it is used to describe situations when one form of extremism can 
enhance another form of extremism (sometimes, the term reciprocal extremism is used 
to describe this phenomenon).25 On the other hand, the concept is also used to describe 
situations where the same form of extremism draws on different sources of mobiliza-
tion. Extremism commonly festers on religious, ethnic, or other identity-based cleavages, 
but also builds on preexisting ethno-political divisions in different countries and 
contexts. The main focus of research on cumulative extremism is “how the confron-
tational relationship between opposing social groups can radicalise those involved […] 
causing wider trends of social polarisation.”26

Cumulative Extremism and Trans-National Jihadism

Introducing the concept of cumulative extremism in the study of transnationalization of 
jihadist conflicts can provide the analytical framework needed to examine which cleavages 
trans-national jihadists groups tap into in their efforts to mobilize support and build 
local chapters. Trans-national jihadist movements main potential constituency is Sunni 
Muslim communities. It is therefore important to scrutinize the main social cleavages 
in which Sunni Muslims are embedded – including which specific outgroup that can 
help to define the ingroup – and which trans-national jihadist groups could potentially 
draw on and mobilize upon. Research on cumulative extremism has focused on left-wing-, 
right-wing-, ethnic- and religious extremism.27 For Sunni Muslim communities, however, 
the main relevant cleavages and forms of extremisms that we explore here is two forms 
of religious divisions: inter-religious cleavages and intra-Muslim sectarian cleavages. 
Moreover, linguistic and ancestral ethnic dimensions can be present and form a potential 
for mobilization in countries where the general population share the Sunni Muslim faith 
tradition. Figure 1 illustrates how the extremism and identity cleavages of trans-national 
jihadist groups may cumulate. Trans-national jihadist groups mobilize against governments 
around the world on the basis of an ideological-religious cleavage – fundamentally dif-
ferent aspirations and visions of how the state and society should be organized and what 
its fundamental principles should be.28 The concept of cumulative extremism helps us 
to see that there can be a multilayered mobilization including other cleavages. On top 
of the ideological cleavage, there can be an ethnic cleavage dimension. The ethnic cleav-
ages can also be overlayed with religious identity cleavages, either sectarian or inter-religious. 
Thus, ethnic cleavages have invariably been present in sectarian and inter-religious 
cleavages. Inter-religious and sectarian cleavages are here conceptualized as mutually 
exclusive – two different forms of religious fault lines in armed conflicts. In this article, 
we focus on the identity cleavages in terms of ethnicity as well as religion, either in 
the form of inter-religious cleavages or sectarian cleavages.
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Exploring Cleavages in Trans-National Jihadist Movements

Having theorized about how trans-national jihadist groups may mobile and draw on 
these key cleavages, we now set out to explore how these map out empirically. 
Importantly, our study covers all trans-national jihadist groups that have been fighting 
governments from 1989 to 2020, using data on armed conflicts from the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program (UCDP).29 We rely on data from RELAC and EPR to study 
the identified cleavages, and if and how these overlap in the armed conflicts in focus. 
It is important to point out that it is not possible to ascertain the extent to which 
trans-national jihadist groups actively mobilized on the basis of these grievances, and 
that there may be variation in terms of the degree to which trans-national jihadist 
groups emphasized a particular layer of a societal fault line. Notably, in 27% of the 
cases (see Figure 2), there is no ethnic, sectarian or interreligious cleavage present 
(see category ‘same religion and ethnicity’). In these contexts, the extremism of 
trans-national jihadism is not cumulatively building on other forms of extremisms. In 
fact, when the trans-national jihadist group comes from the same ethnic group as the 
government, the two sides also share religious identity, most commonly in the form 
of a shared Sunni Muslim faith (it can, however, be noted that in Lebanon the gov-
ernment is somewhat mixed as it includes both Maronite Christians and Shia Muslims). 
Examples of cases include Somalia, where al-Shabaab have sought to establish and 
appeal to a new Islamist-nationalist identity that transcends clan-structure.30 But there 
are also cases where the trans-national jihadist networks have exploited tribal networks, 
which the data on ethnic groups that we use here do not measure (more on this in 
the discussion). One example is Libya, where IS was able to draw on tribal networks, 
particularly in the community of Sirte, who were disadvantaged and politically mar-
ginalized by the 2011-uprising ousting Ghaddafi.

Mobilization of Ethnic Cleavages

Ethnic mobilization is the most common form of cleavage that trans-national jihadist 
networks draw on. This does not necessarily mean that this is the main cleavage, but 

Figure 1. Cumulative extremism in trans-national jihadist conflicts.
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we can note that the government and rebels come from different ethnicities in these 
cases. As shown in Figure 2, many of the trans-national jihadist groups mobilize along 
an ethnic cleavage, sometimes when religion is the same (43%, i.e. 29 out of 67 dyads), 
in some cases overlapping with a sectarian divide (10%, i.e. 7 out of 67 dyads), or 
overlapping with an inter-religious cleavage (30%, i.e. 20 out of 67 dyads). Only in 
27% of the cases (i.e. 18 out of 67 dyads) are the groups not mobilizing on the basis 
of ethnicity. It should be noted that these categories are overlapping as some dyads 
shift mobilization over time.

Mobilization along ethnic lines is an increasingly common form of transnation-
alization for jihadist groups. In Figure 3, we can see that ethnic mobilization has 
increased in frequency, which is driven primarily by IS establishing themselves in 

Figure 2. Societal cleavages of trans-national Jihadist dyads, 1989–2020.

Figure 3. trans-national Jihadist dyads and ethnic cleavages over time.
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Muslim-majority countries, drawing on marginalized communities in the peripheral 
territories of the state. What has changed over time is that trans-national jihadist 
groups, to a larger extent than before, have tapped into preexisting ethnic divisions 
and cleavages and sought to mobilize ethnic groups that are, or perceive themselves 
to be, marginalized from political power. The expansion of trans-national jihadist 
groups in recent years has seen this type of ethnic mobilization, whereas the number 
of conflicts in which the opposing sides come from the same ethnic group have 
been rather stable over time. Thus, this type of cumulative extremism, where the 
trans-national jihadist struggle overlaps with ethnic divisions, is becoming 
more common.

Before turning to those cases where see an overlap in terms ethnic and religious 
cleavages, we can note that there is a substantial share of the cases where the 
trans-national jihadist groups mobilize along an ethnic cleavage, while sharing the 
same religion as the opposing side. In fact, 43% of trans-national jihadist groups have 
established themselves in a Muslim-majority country, sharing the same religion as the 
government side, while tapping into ethnic cleavages, see Figure 2 (see category ‘ethnic 
cleavages and same religion’). This form of intra-Sunni ethnic cleavage has been the 
most prevalent cleavage that IS and al-Qaeda have used to mobilize. While the 
trans-national movement seeks to transcend ethnic divisions by building a new (or as 
they see it, old and authentic) Muslim (Sunni) identity, in reality the networks have 
used and mobilized ethnic cleavages. In doing so, they have contributed to ethnic 
divisions within Sunni Muslim majority countries, such as Chad, Egypt, Jordan, Mali, 
Niger, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. In Arab-dominated Egypt, for instance, the insurgent 
group Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis recruited mainly Bedouin people into their ranks, drawing 
on the grievances of this population caused by lack of basic services and 
infrastructure.31

Another such case is Turkey: the armed conflict between the government of Turkey 
and IS has mostly been fought in Syrian territory. While each has starkly different 
interpretations, the two actors still share and belong to a joint Sunni Muslim faith 
tradition. Ideologically, though, the two actors are radically different and there is an 
ideological cleavage between them. Erdogan, with a party close to the ideological 
tradition of the Muslim Brotherhood, champions a type of Islamism that is very dif-
ferent from the IS’s version. Importantly, the conflict overlaps with ethnic cleavages 
– the IS recruits and draws from Arab constituencies, and Turkey has mobilized on 
an appeal of an amalgamation of Turkish nationalism and Islamism. The Arabic-Turkish 
cleavage is one dimension on top of the radically different religious-ideological cleavages.

More generally, embedding themselves in marginalized ethnic communities has been 
a common strategy of jihadist groups in the Sahel. This is evident in the case of Mali, 
where the trans-national jihadist actors at the onset of the conflict were able to tap 
into cleavages of ethnic dimensions, by creating their own groups and alliances with 
the largely excluded Tuareg movement in the north of the country. Whereas both sides 
come from the Sunni Muslim faith tradition, there is still an ideological religious 
cleavage – as the trans-national jihadists are presenting themselves as representing the 
authentic form of Islam against a decadent regime which is Muslim only in name.

In Mali and Burkina Faso, the politically marginalized ethnic group of Fulani has 
been a basis for recruitment for trans-national jihadist groups. Shifting from the north 
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to central Mali, the trans-national jihadist group Katiba Macina (an al-Qaeda associate, 
and member of the JNIM coalition) under the leadership of Hamadoun Kouffa, was 
able to obtain support and establish itself in central Mali and northern Burkina Faso 
drawing on marginalized Fulani youths.32 Katiba Macina tapped into the local griev-
ances of Fulani pastoralists, voicing opposition to the feudal societal structure of the 
Fulanis. As the broader JNIM jihadist coalition increased its activity in central Mali, 
the group increasingly shifted its ethnic basis from the Tuareg, who are just one per-
cent of the population in Mali, to the Fulani people, who are the second largest group 
in Mali and also have a significant presence in other countries in West Africa and 
the Sahel.33 Terrorist attacks by trans-national jihadist groups have triggered actions 
of revenge against members of the Fulani community. Local, often ethnically defined, 
self-defense militia seeking to protect local communities against jihadists’ attack, have 
further polarized the situation and contributed to the growing ethnic tensions34, rem-
iniscent of the vicious circles of reciprocal extremism and radicalization discussed in 
the literature on cumulative extremism. Tensions and violence between the al-Qaeda 
associated Katiba Macina and Islamic State franchise Islamic State in Greater Sahara 
(ISGS) have increased the intra-jihadist competition in the region,35 and subsequently 
exacerbated ethnic tensions.36

Mobilization of Inter-Religious Cleavages

The second most common form through which trans-national jihadist groups establish 
themselves is to mobilize on the basis of inter-religious differences. As shown in Figure 
2, 30% of the trans-national jihadist groups included in this study mobilize on the 
basis of inter-religious cleavages, and in all these cases there is also ethnic cleavages 
present (see category ‘ethnic and inter-religious cleavages’). In these cases where we 
see an inter-religious cleavage, the jihadist groups have established themselves in a 
context where Muslims are a minority, and the government of the state builds on a 
constituency from, or is dominated by, another religious community. This other com-
munity is almost exclusively Christian, and thus, the Christian-Muslim fault line is an 
important social cleavage that trans-national jihadist groups have successfully been 
able to exploit in order to establish a local foothold. From the perspective of cumu-
lative extremism, mobilization can be multi-layered: the trans-national jihadist struggle 
capitalizes on concurrent mobilization of Muslim minorities against what is often 
portrayed as a Christian-dominated government. Cases where jihadists tap into religious 
identity cleavages include IS mobilizing on the basis of Muslim grievances versus 
“Christian” governments in Russia, DRC, Cameroon, and Mozambique. Other jihadist 
groups that also tap into the Christian-Muslim cleavages include the Abu Sayyaf Group 
in the Philippines, al-Shabab in Kenya, and Boko Haram (Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna 
Lidda’awati wal-Jihad) in Nigeria.

That trans-national jihadist groups have drawn on societal cleavages between Muslim 
and Christian groups is also a reflection of the trans-national jihadist groups’ strategy 
to establish a foothold in Africa: Cameroon, DRC, Kenya, Eritrea, Mozambique, Nigeria, 
Tanzania and Uganda, are all cases where jihadists groups have mobilized along the 
Christian-Muslim fault line. It is noteworthy that the trans-national jihadist groups 
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have been able to establish themselves in Muslim minority populations, in countries 
dominated by Christian populations. In these countries, the jihadists have mobilized 
partly on the basis of being an excluded and marginalized religious community fighting 
against an apostate regime. al-Shabab in Mozambique (not the same organization as 
its namesake in Somalia and Kenya), has since 2017 launched an insurgency in Cabo 
Delgado, a Muslim-dominated province in the north of the country. The group, which 
has pledged allegiance to IS, draws and recruits from the country’s northern Mwani 
ethnic community, while also being supported by jihadists from Kenya and Tanzania. 
Marginalized by the government in Maputo, and spurred on by unmet expectations 
regarding the sharing of natural resources, the jihadist groups represents both a 
religious-ideological movement in the style of other jihadist groups, and draws on 
ethnically defined networks for recruitment and mobilization. Ethnic and inter-religious 
cleavages overlap in this case: the Makonde ethnic group, from which the President 
Filipe Nyusi comes, has increasingly dominated the politics of Mozambique, while the 
ethnic groups of Makau and Mwani have been marginalized. IS has in this case been 
able to tap into an insurgency which has local grievances and roots. The strength of 
the alliance between IS core and the al-Shabaab in Mozambique can be questioned, 
yet, it is clear that the trans-national jihadist networks have been able to establish a 
new front in Southern Africa.37

In Chechnya, jihadists have taken over what was initially a largely nationalist 
insurgency. In this case there is a similar overlap in terms of ethnic and inter-religious 
cleavages. The Forces of the Caucasus Emirate and later IS drew on the Muslim 
minority grievances in Russia, a country which under Putin has been putting more 
emphasis on its Christian faith heritage.38 The initial Chechen insurgency recruited 
on the basis of political and economic grievances, and while the group also mobi-
lized on the basis of religion, they favored a secular state.39 In 1996, the death of 
Dudayev, the leader of the trans-national jihadist group, along with the increasing 
arrival of foreign fighters, contributed to re-defining the conflict into a broader 
Muslim struggle against oppression.40 Local leaders in 2015 pledged allegiance to 
IS, increasing the jihadist transformation of the insurgency, which was also partly 
triggered by the offensives of the Russian forces and their repression against prac-
ticing Muslims.41

Of the cases of inter-religious mobilization, all intrastate conflict dyads involving 
trans-national jihadist groups, except ETIM in China in 2008, occur between groups 
with a Muslim minority community as constituency, challenging governments in 
Christian-majority countries. It should be underlined that we only examine state-based 
armed conflicts here, and that some of the jihadist associated violence, along other 
religious cleavages, manifest itself as one-sided violence. In Figure 4, we show how 
the Christian-Muslim cleavage has developed over time. While such conflict cleavages 
are not increasing to the same extent as other types of conflicts, there is somewhat 
of a spike in conflicts over Christian-Muslim divides in 2015, when the trans-national 
jihadist movement further extended its network through the establishment of groups 
such as Al-Shabaab in Kenya, Boko Haram (Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad) 
in Cameroon, or IS in Nigeria. Overall, however, this particular cleavage is quite stable 
over time, whereas trans-national jihadist groups, as discussed above, have increasingly 
tapped into preexisting ethnic cleavages.
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Mobilization of Sectarian Cleavages

The last form of cumulative extremism that is relevant for trans-national jihadist 
groups is intra-Muslim cleavages between Shias and Sunnis. In terms of the number 
of jihadist rebel groups, this is the smallest category. As shown in Figure 2, only 
10% of all the trans-national jihadist groups included in our study draw on sectarian 
tensions (see category ‘ethnic and sectarian cleavages’). IS in Iraq and Syria belong 
to this category. When jihadists draw on sectarian cleavages, they can present them-
selves as champions for Sunnis who perceive themselves to be marginalized, threat-
ened, or challenged of their previous privileges. They can draw on enemy-images, 
including external Iranian interventions. They can also present themselves as credible 
guarantors against Shia-influence, in contrast to some other groups in the larger 
militant Islamist movement, which have been supported by Iran.

IS found a receptive ground in Iraq and Syria. In these two conflicts, IS was able 
to take advantage of a growing sectarianism in the two countries. Contentious 
identity-politics of al-Maliki in Iraq and Assad in Syria, used to deflect demands 
for political change within their countries and consolidate their grip on power, 
contributed to polarization along sectarian identity-lines, and helps to explain why 
IS could establish itself so firmly in these two countries. Further, the regional 
great-powers of the Middle East – Saudi Arabia and Iran – have since the 1979 
Iranian Revolution fought over their geo-political influence and have, in different 
ways and extents, used sectarianization as a deliberate strategy to advance their goals, 
especially during and after the Arab Spring of 2011. IS was able to capitalize on 
this sectarianization, mobilizing on the basis of the Sunni grievances against 
Shia-dominated governments, and could label itself as a Sunni empowerment move-
ment.42 Thus, the trans-national jihadist extremism of IS was built cumulatively on 
top of sectarian extremism.

Figure 4. the christian-muslim cleavage over time.
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Of course, jihadism cannot only be seen as a result of sectarianism – jihadism has 
also fomented sectarianism. It was, for example, IS’s predecessor, ISI that helped to 
trigger the Shia-Sunni communal violence which was unleashed after the American-led 
military invasion of Iraq in 2003.43 Sectarianism and jihadism go hand in hand.

The jihadist conflict in Yemen is a useful illustration of the reciprocal dynamics of 
cumulative extremism, in which violence by one extremist group at one end of the 
sectarian identity-cleavage, the Houthi-movement (Ansrallah), have interacted and 
spurred violence by another group at the other end, the AQAP. Most of the fighting 
occurred between AQAP and the government forces supported by the UAE-U.S. coa-
lition, still the AQAP has consistently engaged in confrontations against the Houthis 
of Ansarallah since 2010, whom the jihadists perceive as their main enemy. When the 
Houthi movement took control over the capital Sanaa in 2015, these direct confron-
tations, as well as a rhetoric of anti-Shia mobilization by AQAP, have continued. The 
Houthis have been presenting themselves as protectors of the Zaydi Shia-population 
of Northern Yemen, and the Houthis more generally gained prominence as grievances 
of aggressive Salafi evangelization (predominately of the Islah movement) increased.44 
Likewise, AQAP has aspired to be the defenders of the Sunnis, which in turn has 
facilitated collaboration with different tribes and tacit alliances with the Saudi-backed 
forces against the Houthis.45 While the Houthis and AQAP also have common interests 
in terms of regional and international agendas, the AQAP has been able to use the 
threat of the Houthis as a pretext to mobilize support along tribal lines, which helps 
to explain “…why the sectarian difference, that has not traditionally played a large 
role in Yemen, is increasingly used by both the Houthis and AQAP.”46 Overall, Yemen 
demonstrates how the emphasis on sectarian differences, using the mobilizing potential 
of the threat from the out-group, allowed AQAP to gain influence and the cooperation 
of different Sunni tribes and armed groups, and allowed the Houthi movement to 
increase its internal coherence and support.

While overall rare, the sectarian cleavage has a significant mobilization and esca-
lation potential.47 Whereas 67 trans-national jihadists groups have opened fronts 
against governments, their mobilization potential is commonly rather small, and the 
jihadist groups tend to be a marginal phenomenon in terms of manpower, geograph-
ical control, and semi-governance structures. However, when the trans-national jihad-
ists have mobilized on the basis of sectarian identities, in particular in the two cases 
of Iraq and Syria, trans-national jihadists groups have established themselves as major 
challengers to the governments, creating a sophisticated rebel-governance structure, 
and mobilizing a wider popular basis for their insurgency. When exploring the 
association between battle-related deaths and sectarian mobilization, we can note 
that a substantial share of the battle-deaths (53%) occurs in the conflicts where the 
main cleavage is the Shia-Sunni divide, see Figure 5. A closer look at the cases 
reveals that the Syrian and Iraqi civil wars account for the vast share in 
battle-related deaths.

We can also note how this Shia-Sunni sectarian cleavage developed over time. As 
shown in Figure 6, there are few conflicts with a sectarian divide and the trend is 
stable over time. Thus, even though there has been a large increase in the number of 
battle-deaths in sectarian conflicts, the number of such conflicts are not increasing in 
the same way.
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Differences between Al-Qaeda and IS

Up to now, we have analyzed trans-national jihadist groups as a unified category. 
However, previous research has also pointed out significant differences between these 
two global trans-national jihadist networks, which is also recognized in articles within 
this special issue, in analyzing the case of Mali48 and Yemen.49 When we disaggregate 
the data to distinguish between these two main trans-national jihadist networks, see 
Figure 7, we note some differences between the two networks: we find that IS has 
broadened its mobilization from its initial sectarian focus to other cleavages, whereas 

Figure 5. Battle deaths involving trans-national Jihadist dyads, 1989–2020.

Figure 6. the Shia-Sunni sectarian cleavage over time.
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al-Qaeda for a longer time has relied on mobilization beyond sectarian cleavages. IS 
first gained traction through its sectarian mobilization, where the trans-national jihadist 
extremism was building cumulatively on the sectarian tensions and fault lines in Iraq 
and Syria. But since 2015, the network has become more similar to al-Qaeda in the 
sense of mobilizing on other cleavages beyond the sectarian ones.

Conclusion

This study is the first, to our knowledge, that provides a systematic mapping of how 
cumulative extremism manifests with regards to trans-national jihadist groups. As we 
have demonstrated here, the type of social cleavages that trans-national jihadist groups 
mobilize on vary. The ideological cleavage stemming from the jihadists’ aspirations of 
creating a religiously defined society, according to a specific interpretation of Islam, 
stand in contrast to both mainstream Islamism and secular ideologies. But the trans-
nationalization of jihadist groups has meant that this ideological cleavage has been 
mobilized upon the basis of ethnic differences. In this study, we have been able to 
identify and measure across cases three main social cleavages: ethnic, sectarian, and 
inter-religious. The trans-national jihadist networks have mobilized ethnic social iden-
tities, including Arabs, Fulanis, Bengali Muslims, Kanuris, Uyghurs, Basogas, Somalis, 
Kurds, Palestinian Arabs, Tuaregs, White Moors, Mwani, Chuvashes, Chechens, and 
Southern Shafi’is. Despite the jihadist’s claims that they transcend ethnic differences, 
this study has demonstrated, through a global outreach, how they commonly mobilize 
on ethnic grounds.

Still, we acknowledge that this is only three social cleavages, and that there are 
many other societal cleavages that the trans-national jihadist movement potentially tap 
into, but that we have not been able to examine here. There are three other social 
cleavages that we have not explored in this study, but which are particularly important 
to point out. First, and most obvious, the gender cleavage. Clearly, jihadists have tapped 
into the gender cleavages of societies and actively implemented a patriarchal program 
that attempts to enhance such cleavages. Second, the tribal cleavages, which jihadist 

Figure 7. Sectarian and nonsectarian cleavages over time: Comparing al-Qaeda and iS.
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groups have mobilized upon. How jihadists groups interact with tribal structure is 
starting to get scholarly attention and careful examination.50 For example, the jihadist 
movement in Somalia was able to present itself as an alternative to clan-based struc-
tures, and in Yemen, the AQAP have been able to build local alliances with tribes. 
Moreover, in Iraq, the tribal-jihadist relationships have been complicated and complex: 
the Sunni Awakening movement fought back against the earlier manifestation of the 
IS, namely ISI, because the Americans promised the Sunni tribes support and held 
out the potential of political influence (which ultimately came to nothing with al-Malaki 
in power). Third, the socio-economic class cleavages: jihadist tap into economically 
marginalized populations, commonly at the neglected peripheries of states.

It has been recognized that “al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, rarely start new con-
flicts. Instead, they tap into local grievances, establish linkages with marginalized 
groups in the society, and in the long run, transform what may initially have been 
an ethnically, or politically motivated conflict, into a religiously framed, armed strug-
gle”51. There has been a lack of knowledge about the types, frequencies, and temporal 
trends of these mobilization patterns for trans-national jihadist groups. Our study 
represents a step toward furthering our understanding of what these patterns look 
like. We have been able to show the global trajectories of how the trans-national 
jihadist movement has tapped into social cleavages when mobilizing for support. We 
find that mobilization on the basis of ethnic divisions is the most common cleavage 
across these trans-national jihadist actors, and that this particular cleavage is increasing 
over time. Another important finding from this study is that while sectarian mobili-
zation along the Shia-Sunni divide is not so common, such conflicts, in particular in 
the Syrian and Iraqi context, have been associated with a significant escalation of 
violence.

The transnationalization of jihadist conflicts requires not only that international 
networks seek to establish a foothold in a particular theater of war, but also that there 
are local actors that would willingly align their local struggle with the broader global 
narrative of trans-national jihad. Thus, it is not a one-directional relationship, and 
these local actors have agency to also determine whether, which form, and to what 
extent, the trans-national and the domestic agendas should be combined.

Understanding the cleavages and the changing landscape of local communities is 
essential in order to design better ways for finding sustainable solutions to armed 
conflicts which include jihadist actors. While trans-national jihadists groups often 
claim to transcend social cleavages with the aim of shaping a new trans-national group 
identity, in reality, as we have seen in this analysis, jihadist groups transnationalize by 
capitalizing on these very societal cleavages, both piggybacking on them and, at the 
same time, contributing to further polarization along ethnic, sectarian, or inter-religious 
lines. Identifying the cleavage that is being used can provide a basis for further studies. 
For example, are there processes of de-sectarianization that have worked to heal the 
social cleavages and undermine the possibilities for trans-national jihadist groups to 
establish and maintain footholds in different contexts? How can the alliances between 
local communities and trans-national jihadist groups be broken? As pointed out by 
Gerges, in analyzing IS in Iraq: “the key to weakening IS lies in working closely with 
Sunni communities it has co-opted”.52 When can ethnic power-sharing across linguistic 
or religious dimensions serve to address perceptions of marginalization, insecurity, and 
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lack of political influence?53 These are pertinent questions that needs to be addressed, 
and hopefully this study can contribute by laying the conceptual and empirical foun-
dation for further studies along these lines.
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