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most certainly has multiple interrelated causes and driving forces, and any 
attempt to isolate one or even two or three runs the risk of  advancing an 
overly simplistic interpretation of  history. This essay, therefore, does not 
aim to offer an appraisal of  the multiple variables that contributed to the 

Islamist movements contributed to the outbreak of  the war in 2011, fuelled 

war. 
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Introduction

Many contemporary civil wars involve armed Islamist movements. According to a recent 

Islamists.1 The scholarly literature on civil wars has long debated whether civil wars involving 
Islamists are different.2 Duffy Toft, for instance, argued that jihad is a structural feature of  
Islam and that that is one reason why so many contemporary civil wars feature Islamists.3
such claims fail to recognize that civil wars involving armed Islamists are in fact a relatively 

4

other countries in the Middle East serves as a living testament to the fact that in centuries 

and ethnic diversity than Christian Europe.  Kalyvas offered a more fruitful approach to 

notably communist rebels.6 
Despite a somewhat crude understanding of  the distinct ideational currents of  political 

Islam and their history,7 Kalyvas does make several important points. As in the case of  
communist revolutionaries of  decades past, contemporary Islamists act based on strong 
and seemingly unshakable ideological convictions, asserting that they can provide a viable 
alternative to liberal capitalism. Islamists also rely heavily on international and transnational 
sources of  support and, in the pursuit of  their objectives, readily take advantage of  safe 
havens in countries with governments that are sympathetic to their cause—just as communist 

1 
Variations,” in Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2017: Armaments, Disarmament and 
international security

2 International Security 31, no. 

in Russia’s North Caucasus,” American Political Science Review 
Rebels in Civil War,” Daedalus 

3 
4 

International Studies Quarterly
5 War and 

Peace in the Law of  Islam
in The Ethics of  War and Peace: Religious and Secular Perspectives, ed. Terry Nardin, (Princeton: Princeton University 

6 
7 

Rebels in Civil War.” 
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militants used to do during the Cold War. Another similarity between contemporary Islamists 
and communist revolutionaries is that both uphold narratives that emphasize the armed 
struggle of  the weak against the strong, to be carried out through guerrilla warfare and other 
forms of  asymmetrical combat. If  communists once championed the examples of  Cuba and 

should be understood as part of  a global ideological trend liable to stoke political polarization 

has multiple interrelated causes and driving forces and any attempt to isolate one or even two 
or three runs the risk of  advancing an overly simplistic interpretation of  history. This essay, 
therefore, does not aim to offer an appraisal of  the multiple variables that contributed to the 

so, it will demonstrate how competing currents of  political Islam contributed to the outbreak 

a major obstacle to the achievement of  sustainable peace. 

a powerful Islamist actor in its own right, dedicated to the promotion of  various Islamist 

are the most important to consider to understand how political Islam has become a leading 

The Muslim Brotherhood and the Rise of  Modern Political Islam 

8 The Arab 

8 The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria (Cambridge: 

MERIP REPORTS, 

Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World, ed. Ali Hilal Dessouki 
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swept across the Arab world in the years that followed World War II.9 Especially radical 
in its revolutionary determination to undo the legacies of  European rule and forge a new 

10 The 

its hold on power.11

overwhelming force, using tanks and artillery against the densely populated neighborhood 
12

Islamist organizations. 

initially sought accommodation with Islamist forces. Assad undoubtedly understood early on 

even arranging for the mufti of  the republic and the mufti of  Aleppo to sit in parliament. 13 

moderate Islamists. As an Alawi, he was of  course eager to dispel the accusations of  heresy 
that radical Islamist zealots regularly hurled against him and his coreligionists, and to that 
end, he prodded Alawi religious leaders to issue a formal statement asserting their allegiance 

14 

9 The American Historical 
Review Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (Cambridge: 

10 
Milestones

Milestones 

Le Prophète et le Pharaon (Paris: 

11 Conduit, The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria
12 Power and Policy in Syria

13 Syria’s Peasantry, the Descendants of  Its Lesser Rural Notables, and Their Politics (Princeton: Princeton 

14 Ibid., 261.
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 One such leader was the 

16 In towns and neighborhoods 

a new form of  political Islam that drew inspiration from the ideological developments 
17 There the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and others had 

injustice. Khomeini infused these religious narratives with leftist revolutionary principles and 

fatwa
and therefore Muslims.18

19

uprising against a heretical regime.20 Initially, Assad showed restraint, out of  concern that 

15 

16 The Vanished Imam: Musa al Sadr and the Shia of  Lebanon 

17 
revivalist ideology, see Ruhollah Khomeini,  (Tehran: The Institute for 

 The Ashura 
Uprising in the Words & Messages of  Imam Khomeini (Tehran: The Institute for Compilation and Publication of  

18 Asad of  Syria: The Struggle 
for the Middle East 

Middle 
Eastern Studies

19 Syria’s Peasantry, 261.
20  Ibid., 266. 
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21

sought to downplay both the attack and its sectarian motives and framed the perpetrators 

Assad’s security apparatus remained cohesive in its determination to suppress it, regardless 

its armed struggle. 
The 1979 revolution in Iran then shook the geopolitical balance of  power of  the 

not have appeared ideally positioned to muster support from the newly established Islamic 
Republic of  Iran.22

Iranian clerics, which he had established and cultivated in previous years through the mediation 
23

21 Syria’s Peasantry Ashes of  Hama: The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria (Oxford and 
The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood

22 

The Islamic Struggle in Syria
23 Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East
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Islamist inmates while they were trapped in their cells.24 That same year, Assad passed a law 

major violence in Aleppo, where for several weeks between March and April 1980 most 
of  the city remained out of  government control.

the Islamist uprising.26

and some 17,000 disappearances in an unforgiving drive to thoroughly eradicate the last 
few Islamist holdouts.27

society and likewise generated a widespread sense of  fear and insecurity among the entire 
population, to the point that the collective memory of  what had happened in Hama would 
serve as the state’s most reliable tool for social control for decades to come.   

Meanwhile, Assad’s deepening ties with the Islamic Republic of  Iran were set to give 

operated under different names and allegedly carried out several major attacks, including 

28

24 Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East Power and Policy in Syria, 144. 
25 Syria’s Peasantry, 269. 
26 

Syria’s Peasantry, 273–274. Amnesty International estimated the Hama massacre resulted in the deaths 

Ashes of  Hama
27 Power and Policy in Syria, 29.
28 Augustus Richard Norton, Hezbollah: A Short History
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on foreign aid and oil rents.29

costly war in Afghanistan and the expenses connected to the arms race with the United 

economy was hit particularly hard. 

The Post-Cold War Surge of  Political Islam 

over lost popular appeal, many authoritarian governments came under intense pressure to 

parts of  Africa and Asia the struggles between those who supported capitalism and those 
who wanted to resist it in the name of  communism or socialism had receded, in the Arab 

ideologies loosely based on one variety or another of  political Islam.
The forces of  political Islam emerged from the end of  the Cold War seemingly 

victorious.30

friendly, and cooperation is possible, when there is something in common.”31

Another strand of  political Islam was meanwhile gaining prominence in the Arab 

29 
Middle East Studies

30 
31 
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social status, as religious leaders and organizers.32

form of  religious revivalism seeking to bring Islam back to its most traditional form, may 

the example of  the mujahedeen in Afghanistan—and from secretive networks such as Osama 

33

movements.
In 2000, less than one month after Hezbollah’s tenacious insurgency against Israel 

2001 and whether it signaled a real intention to restore a measure of  political freedom or 

international trade negotiations with the West.34

apparatus swiftly clamped down on all manifestations of  political pluralism. 

followed, provided the ideal conditions for the proliferation and growth of  militant armed 
groups of  Islamist inspiration.

36

32 
33 

Al Qaeda in Its Own Words
34 Syria: Neither Bread nor Freedom 

35 
304–312.

36 Al-
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37 Relying on his own ties with militant groups 

to accept jihadi rule.38

Arabia, and beyond. 

These islands of  militancy were for the most part densely populated but socioeconomically 

39 

command positions.40

for statehood. 

since the 1980s, that is it sought to advance its foreign policy agenda through the vector of  

37 Al Qaeda in Its Own Words, 

38 
Idarat Al-Tawa ush 

Translation of  ‘The Management of  Savagery’

39  L’Oumma en fragments: Contrôler le sunnisme au 
Liban

40 
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the streets, through charities providing services to the poor and militias recruiting local youth. 

order.41 These policies enabled the Islamic Republic to secure great political and military 

Turkey was meanwhile experiencing the pull of  yet another strand of  political Islam, 

free meals and offering services to the poor, and likewise condemned authoritarian rule and 

and neoliberal 

and from the early 2000s onward scored one electoral victory after another, slowly but surely 
replacing the old Kemalist establishment with a new political and business elite of  Islamist 
orientation. 

42

former Ottoman domains and more broadly in all Muslim societies.43 On the basis of  such 

government’s faults, sustained for a time harmonious bilateral relations. However, a temporary 

41 Allawi, 
42 

Strategik Derinlik
Alternatif  Politika

43 Nostalgia for the Empire: The Politics of  Neo-Ottomanism
202. 
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alignment of  interests ultimately could not reconcile profound ideological differences. Assad 

fundamentally at odds—and their honeymoon could not last.

governance, excessively rapid demographic growth, and environmental challenges. The latter 

agriculture suffered devastating losses, and of  these more than 800,000 completely lost their 
livelihoods, according to the United Nations.44 As entire agricultural communities collapsed, 
hundreds of  thousands abandoned the countryside to move to overcrowded urban slums. 

towards a regime that had failed to deliver on its promises of  development. 

How Rival Streaks of  Political Islam Tore Apart Syria

behind the uprisings, considering that Assad’s downfall would have likely empowered 

would keep its doors open to refugees.  It soon became clear that Turkey’s doors were 

44 

Syria from Reform to Revolt: Political Economy and International Relations, eds. 

45 , June 10, 2011, https://www.aljazeera.
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46

47 That Turkey would openly offer shelter and protection to an armed opposition 
group bent on overthrowing the government of  a neighboring country plainly revealed that 

48

opposition. 

the war.49

Army.  It was a remarkable comeback for an organization that appeared all but annihilated 
after the 1982 Hama massacre. 

 In 

46 

47 The New York Times, October 27, 2011, 

html.
48 The Atlantic, October 26, 2011, https://www.

49 The Washington Post, May 

50 Ibid. 
51 The New York Times, October 14, 2012, 
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in taking over the base in August 2013, underscoring unity of  purpose and cooperation in the 
rebel camp. Thus, as increasingly radical Islamist groups came to dominate the opposition, 

for aspiring jihadists the world over.  
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Counter Terrorist Trends and Analyses
53 

Foreign Policy

Financial Times
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Foreign Policy, 

Reuters, October 1, 2013, 

54 Foreign Policy, 

 

The New York Times, March 14, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
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The Obama administration was well aware of  these developments—and from 2012 onward 
actually supported them, offering coordination and eventually training and arms to Islamist 

been killed, and nationwide elections were in the works, with Islamists once again playing a 

free markets were fully compatible and at this time many Western leaders still appeared to 
believe his rhetoric. 

international organizations and to consolidate their power in the new political order. In this 

  

55 
Coordination,” The Washington Post

, June 

Time, June 13, 2012, 

The New York Times, June 21, 

Reuters, August 2, 2012, 

with Aid from CIA,” The New York Times

Los Angeles Times, June 21, 2013, https://

Washington Post

56 The 
New York Times

The New York Times
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The Islamic Republic of  Iran and Hezbollah, meanwhile, rallied to Assad’s defense, in 

territory for the purpose of  smuggling weapons and other goods from Iran to Hezbollah, 
severely weakening the latter’s capacity to wage war on Israel. Hezbollah’s involvement in the 

 

Assad’s military forces teetered on the edge of  collapse. The tide of  the war only shifted 

of  Damascus and the south in 2018.  

considering them both a lost cause, from a military standpoint, and a political embarrassment, 

The New York Times

57 

The Daily Star (Lebanon), October 12, 2012, http://www.dailystar.

for the Study of  War

58 , 
Carnegie Moscow Center

Carnegie Moscow Center
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due to the many atrocities perpetrated by the jihadis in their midst.
concluded that the rebels would never manage to overthrow Assad, and gradually disengaged 

that cost thousands of  lives. These developments enabled the growth and expansion of  an 

revive the waning Islamist opposition. In the summer of  2016, Turkey formalized a rebel 

60

Turkish rule, with Turkish soldiers to boot. The presence of  Turkish military personnel on 

could do little against the far more powerful Turkish armed forces. 
These developments resulted in a military stalemate in the second half  of  2018 and, with 

respect to territorial control, few major changes have occurred since. (One important change 

59 

Los Angeles Times, July 19, 2016, https://www.

en/. 
60 

had already ceased supporting them and Turkey had become their leading patron. 
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the near future. One major reason is that fundamental ideological struggles involving political 

Turkey for one may have renounced its ambitions for regime change in Damascus, at 

occupation of  Northern Cyprus. Moreover, Turkey is likely to employ both diplomatic and 

control also offer a dependable source of  mercenaries, to deploy as needed in support of  

Karabakh.61 

The presence of  militants and gangsters that do not wish to conform to Turkey’s directives is 
likely to hamper the administration of  these territories for years to come. Moreover, profound 
demographic changes and the institutionalization of  Islamist rule and social mores have 

continue to claim sovereignty over all of  its national territory, and tensions with Turkey will 

61 
Wars for Russia and Turkey,” The New York Review of  Books, October 16, 2020, https://www.nybooks.com/
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62 An organization that was once 

rather bring Idlib under Turkish hegemony than leave it to independent jihadi groups he 

as the regime remains in power they will be subject to punishing sanctions and international 

in their suppression of  the insurgency effectively preclude any possibility of  rapprochement 
with the West.63

Islamic Republic of  Iran and Hezbollah, in a dynamic that locks it in hopelessly hostile 

a position to renounce their most dependable allies, particularly since Western states are eager 

women and minorities.64 The example of  this autonomous administration is also promising 

62 

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung et Al-Nahrain Center for Strategic Studies, June 29, 2018, https://www.kas.de/c/

63 Foreign Policy, 

light/.
64  70, no. 1 
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and other democratic principles.

of  the organization.66 However, these territories are wedged between the hammer and the 

property appropriation” and subjected civilians to torture, sexual violence, and other war 
crimes.67 

Arab Army, and join local police or paramilitary forces, so as to buttress Assad’s position 

managed to maintain a cohesive command structure and a steadfast commitment to regional 

administration and clear statements of  diplomatic support aimed at preventing new military 

Conclusions

New York Times Magazine, 

65 Middle East Research 
and Information Project

66 Ibid. 
67 

Republic
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distinct varieties of  political Islam contributed in recent years to ignite and fuel a number of  

To put these developments in perspective, however, it is important to remember that just 

majority societies. Even in the years that followed World War II and decolonization, it was not 
political Islam that captured the imagination of  the masses in the Arab and Islamic worlds but 

onward that Islamist ideologies began to experience a surge in popularity. In the following 
decades, the global rise of  several distinct currents of  political Islam has led to the emergence 
of  international and global networks devoted to promoting Islamist causes, including in 
the context of  armed struggles. Just like communist and socialist revolutionaries leveraged 

convince civilian populations to take up arms, Islamist movements have often managed to 
internationalize their struggles and sustain asymmetrical war efforts for long periods of  time. 
Indeed, the scholarly literature has established that civil wars involving armed actors espousing 
transnational ideologies—such as communism or political Islam—generally last longer and 
are less likely to be solved through negotiation and peacekeeping.68 World history, however, 
is replete with countless examples of  shifts in belief  systems and worldviews, including with 
respect to political ideologies, religious fundamentalisms, and sectarian animosities.69

in beliefs unfold over decades—or even centuries. In time, even the tide of  political Islam 
is thus likely to recede, possibly providing some respite to the numerous nations mired in 
extenuating struggles over the role of  Islam in government and society. 
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