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This is getting out of hand! Now, there are two of them! 

- Viceroy Nute Gunray, Star Wars: The Phantom Menace 

 

 

 

 

 

[T]he Lernaian Hydra, springing from whose single body were fashioned 

a hundred necks, each bearing the head of a serpent. And when one head 

was cut off, the place where it was severed put forth two others; for this 

reason it was considered to be invincible. 

- Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 4. 11. 5 

 

 

 

 



 
II 

Abstract 

With the rise of global transnational terrorist networks (GTTNs), there has been an increase in 

scholarly output on the subject. While many scholars have focused on the ways in which these 

networks enable terrorist organizations to achieve their goals, few have studied the 

transformative impact that GTTNs have on group cohesion. In order to fill this gap, I seek to 

answer the question how, if at all, GTTNs affect the likelihood of armed groups experiencing 

fragmentation. In doing so, I propose three ways in which GTTNs can influence cohesion 

among their members and explore these in the cases of al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, while 

using the Taliban as a counterfactual. Although I find that both GTTN members and non-

members experience fragmentation, the ways in which fragmentation manifests itself differs. 

Whereas the Taliban experienced fragmentation following key events, al-Shabaab and Boko 

Haram experienced splits as a result of long-term processes. Thus, GTTN membership 

ostensibly reinforces internal processes that may cause factions to split from the organization, 

thereby increasing the risk of fragmentation. However, more research is required on the 

different ways through which GTTNs exert influence over their members and the effect this 

has on the risk of fragmentation.  

Keywords: Fragmentation, Global Transnational Terrorist Networks, al-Shabaab, Boko 

Haram, Taliban, al-Qaeda, Islamic State 
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1. Introduction 

In the contemporary peace and conflict studies and terrorism studies literature, the relatively 

recent phenomenon of global transnational terrorist networks (GTTNs) is receiving increasing 

attention. Ever since the 9/11 attacks orchestrated by al-Qaeda, and more recently following 

the rise and decline of the Islamic State (IS), scholars have been intrigued by the workings of 

transnational terrorist networks, the ways in which they allow armed groups to enhance their 

operations, and the means through which they recruit members into their fold (Siegle 2017). In 

particular, scholars have emphasized the advantages that armed groups enjoy when joining 

such networks, such as access to recruits, improved finances, enhanced legitimacy, and media 

and propaganda outlets (Farrall 2011).        

 Despite these benefits, however, groups such as al-Shabaab and Boko Haram in Africa, 

al-Qaeda affiliates in Iraq, and the Bangsamoro Islamic Liberation Front in the Philippines, all 

experienced fragmentation after swearing allegiance to GTTNs, thereby suggesting that 

membership of such networks may have negative effects in addition to positive ones. While 

negative aspects of GTTN membership have only scarcely been discussed, challenges that one 

would associate with such membership, including the integration of foreign fighters, the 

introduction of a globalist jihadi ideology, and tensions between local leaders and international 

leaders, could cause armed groups to face serious problems in retaining the loyalties of their 

members and, in extreme scenarios, may cause them to split up. Obtaining a better 

understanding of the causes of fragmentation in sizeable terrorist organizations is important, as 

conflicts that experience fragmentation not only tend to last longer and become more lethal 

(Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour 2012), but breakaway terrorist groups in particular are often 

more dogmatic and less open to negotiations (Ganor 2008). In addition, a split within a terrorist 

group is seldom the end of the organization, but rather signals the birth of a highly motivated 

splinter group dedicated to the survival of its ideals (Morrison 2017, Mahoney 2017). 

Consequently, increased competition for relevance among splinter organizations could further 

drive the number of attacks and casualties.       

 By exploring the negative effects of membership of global transnational terrorist 

networks, this thesis not only increases our understanding of the relationship between armed 

groups and their overarching networks, but also the transformative impact that such networks 

have on the cohesion of an armed group. In particular, it looks at the impact of GTTN 

membership on fragmentation by asking the following question: how, if at all, does 

membership of a global transnational terrorist network increase the likelihood of 
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fragmentation? Making use of findings from pre-existing literature on fragmentation and state 

sponsorship, as well as the preceding literature on the structure of international terrorist 

networks, I hypothesize that membership of a GTTN can, and often does, increase the 

likelihood of fragmentation.         

 Following this introduction, I provide an overview of the literature on fragmentation, 

external state sponsorship and its relationship to fragmentation, and global transnational 

terrorist networks, highlighting both the theoretical foundations of this paper and the existing 

shortcomings of the current state of the literature. Thereafter, I expand on my theory by 

highlighting theoretical concepts of interest and proposing three mechanisms through which 

GTTN membership may lead to fragmentation, namely the introduction of globalized goal and 

changes in strategy, increased leadership contestation, and the integration of foreign fighters. 

The subsequent section contains my research design, which operationalizes the concepts that I 

am reviewing, introduces the comparative case study method, and discusses this thesis’ case 

selection process, which concerns contemporary Islamist terrorist groups. The succeeding three 

sections consist of the actual case studies themselves, which are used to both probe the 

mechanisms I introduce and investigate to what extent the hypothesis that GTTN membership 

increases the likelihood of fragmentation is supported. The selected cases concern two 

contemporary GTTN members, namely al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, and one contemporary 

non-member, the Taliban, and will be studied through data collected from news reports, 

academic articles and books, policy papers, and public statements by leading figures and other 

combatants. The case studies are followed by an analysis in which I compare the cases and 

evaluate the mechanisms. My findings suggest that, while both GTTN members and non-

members experience fragmentation, GTTN membership reinforces internal processes which 

may lead to in-group splits and thereby increases the risk of fragmentation. In the analysis 

section I also discuss the limitations of this thesis and alternative explanations, before 

concluding and suggesting possible avenues of future research.   
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2. Theoretical foundations and research gap 

Since this thesis touches upon two theoretical concepts, namely that of rebel fragmentation and 

membership of a global transnational terrorist network, it is important that the literature’s 

understanding of these topics is reviewed. Given the lack of connections between the sets of 

literature, I discuss and relate the different concepts to one another throughout four subsections, 

which cover the definition of terrorism, the fragmentation of armed groups, state sponsorship 

and its effect on the likelihood of fragmentation, and, lastly, the structure of terrorist groups 

and networks.  

2.1 Defining terrorism 

When discussing the definition of terrorism, one is quickly confronted with the complexities 

involved in defining terrorism, with many a researcher falling back on the old trope that ‘one 

man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’ (Ganor 2002, 287). For the sake of clarity and 

maintaining as direct a relation between GTTN membership and fragmentation as possible, this 

paper focuses exclusively on terrorism committed by armed groups. I readily acknowledge that 

this means that there are a variety of types of terrorism which will not be covered by this thesis, 

most notably state terrorism and lone wolf terrorism. At the same time, the exclusion of these 

types of terrorism is sensible, as state terrorism would not be inspired by GTTNs (Blakely 

2007), whilst lone wolfs predominantly act on their own, often creating and adhering to their 

own ideologies, and are therefore unlikely to experience fragmentation (Spaaij 2010). 

 As terrorism is a tactic rather than a raison d’être for terrorist groups, their goals and 

structure does not need to differ much from armed groups that do not employ terrorist tactics. 

Boaz Ganor (2002), for example, illustrates that the only tangible difference between guerrilla 

groups and terrorists is their choice of targets, with guerrillas often focussing on military targets 

whilst terrorist are usually indiscriminate in their target selection. As a result, and given that I 

look at armed groups rather than states or lone wolfs, I adhere to Arthur Garrison’s (2004, 259) 

popular definition of terrorism, defining it as ‘a tool used to achieve a specific outcome by 

using force or violence on one segment of society with the primary goal of causing fear in the 

larger society to make change in that society’.     

 Due to the selected definition of terrorism and its application to armed groups rather 

than states, lone wolves or smaller terrorist cells, this thesis builds off the literature on terrorism 

and GTTNs and take inspiration from it, yet deducts its main arguments from the literature on 

fragmentation within armed groups. This will become clear in the following sections, where I 
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highlight the contributions of the sets of literature and their possible application to the 

discussion related to GTTN membership and fragmentation.    

2.2 Fragmentation of rebel groups 

The literature on the fragmentation of rebel groups covers numerous explanations for the 

splitting up of such groups. Starting from the bottom, authors such as Staniland (2012) 

demonstrate that the cohesion of a rebel group depends on the foundation upon which they are 

built. In particular, Staniland (2012) distinguishes between integrated groups and fragmented 

groups. Integrated groups combine strong horizontal ties between the leadership of the group 

with strong vertical ties that entrench the leader’s role in their local communities. Conversely, 

fragmented groups are lacking such strong horizontal and vertical ties, meaning that both the 

links between the leadership itself and the connections between the communities and the 

leadership are weak. As a result, fragmented groups are more likely to experience a split or 

reduced centralization, as the weak ties and subsequent mistrust would fuel leadership struggles 

and internal conflict.          

 Fjelde and Nilsson (2018) similarly find that there are structural factors that help 

determine whether rebel movements fragment. According to them, groups with strong social 

networks can deprive potential challengers from the resources required to challenge the 

government and incumbent rebel group, inter alia recruits and support. In particular, they find 

that those groups that are either rooted in a particular ethnicity or adhere to a leftist ideology 

are less likely to experience fragmentation. What is especially interesting for this thesis, is that 

the pair did not find any significant effect when controlling for religious ties, meaning that 

religion would neither encourage nor prevent fragmentation. A similar foundation upon which 

rebellions are built are the grievances which a region experiences (Mosinger 2018). While 

performing a regression analysis on rebel fragmentation, Mosinger (2018) finds that the 

relationship between grievances and fragmentation of rebel groups is curvilinear, with mid-

level grievances resulting in more fragmented groups, while extreme grievances yield reduced 

fragmentation. This, Mosinger (2018) argues, is because of the fact that only extreme 

grievances allow groups to overcome communal and ethnic cleavages and prevent 

fragmentation.          

 Another potential cause of fragmentation may be found in the number of organizations 

within the group. Bakke, Seymour and Cunningham (2012), for instance, argue that the degree 

of institutionalization of an organization, as well as the distribution of power between its 

institutions, affects the likelihood of fragmentation. The logic of their argument is that a larger 
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number of organizations within one movement points to disagreements over collective action, 

which can negatively affect cohesion. Strong institutions, however, can manage such 

disagreements and coordinate between different organizations and prevent fragmentation, 

while a concentration of power within one organization could force other sections of the 

movement to cooperate (Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour 2012). Thus, having many 

organizations, an equal distribution of power, and weak institutions greatly increases the 

chance of a group fragmenting and vice versa.       

 Although there are structural factors that affect a group’s tendency to fragment, authors 

like Tamm (2016) demonstrate how groups which Staniland (2012) would characterize as 

integrated, such as Hezbollah, equally suffer from internal rivalries. Tamm (2016) therefore 

argues that it is reasonable to assume that all groups, integrated or not, suffer from latent 

rivalries which are exacerbated by the conditions on the battlefield. This suggests that there are 

conditional factors in addition to structural factors that affect the risk of fragmentation. One 

such factor is introduced by Fjelde and Nilsson (2018, 552), namely the variation in costs and 

disadvantages of nascent groups or splinter groups, also referred to as ‘strategic barriers’, which 

hinder the entry of new rebel groups or fractions of existing groups on the battlefield. The 

absence of such strategic barriers, by contrast, is considered a window of opportunity. These 

windows of opportunity are especially prevalent during peace negotiations and in periods of 

transition towards more accommodating institutions (Fjelde and Nilsson 2018). Windows of 

opportunity for fragmentation may also be the result of certain government strategies, such as 

leadership decapitation, since the loss of a leader may fuel internal competition (Fjelde and 

Nilsson 2018). Interestingly enough, the two do not find any evidence of an influence of 

repression on increased fragmentation, leading them to conclude that the heightened costs of 

mobilization of new recruits when suffering from repression outweigh the opportunities to 

capitalize on the struggles of the incumbent groups. This reasoning would almost exclusively 

apply to newly formed groups, however, since splinter factions would already be mobilized 

and arguably do not face such heightened costs.       

 In her mixed-methods study, Christia (2012) proposes yet another alternative 

explanation by demonstrating how battlefield losses enhanced commitment problems and 

increased ongoing tensions within groups in Bosnia (1941-1945 and 1992-1995) and 

Afghanistan (1978-1998). However, whereas Christia (2012) argues that victories foster 

intragroup trust and prevent fragmentation, Woldemariam (2016) claims that territorial gains 

may be just as influential in explaining fragmentation as defeats. In particular, Woldemariam 

(2016) discusses how, in the context of East Africa, armed groups were held together not only 
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by the idea that the objective they aim to achieve is viable, but also by a common threat that 

jeopardises the survival of the individuals belonging to the group. As a result, in the case of 

swift battlefield gains, the common threat does not seem as threatening anymore, leading 

people to believe that their participation in the struggle may no longer be necessary 

(Woldemariam 2016). This, in turn, may cause groups to split from the larger organization. 

Conversely, in the case of continuous defeats, groups will split from the organization as they 

do not believe the organization is capable of protecting them against the common threat 

(Woldemariam 2016).         

 Other case studies also found a range of different explanations on why groups fall apart. 

For the rebel groups in Guangzhou in the mid ‘60s for example, tactical decisions were key to 

explaining the split in the rebel alliance (Yan 2015), while in the case of the SLA in Darfur 

clannism and internal strife between two leaders saw the group drift apart (Tanner and Tubiana 

2007). The issue of competing leadership appears particularly prevalent, as Asal, Brown and 

Dalton (2012), like Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour (2012), similarly confirm the importance 

of the distribution of power in their large-N study. In particular, they find that competing 

leadership structures have a strong effect on the risk of fractionalization, as such structures 

allow for a range of opinions, objectives, and priorities. These differing opinions, objectives, 

and priorities bring about tensions which can be exacerbated by external factors, such as 

increased repression, leading to splits (Asal, Brown and Dalton 2012).   

 The existing literature thus provides numerous reasons as to why armed groups 

fragment into multiple smaller groups, with explanations ranging from weak in-group 

institutions and ties to the population to windows of opportunity, tactical decisions, and 

competing leadership. In terms of the theory proposed in this thesis, the latter two are 

particularly important, as I argue that they are among the factors that are influenced by a 

group’s membership of a GTTN and could therefore potentially cause a group to fragment.  

2.3 State sponsorship and fragmentation of rebel groups 

While there are numerous reasons for seeking out state sponsorship, as it can provide support 

through safe havens, media, military support, training, material, and even recruits (Byman, et 

al. 2001), state sponsorship can also be an external factor affecting the cohesion of armed 

groups, thereby influencing the risk of fragmentation. Given that GTTNs often provide some 

of the support listed above, such as training, material, and funds, the impact of these networks 

could mirror that of state sponsors.        

 When discussing state sponsorship, it is important to note that its effects do not depend 
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solely on the way this sponsorship is executed, but also by whom. Sinno (2008, 34), for 

example, argues that single sponsors will likely want to increase their influence by centralizing 

power through channelling their resources to the leader of the group. As power is centralized, 

the group becomes more coherent and less likely to fracture. Multiple sponsors, on the other 

hand, would negatively affect the group’s cohesion as this may cause support to go to not just 

one faction, but several, producing competition between these factions (Pearlman 2011). Lidow 

(2011), however, argues the exact opposite, namely that groups who only have one sponsor are 

more likely to find that their sponsor will want increased control over the group, causing the 

local leadership to be weakened and fragmentation to become more likely. Conversely, having 

multiple sponsors would allow the local leadership to leverage one patron against the other, 

increasing the flow of resources and the strength of the leadership (Lidow 2011). Although 

Lidow’s (2011) arguments make sense intuitively, they also appear to be dependent on the 

goals of the state sponsor. As Tamm (2016) illustrates, a sponsor that has concrete goals such 

as regime change is more likely to support cohesion than one that is only seeking to weaken a 

rival.            

 State sponsorship, whether originating from different patrons or not, can equally affect 

the competing leadership structures and power distribution said to increase the risk of a group 

experiencing fragmentation (Asal, Brown and Dalton 2012, Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour 

2012). Significant changes in outside support, either in terms of size or recipient, can be 

particularly influential, as they can radically alter the prevalent balance of power in an 

organization (Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour 2012). Taking the case of Hezbollah, Tamm 

(2016) theorizes that the most important component regarding state sponsorship and 

fragmentation is the division of the support. If support is centralized, the power remains with 

the central leadership. However, the more balanced the provision of support, the more 

organized and capable the different subsets within the organization will become. Yet as both 

the central leadership and these subsets receive external support, neither one will be able to 

outright overpower the other, meaning that a split becomes more likely than a coup or a 

crackdown (Tamm 2016).          

 Besides the type of sponsorship and the number of sponsors, there are also more general 

effects of external sponsors. For instance, groups are seldomly granted unlimited discretion 

regarding the use of the resources granted by the sponsor, which can disagreements within the 

group (Balser 1997). Moreover, external sponsors can potentially interfere with goal 

attainment, as their goals may differ from the more radical or conservative strands of the group 

they support, meaning that certain factions within the sponsored group may be at odds with 
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their patron (Balser 1997). On the other hand, Staniland (2014, 38) illustrates how sponsors 

can also be a unifying force through their efforts to reinforce horizontal ties via a process he 

dubs ‘factional fusing’ or may even go as far as imposing mergers between the groups they 

sponsor. At the same time, he also highlights the possibility that external sponsors may seek to 

exploit divisions within factions in order to achieve their own goals (Staniland 2014, 38). When 

the goals of the sponsor are not achieved, or if the sponsor disagrees with the strategies or 

tactics, sponsors may even opt to actively support a leader’s rival as a means of punishment, 

thereby increasing the risk of fragmentation (Tamm 2016).      

 Looking at the literature on state sponsorship, there are certain roles that GTTNs fill as 

well, including the provision of resources, the punishing or replacing of leaders, interfering 

with goal attainment and enforcing mergers (Campbell 2019, Farrall 2011, Toros 2008). As a 

result, there are reasons to presume that the negative effects which may be present when groups 

are dependent on state sponsors are mirrored whenever groups are dependent on GTTNs.  

2.4 Terrorist groups and terrorist networks 

Having reviewed the state of the literature on fragmentation of rebel groups in general, I now 

turn to the literature on terrorist networks specifically and highlight the ways in which 

membership of such a network affects an organization’s structure. As sizeable terrorist groups 

and their links with GTTNs are under-researched, this section also includes literature on the 

fragmentation of smaller terrorist cells, even though they are not the main subject of this study. 

While important, I have opted to move the issue of defining and conceptualizing GTTNs and 

membership of GTTNS to the theory section, meaning that this part of the paper will focus 

entirely on the links between insurgent groups and terrorist networks.   

 Given that the paper focuses on sizeable, organized, and capable groups, the first 

question that needs to be addressed is why armed groups would join a terrorist network in the 

first place, as it would entail surrendering a certain amount of independence. In their study on 

why terrorists ally, Asal et al (2016) theorize that there are five main reasons for terrorist groups 

to become part of a terrorist alliance. Firstly, the issue of resource gathering, as allying would 

allow groups to gain access to more money, material, and recruits. Secondly, the idea of a 

common enemy would help groups see the strategic value of cooperation. Thirdly, 

bandwagoning, whereby younger groups would seek to band together with older ones in order 

to appeal to enhance their legitimacy. Fourthly, trust, which can be derived from a reputation 

of reliability, similar ideology, ethnicity, etc. And lastly, a conducive environment, which 

comes down to geographic proximity and a weak security environment. Out of the five reasons, 
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Asal et al (2016) only find support for the enemy of my enemy reasoning, similar ideology, 

and proximity between groups. They also find that older groups have more ties, presumably 

since these groups lend to the legitimacy of those teaming up with them. The most interesting 

and simultaneously most surprising takeaway, however, is the suggestion that groups do not 

band together as a means of obtaining more resources, thereby seemingly contradicting some 

of the underlying assumptions regarding GTTN membership.     

 An alliance between a terrorist network and a local group is not simply a matter of 

convenience for the smaller of the two, however, but can also play an important role in ensuring 

the network’s survival. As demonstrated by Takeyh and Gvosdev (2010), terrorist networks 

need bases of operations in order to conduct their global jihad. Organizations within failed 

states are particularly attractive partners, as failed states offer opportunities to acquire territory, 

which in turn permits the creation of institutions as well as illicit businesses to create cashflows, 

as well as shielding them to some degree from foreign intervention. Moreover, just as local 

groups make use of the GTTN’s global recruitment network, the networks themselves can 

make use of the local pool of recruits when expanding (Takeyh and Gvosdev 2010, Sageman 

2004).            

 Another important issue concerning the links between rebel groups and GTTNs is the 

structure through which their relationship is maintained. By most accounts, this structure is 

relatively loose and does not resemble a strict hierarchy. While some see this lack of hierarchy 

as an advantage, as it can be a source of resilience and can tie otherwise disparate groups 

together (Sageman 2004, Jones, Smith and Weeding 2003), others consider it a sign of 

organizational weakness and a reduced capacity to plan large-scale attacks (McAllister 2004). 

As a result of these loose ties, personal ties between the GTTN and its member organizations 

carry significant weight and may sometimes even transcend the usual command structure 

(Farrall 2011). Having said that, while the structure may not be strictly hierarchical, the 

network does impose certain conditions on local groups. An example of this is al-Qaeda, which 

demands attacks on Western targets in its name even if groups are pursuing local agendas 

(Farrall 2011). The direct influence of GTTNs can also become apparent during peace efforts, 

where they often profile themselves as spoilers, opposing any type of engagement that could 

lead to peace (Toros 2008).         

 When it comes to terrorist organizations and fragmentation, case studies ranging from 

al-Qaeda affiliates to the Irish Republican Army have suggested numerous reasons for why 

these groups fell apart. The list is extensive and includes issues such as a desire to keep the 

group alive, leadership figures appealing to individual allegiances to obtain status, 
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disagreements related to ideology or strategy, opposition to political (peace) processes, the use 

of specific types of terror attacks, or personal disputes (Morrison 2017, Bueno de Mesquita 

2008, Ganor 2008). Interestingly, most of these are quite closely related to the underlying 

causes of fragmentation discussed earlier, particularly the ones regarding competing leadership 

and disagreements over strategy and tactics. As a result, I expect that terrorist organizations are 

susceptible to similar types of challenges as other types of armed insurgencies.   

 To conclude this section on the state of the literature, I find that, while the topic of 

fragmentation of terrorist groups has received substantial attention, most of the theories related 

to GTTNs and their impact on local terrorist organizations pertain almost exclusively to the 

tactical or strategic benefits of membership, rarely discussing the negative effects that may 

result from such membership. Moreover, most of the literature focuses on the cooperation 

between terrorist networks and smaller cells or individual terrorists, meaning that the larger 

insurgency groups that swear fealty to these overarching networks are poorly represented. 

Lastly, as became apparent from the literature on state sponsorship and fragmentation, there 

are several functions which are fulfilled by state sponsors that are highly similar to the 

relationship between terrorist networks and their members, yet the literature has not yet 

researched whether membership yields similar effects. Given the lack of research on the 

implications of GTTN membership, this paper therefore contributes by filling the research gap 

on this topic and improving our understanding of the relations between local insurgencies and 

global networks. 
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3. Theory 

As illustrated in the previous section, the number of theories concerning the effect of GTTNs 

on group cohesion is rather limited. Yet, as the literature does mention the negative effects of 

state sponsorship on group cohesion, it stands to reason that membership of a terrorist network 

should yield similar effects. In order to evaluate the potentially less-than-positive impact of 

joining a GTTN, I propose three possible mechanisms which may enhance the risk of in-group 

fragmentation. First, however, it is important to fully define and conceptualize both the 

dependent and independent variable of interest for this study, namely membership of a global 

transnational terrorist network and fragmentation.  

3.1 Conceptualizing the independent and dependent variable  

3.1.1 The independent variable: Membership of a GTTN 

As the independent variable of this study, membership of global transnational terrorist 

networks, hereafter referred to as membership, is one of the key concepts of this thesis. In brief, 

the term GTTN is an adaptation of the work by Magouirk, Atran, and Sageman (2008), who 

use the term Global Transnational Terrorism (GTT) to refer to groups such as al-Qaeda and 

Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). Organizations such as al-Qaeda and JI operate in multiple countries, 

have extensive network capabilities and are therefore difficult to eliminate (Magourik, Atran 

and Sageman 2008). They are unpredictable and often rely on a decentralized and 

‘evolutionary’ way of expanding and developing, constantly adapting to both opportunities and 

crack-downs (Magourik, Atran and Sageman 2008, 2). In general, terrorist networks such as 

these aim to make use of relationships and connections to obtain information and resources as 

a means of achieving their goals (Asal and Rethemeyer 2006).     

 Co-opting Magouirk, Atran, and Sageman’s (2008) concept and altering it slightly, I 

use GTTN to refer to the type of groups as described above. My reasoning for altering the term 

to global transnational terrorist networks, rather than using global transnational terrorism, is 

because I believe that the term GTT describes the phenomenon of global transnational terrorism 

overall, not the groups or networks that perform such acts of terrorism. It is also important to 

note that in my conceptualization of these groups, not just the actions of the organization are 

global or transnational, but the goals are too. Besides global goals being an important 

component in the most prominent transnational terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda and 

the Islamic State, they also feed directly into the first mechanism of interest.   

 Given that oaths of allegiance are a public affair, membership is relatively simple to 
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measure. Having said that, groups may already experience the effects of membership before 

swearing fealty, for instance by including core-GTTN members in their leadership or by being 

largely dependent on GTTN resources. If this is the case, the existence of such a relationship 

will be highlighted and reviewed during the case study of the group in question.  

3.1.2 The dependent variable: Fragmentation 

Another concept that has been mentioned throughout this thesis is that of fragmentation, also 

referred to as fractionalization. Since the literature uses different terms to refer to a very similar, 

if not the same concept, I will refer to the concept solely as fragmentation from now on to avoid 

any possible confusion. Since this paper focuses on the effect that membership of GTTNs has 

on the fragmentation of groups, it is worth pointing out what exactly is meant whenever I use 

the term. Fjelde and Nilsson (2018) describe fragmentation as both the occurrence of in-group 

splits, as well as the rise of new rebel organizations, which challenge the dominance of pre-

existing ones. However, while they are right in suggesting that the literature would benefit from 

further studies regarding the rise of new rebel organizations, this paper will not contribute to 

such studies. Instead, as membership cannot possibly influence groups that do not yet exist, I 

look at fragmentation solely through in-group splits.      

 As risk in itself is hard to measure, I observe my dependent variable through the 

occurrence of fragmentation. At the same time, I measure fragmentation not only by 

considering violent splinter organizations, but also mass defection of members to other existing 

groups in the region or mass demobilization. It is important to note, however, that the latter 

two phenomena will only be considered an organizational split when they are orchestrated by 

either a faction within the organization or a leading figure of the organization.  

3.2 Argument and causal mechanisms 

The core aim of this thesis is to provide an answer to the question whether or not an armed 

group’s membership of a GTTN increases the likelihood of fragmentation. In a nutshell, while 

I expect that joining a GTTN is unlikely to be a reason on its own for a group to fragment, it 

can both exacerbate already existing tensions, as well as introduce new challenges. As a result, 

my hypothesis becomes as follows:  

H1: Membership of a global transnational terrorist network increases the likelihood of armed 

groups experiencing fragmentation. 
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My argument has a three-pronged approached to explaining why an armed group’s membership 

of a GTTN would enhance the risk of fractionalization occurring. In the subsections below, I 

elaborate on all three of the proposed mechanisms and explain how an armed group’s cohesion 

could be affected by its membership of the GTTN.  

3.2.1 Change in goals, strategies, and priorities. 

 

Since GTTNs are specifically global in orientation (Takeyh and Gvosdev 2010), it is likely that 

new members are either requested or forced to subscribe to the globalist goals of the 

organization, should they not have done so already. For most armed organizations however, 

the early stages of their struggle focuses on local issues and pertains to local goals. As the goals 

of the group internationalize, the focus of the group is thus split between domestic and 

international challenges. As highlighted by Morrison (2017) and Ganor (2008), one of the 

reasons why terrorist organizations split is due to a change in tactics or strategic direction, 

whereby parts of the group are disenfranchised by the fact that the new goals, tactics, or 

strategies are either too radical or too conservative. The same logic can also be applied to 

Islamist insurgencies, the main subjects of analysis in this thesis, as today’s Islamists have 

diverging goals and morals. Whereas some prefer establishing an Islamic order within the 

framework of the nation state, thereby combining religion with nationalism, others seek the 

revival of the transnational caliphate (Gade, et al. 2019). Similarly, whereas some groups avoid 

targeting fellow Muslims, others see them as legitimate targets (Mahmood and Ani 2018). As 

a result, opting for globalized goals over local ones or changing targeting strategies can cause 

both soldiers and local leaders to feel that the group of which they are a member no longer 

represents them and that they would be better off splitting from the organization. 

  

Figure 1. Causal mechanism one. 
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3.2.2 Increased contestation of leadership 

 

As discussed in the review of the literature, the presence of external sponsors can fuel tensions 

within the group and create contestation for leadership positions which, in turn, enhances the 

risk of an in-group split taking place (Asal, Brown and Dalton 2012, Tamm 2016). Given that 

several of the functions of GTTNs overlap with that of state sponsors, including the provision 

of resources such as materiel and recruits, their facilitation of competition between leadership 

figures could equally be mirrored. As argued by Tamm (2016), Lidow (2011), and Sinno 

(2008), external sponsors will want a say regarding the way in which the group is run. Likewise, 

groups such as al-Qaeda are zealous in ensuring that its subsidiaries stay on course and on 

message, often embedding core members in their sub-organizations (Farrall 2011). This means 

that any deviation from the course set out by the GTTN will likely result in a change in GTTN 

support. Thus, factions within the group may be supported if they better align with the GTTN’s 

goals or strategies than the central leadership, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

fragmentation. In contrast, should certain factions deviate from the GTTN’s goals, it is entirely 

plausible that the network will demand measures to repress these factions. In this case, 

dissenting elements are forced to act, which may result in fragmentation in the case of strong 

factions, while weaker factions are more likely to be repressed successfully.  

 In addition, as terrorist organizations in general thrive on fear and are dependent on 

frequent attacks in order to ensure growth (Clauset and Gleditsch 2012), I expect that the 

overarching network supports the most violent faction within the organization in order to 

ensure that it will consistently perform attacks. This is not necessarily a problem if the central 

leadership is also the most violent element of the group, but it does become an issue if they are 

not. As described by Tamm (2016), situations like the aforementioned one will result in an 

imbalance in support. This means that when radical factions start receiving support from the 

Figure 2. Causal mechanism two. 
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GTTN, it allows them to, in time, challenge the central leadership of the group. This may either 

result in a coup, or, if the faction does not consider itself strong enough to overthrow the central 

leadership, a split. At the same time, the threat of the GTTN supporting more radical factions 

within the group may also incentivize the leadership to become more radical itself, which could 

subsequently feed the process described in causal mechanism one. 

3.2.3 Introduction of foreign fighters 

 

When an organization joins a GTTN, it gains access to a larger recruitment network, including 

foreign fighters (Farrall 2011). Additionally, by bandwagoning, a group’s status and legitimacy 

are enhanced (Asal et al 2016), causing it to be a more attractive option for foreign fighters. 

Although they can provide a welcome boost of manpower, foreign fighters often separate 

themselves from the local fighters and can be a source of tension by refusing to follow orders 

or failing to cooperate with local soldiers (Mironova and Hussein 2016). As a result of this 

separate status, local soldiers may not wish to remain in the same group as these foreign fighters 

and could form a separate group. Alternatively, foreign fighters may in time challenge the 

central leadership by demanding a change in action or strategy, or by attempting to claim a top-

level position within the leadership. An example of the latter can be seen in the recent power 

struggle which unfolded at IS in Syria, where foreign fighters attempted to overthrow IS-leader 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi (Chulov 2019). Although their exact motivations remain unclear, it is 

likely that they became disillusioned with the local leadership after seeing the remainder of the 

so-called caliphate disintegrating over the last months. At the same time, they ostensibly 

remained committed to the goals of the organization as they did not lay down their arms. Thus, 

a coup attempt made sense tactically, since a splinter group of an all but diminished 

organization would stand little chance of surviving.     

 While it is true that groups can recruit foreign fighters on their own, it is reasonable to 

assume that foreign fighters recruited through GTTNs are more likely to increase the risk of 

fragmentation due to the fact that they may be more loyal to the GTTN’s goals and ambitions 

Figure 3. Causal mechanism three. 
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than those of the armed group in question. As a result, foreign fighters that join a group directly, 

rather than through a GTTN, would be less likely to have divided loyalties and would therefore 

also be less liable to fuelling fragmentation.  

3.2.4 About the mechanisms 

Although all three mechanisms can be present simultaneously in cases of GTTN members, not 

all mechanisms need to be present, nor do they necessarily have a similar level of importance. 

In fact, it is entirely likely that for different cases, one would find differences in terms of the 

impact that certain mechanisms have. For example, while groups are likely to have increased 

access to international recruitment networks, this does not necessarily mean that they will make 

use of such networks, nor does it mean that foreign fighters are always willing to join the 

organization. Moreover, some of these mechanisms may be mutually reinforcing. To illustrate, 

if leading figures of a group feel as though local objectives are suffering as a result of more 

globalist goals, they may either become alienated from the organization and split outright, or 

they could form factions within the organization to try and change the way it is run. As a result, 

these factions may be fed into mechanism number two, as the GTTN could demand that the 

central leadership represses elements that challenge the organization’s global jihadist agenda. 

Should the locally-oriented faction be weak, fragmentation will be avoided through repression. 

If the faction in question has gathered a large amount of support however, it may be able to 

challenge the leadership and succeed in fragmenting the organization. Thus, although 

mechanism one may not always lead to fragmentation of its own accord, it can kick-start the 

fragmentation that takes place through mechanism two.       

 Given the complexity of these mechanisms, the goal of this paper is not to test the 

mechanisms as such, as much as it regards these mechanisms as potential avenues through 

which membership of a GTTN can increase the risk of fragmentation. The mechanisms 

therefore serve primarily as a means of testing the hypothesis by establishing whether the 

expected effect of membership is present. 
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4. Research design 

4.1 Method and case selection 

In order to test my hypothesis and explore the explanatory power of the proposed mechanisms, 

a solid research design is required. To start with, the method of choice for this thesis will be 

that of comparative case studies. My reasons for opting for this qualitative approach are 

numerous. Firstly, there are the well-known strengths of qualitative methods, which are 

particularly important given the complex causal mechanisms at play. Since case studies provide 

better insights in regard to causal mechanisms as opposed to causal effects (Gerring 2007), a 

comparative case study is best suited for the goals of this paper as I aim to explore the 

mechanisms at play in order to test my hypothesis. Secondly, a comparative case study can 

provide the accurate and extensive comparison of both GTTN group members and non-

members necessary to determine the exact ways in which these groups differ and whether an 

increased risk of fragmentation is truly present. Finally, since the connection between GTTNs 

and fragmentation of armed groups is relatively under-researched, there is a scarcity of the data 

required to perform a well-designed large-N study. This means that a statistical analysis in 

addition to the comparative case study is not feasible within the allotted timeframe.

 Specifically, this thesis adheres to the ‘comparative method’, also referred to as ‘Mill’s 

methods’ (Powner 2015, 124). In brief, this method fosters the selection and comparison of 

cases that are as similar as possible on as many variables as possible, in order to exclude these 

variables as possible causes of the phenomenon under study (Powner 2015, 125). More 

specifically still, I have opted for Mill’s method of difference, which selects its cases according 

to variation within the independent variable. For this thesis, the variation comes down to 

whether a group is a member of a GTTN or not. They key strengths of this method of case 

selection have been highlighted by King, Keohane and Verba (1994, 137), who illustrate that 

selection on the independent variable avoids bias and causes no inference problems, as well as 

being closest to the structure of a natural experiment. Although it is important to mention that 

Mill’s methods have their limitations, such as their inability to accommodate for conditional 

hypotheses, they do provide a solid basis to compare variables across cases through which one 

can control for these variables’ effects (Powner 2015, 125).     

 Given the limited sample inherent in comparative case studies and Mill’s methods 

sensitivity to case selection (Powner 2015, 125), it is important to pay extra attention to the 

method of case selection. Taking into account Van Evera’s (1997) extensive list of key case 
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attributes, I chose my cases along the following criteria: 1) data availability, since no matter 

how interesting or appropriate a case may be, if no data is available, it is impossible to study; 

2) variation on the independent variable, since if I am to test whether or not membership 

increases the risk of fractionalization, I need to compare members with non-members in order 

to determine the exact effect; 3) selecting prototypical cases; meaning that I aim to study 

‘typical’ cases, rather than outliers; 4) selecting cases that are well-matched for comparison, 

which essentially boils down to controlling for as many confounding variables as possible and 

ensuring that the background conditions are as similar as possible. A final additional selection 

criterion is within-case variation in the independent variable for GTTN members. While I 

ultimately perform a cross-case comparison, I also aim to analyse the effects of membership 

by looking at the group’s cohesion before and after their membership, as this provides 

additional insights into the causal processes leading to fragmentation.   

 Taking all these criteria into account, I opted for the following cases: al-Shabaab in 

Somalia, Boko Haram in Nigeria, and the Taliban in Afghanistan. In the selection process of 

these cases, particular attention was paid to ensuring that they are well-matched for 

comparison. As a result, several key background variables are held constant across the three 

cases, including the motivations of the three groups, establishing an Islamic regime in their 

zone of operations, their ideology, Sunni Islamist, and the fact that all three groups have 

occupied territory. Moreover, all groups are of a similar size, operate within similar time frames 

and use similar tactics. Keeping variables such as tactics, size, and ideological bases constant 

is important, since they have been demonstrably influential in determining a group’s odds of 

survival (Blomberg, Gaibulloev and Sandler 2011). And, given that a desire to secure survival 

when faced by seemingly insurmountable odds can be a reason for terrorist organizations to 

split (Morrison 2017), it is imperative to control for variables that would facilitate such splits 

and thereby offer an alternative explanation.      

 Beyond the fact that the cases are comparable, there are also intrinsic reasons for 

wanting to study these cases. Boko Haram and al-Shabaab, for instance, both swore fealty to 

different networks, with the former joining the Islamic State whilst the latter became an affiliate 

of al-Qaeda. As IS and al-Qaeda are among the most prominent transnational terrorist networks 

of our time, they are very relevant cases for study in and of themselves. Moreover, as both 

groups joined different GTTNs, the study increases its applicability across the different 

organizational structures which may exist between the two overarching GTTNs. My 

counterfactual will be the case of the Taliban. Although it is true that the Taliban maintained 

some operational alliances with al-Qaeda, including harbouring leading figures of the 
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organization, their relationship is marked by differing strategic objectives, tactics and priorities 

(Bacon 2018). Moreover, the Taliban has not been dependent on resources or recruits from al-

Qaeda, with the group focusing on the recruitment of local fighters and local economies 

(Jackson 2018a). In addition, the Taliban has resisted the influence of GTTNs on several 

occasions, actively fighting groups loyal to IS in the region. And, while there is a group named 

Tehrik-i-Taliban in Pakistan, this group is not affiliated to the Afghan organization, meaning 

that the Taliban itself is not a transnational organization and pursues purely local goals (Shane 

2009). Lastly, the ongoing negotiations between the Taliban and the US, as well as their 

infamous history, make the group an interesting case to study in its own right.    

4.2 Structure of the analysis  

Each case will be subjected to a similar structure of analysis. First, I start out by providing a 

background of the particular group I am studying, as well as the network of which they are a 

member. Included in the background are any contentious issues that were at play within the 

organization before it became a member of the GTTN in question, thereby highlighting 

possible factors that may have affected the group’s cohesion. In addition, I mention what I 

consider to be the starting date of the group’s insurgency, which will serve as the starting date 

of that particular case study. For the sake of clarity during the data collection process, the end 

date of all three case studies is mid-2018. Following the group’s background, I evaluate each 

of the three mechanisms introduced in this paper in turn and analyse the extent to which they 

were present and the effects that they had on the fragmentation of the group, should such 

fragmentation have occurred. Moreover, since I aim to establish whether or not membership of 

a GTTN increases the risk of fragmentation, there will be an active comparison between the 

time period before the group became a member of the GTTN and after. In order to provide a 

succinct overview of the variables, mechanisms, and their effects, each of the sections is 

accompanied by a table highlighting their interactions.    

 After discussing each case individually, the analysis section synthesizes the lessons 

learnt and establishes whether or not a relationship between joining a GTTN and experiencing 

a higher likelihood of fragmentation exists. In order to do so, the section performs cross-case 

comparisons by first assessing the extent to which the hypothesis is supported, before 

evaluating each of the mechanisms and determining whether or not one or all of the 

mechanisms are at play in the different cases and whether one of the mechanisms has more 

explanatory power than the others. The analysis concludes by listing the limitations of this 
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study in terms of its execution and generalizability, as well as discussing and evaluating 

possible alternative explanations.  

4.3 Unit of analysis and scope conditions 

As discussed previously, although the independent variable is membership of a global 

transnational terrorist network, this thesis will disregard both lone wolves and smaller terrorist 

cells. Thus, the unit of analysis consists of those groups that are a member of a GTTN, sizeable 

and deadly enough to be included in the Uppsala Conflict Data Program, and comparable in 

structure to rebel groups that do not employ terrorism as a tactic of war. Another important 

note to be made is that rather than looking at terrorist groups overall, the unit of analysis for 

this paper will be Islamist terrorist groups. This is because, arguably together with right-wing 

extremism, radical Islam is one of today’s most prominent security challenges. David Rapoport 

(2001) has famously dubbed the rise of radical religious terrorist organizations as the ‘fourth 

wave’ of terrorism, following the anarchists, anti-colonials, and the communists, and the most 

prominent form of terrorism of our time. In addition to being a relatively recent phenomenon, 

Islamist terrorism has taken centre stage not only in academic writing, but also in day-to-day 

journalism (Norris, Kern and Just 2004). In turn, fear over Islamist terrorism has arguably 

fuelled the rise of several right-wing parties and political figures in Europe and beyond. As a 

result, obtaining a better understanding of these particular networks and their effects on the 

armed groups that fight for them can be considered a reward of its own. Besides policy-related 

reasons, there is also a practical argument for selecting Islamist groups. While there were some 

communist networks in the recent past, Islamist GTTNs are the most numerous and prominent 

terrorist networks today and therefore provide numerous contemporary cases of interest.

 Due to its unit of analysis, this thesis will also have a limited scope. Since I look purely 

at the dynamics of sizeable Islamist armed organizations which employ terrorism as a tactic, 

the conclusions drawn from this study will likely only apply to organizations of similar size, 

ideology, and tactics. Although this may appear relatively restricted, it is worth keeping in mind 

that the amount of conflict dyads related to religious disputes is on the rise, from 3 percent of 

all conflict dyads in 1975 to 55 percent in 2015, with a whopping 75 percent of these religious 

conflicts being fought between governments and Islamist groups (Svensson and Nilsson 2018). 
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4.4 Operationalization of mechanisms 

While the independent and dependent variable are relatively simple to observe, as membership 

of a GTTN is often public and splits are similarly publicly announced or observable through 

reports of violent infighting1, the proposed mechanisms concern certain processes which are 

not always clearly visible. Thus, in order to assess whether or not the mechanisms are actually 

present, let alone that they have the expected effect, it is critical to ensure that the mechanisms 

are operationalized properly. In terms of the data needed to determine the presence and effects 

of the mechanisms, I make use of policy papers, academic articles and books, as well as using 

search tools and databases such as Factiva and Google News to obtain news reports and collect 

public statements by leading figures both within the local group and the overarching network. 

Since I speak neither Arabic nor Hausa, I rely exclusively on sources in English, Dutch, and 

French.  

4.4.1 Change in strategy and priorities 

Table 1. Operationalization of causal mechanism one. 

 

As the first mechanism has two distinct steps between the IV and the DV, an externally inspired 

change in strategy and priorities which leads to disenfranchisement and subsequently to 

fragmentation of the group, there are two sets of indicators that are important in determining 

                                                 
1 For more information on the conceptualization of GTTN membership and fragmentation, see sections 3.1.1 and 

3.1.2. 
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the explanatory power of this mechanism. The first set relates to a change in strategy and 

priorities and looks at ways in which the organization’s behaviour has changed since its 

membership of the GTTN. In brief, the set of indicators includes the following: the location of 

the attacks, whether they are local or transnational; a change in the tactics used in the attacks, 

whether they are military assaults or suicide attacks; the cessation of public goods provision, 

as this would indicate a decrease in resources invested in the local community; vocal statements 

by the group’s leadership prioritizing global jihadism over local grievances; and a decline in 

willingness to compromise through negotiations. Whether or not the changes in strategy and 

priority actually lead to disenfranchisement is another story, however, and will be measured 

through statements by leading figures in the group and whether these leaders are voicing 

concerns in regard to these changes; reports of demobilization, in order to ascertain whether or 

not there is a spike in desertion which would indicate disenfranchisement of local foot soldiers; 

and, lastly, news reports on faction formation within the group will be used to determine 

whether leading figures are actively trying to steer the group to follow a different course.  

4.4.2 Increased contestation of leadership 

Table 2. Operationalization of causal mechanism two. 

 

Like the first mechanism, the second mechanism is equally split into two distinct parts. The 

first relates to the GTTN either supporting certain elements within the group or demanding the 

repression of factions, thereby fuelling competition among leading figures, whilst the second 
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part concerns the capacity and willingness of factions within the group to challenge the central 

leadership. For the first part, indicators include statements by the GTTN regarding the central 

leadership of the organization, particularly if they disagree with the current course set out by 

the leadership or go out of their way to praise other elements of the group; an observable shift 

in funding away from the central leadership and towards different factions within the group; 

and, finally, the behaviour of leading figures outside of the central leadership over time, and 

whether or not they are more likely to refer to the leadership of the GTTN over that of their 

own specific group as time goes on. As an indicator of a call for repression, I use GTTN 

denunciations of certain elements within the group or, conversely, the denunciation of the 

GTTN by faction members. The second part of the causal mechanism, the increased capacity 

or willingness of factions to challenge the central leadership, will rely on the following 

indicators, namely the increased mentioning of specific factions within the organization by 

media and situational reports; increased vocal disputes between leading figures in and outside 

of the central leadership; and increased (violent) infighting between factions within the 

organization. 

4.4.3 Foreign Fighters 

Table 3. Operationalization of causal mechanism three. 

 

The third mechanism may very well be the simplest of the three. Given the fact that the 

recruitment of foreign fighters is relatively easily observed through both news reports as well 
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as academic sources, the first step of the causal mechanism is straightforward. At the same 

time, given the fact that it is not impossible for groups that are not a member of a GTTN to 

recruit foreign fighters, a comparison will need to be made between the influx of foreign 

fighters before and after the group in question joined the GTTN. If an increase in the number 

of foreign fighters has been established, I expect to observe an increase in tensions among 

foreign and local fighters through news reports; statements by leaders on the subject of foreign 

fighters; the formation of exclusive foreign fighter regiments; the increased inclusion of foreign 

fighters in the leadership, or, conversely, the exclusion of foreign fighters in the leadership; 

and, lastly, outright (violent) infighting between local and foreign elements of the group. 
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5. Al-Shabaab and al-Qaeda 

5.1 Origins and background 

In its early inception, al-Shabaab, meaning ‘the youth’ in Arabic, was the enforcement wing of 

the Islamic Courts Union (ICU), a group aiming to install fundamentalist Islamic law and order 

in certain parts of Somalia, which experienced a period of lawlessness at the time (Wise 2011). 

Following the ICU’s successful military campaign in 2006, in which al-Shabaab played an 

important role, many Somalis found that the new rulers of Mogadishu were better able at 

instilling law and order than the previous regimes. As a result, even those Somali’s who were 

not particularly devout Muslims rediscovered a sense of national pride (Wise 2011). This 

situation was not to last, however, as more radical elements within the ICU, including several 

leading figures of al-Shabaab, started to use threatening rhetoric against their Ethiopian 

neighbours. In late 2006, with the support of the US, Ethiopia responded by invading Somalia, 

capturing Mogadishu without having to fire a single shot (Sanders and Albadri 2006, Menkhaus 

2009). While the majority of the ICU leadership fled the country, al-Shabaab retreated to the 

South of Somalia, where it went on to launch an insurgency campaign against the international 

troops stationed in Somalia. Because of the fact that the ICU leadership had deserted the 

country, al-Shabaab ceased to be a subset of the ICU and effectively became a group of its own 

(Marchal 2009).          

 There is some debate regarding when al-Shabaab swore fealty to al-Qaeda, with some 

arguing that Godane did so informally in 2008, while others claim al-Shabaab did not become 

an official member of al-Qaeda until 2012 (Shinn 2011, Jones, Liepman and Chandler 2016). 

Given the evidence pointing to strong ties between al-Qaeda and al-Shabaab around 2008, it is 

likely that the group was practically a member of the network before formally announcing its 

membership. For example, video messages were released back and forth between al-Shabaab 

and al-Qaeda, with the former pledging loyalty to the latter and Osama bin Laden describing 

al-Shabaab as the ‘champions of Somalia’ (Okereke 2013, Marchal 2009). Moreover, after the 

death of the group’s leader Aden Hashi Ayro in May 2008, his successor Godane embedded 

numerous core al-Qaeda members into the leadership (Wise 2011). Given the fact that al-

Shabaab was a member in all but name since late 2008, I will discuss the changes that occurred 

in the organization between this period in the light of al-Shabaab effectively being a member 

of the network. This means that there is only a brief period in time where the organization saw 

combat and could be considered as wholly independent, ranging from 2006 to mid-2008. 
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5.2 Goals, priorities, and strategies 

As international troops, predominantly Ethiopians, took control of Somalia in 2006, al-Shabaab 

started what would turn out to be a rather successful insurgency against the occupying troops, 

largely stemming their advance in the South and creating an area that was effectively controlled 

by the Islamist group (Wise 2011). By appealing to both religious and nationalist sentiments, 

al-Shabaab was able to persuade both those who saw the legitimacy of its initial religious 

struggle, as well as those who were looking to rid Somalia of foreign invaders (Okereke 2013). 

In fact, because al-Shabaab had remained whereas other organizations had fled the country, 

they held a significant amount of local legitimacy and were able to position themselves as the 

champions of not just an Islamic Somalia, but an independent Somalia (Marchal 2009).  

 The group built on this legitimacy by not only fighting asymmetric warfare, but also 

through providing governance, law and order, and maintaining positive relations with villages 

and their respective elders, which in turn allowed the organization to recruit from these 

locations (Wise 2011). It also proved surprisingly respectful of other streams within Islam in 

its early stages, since upon taking Kismayo, a major port city in Somalia, al-Shabaab ensured 

that it did not antagonize the local, mostly Sufi, religious traditions there (Marchal 2009). In 

addition to its strategies and governance, al-Shabaab’s rhetoric during the early stages of its 

insurgency appears equally focused on the local threat, whilst appealing to its Islamic roots, by 

calling on Somali’s at home and abroad to fight off the crusader occupation by joining the 

organization in its fight against the invaders (Agbiboa 2013a).     

 As the fighting progressed, however, al-Shabaab started losing ground to AMISOM, a 

mission installed by the African Union to restore order in Somalia. And, to make matters worse, 

on the first of May 2008, Ayro, the group’s leader, was killed by a US drone strike. The death 

of the initial leader of al-Shabaab would prove to be a turning point on several fronts. First of 

all, the man replacing Ayro, Ahmed Abdi Godane, had very close ties to the al-Qaeda 

leadership and, in addition to centralizing power in the group, almost immediately started 

incorporating some of al-Qaeda’s core members in the organization’s leadership (Wise 2011). 

This embedding of core al-Qaeda members effectively ensured al-Shabaab’s place within the 

frame of the overarching network, with the group being hailed as al-Qaeda’s champions in 

Somalia in August 2008 (Okereke 2013). Additionally, following the inclusion of al-Qaeda 

members, but quite likely also due to US involvement in the death of their leader, al-Shabaab’s 

rhetoric following the death of Ayro shifted. Whereas al-Shabaab used to focus purely on the 

invading forces, they now threatened the US, UN, and other Western institutions, claiming that 
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they were forces hell-bent on the destruction of Islam in Somalia (Menkhaus 2009). Moreover, 

al-Shabaab’s behaviour within its own territory appeared to change as well, with the group 

becoming even stricter in upholding its fundamentalist ideals. For example, while al-Shabaab 

tried not to provoke local religious groups when it first took Kismayo in 2006, it would go on 

a rampage of destruction of Sufi shrines in December 2008 (Marchal 2009).  

 One very notable shift occurred in the group’s tactics and strategies. In particular, 

observers note that al-Shabaab started to make use of a weapon it had not used before, namely 

suicide bombings (Wise 2011). This was especially surprising since in its early stages al-

Shabaab had only targeted the occupying forces and ‘collaborators’, mostly limiting civilian 

casualties. In fact, the group had not been marked as a terrorist organization until 2008 

(Menkhaus 2009). Although a tactical shift appears sensible when a group starts losing territory 

and cannot match the equipment and manpower of its opponent, this does not appear to have 

been the main driver for al-Shabaab’s use of suicide bombings. Not only did these attacks start 

to occur only after the incorporation of core al-Qaeda members, but suicide bombings were 

also alien to Somalia in general, as the country had not experienced their use before 

(Gartenstein-Ross 2009, Wise 2011, Shinn 2011). A number of al-Shabaab defectors and 

leading figures also admitted that they had no previous experience in performing suicide 

bombings and that these were largely implemented by trainers sent by al-Qaeda (Shinn 2011, 

Wise 2011, Pantucci 2009). It comes as no surprise then, that the group’s first ever transnational 

attack in 2010 in Kampala, Uganda, was a suicide bombing, killing over 70 and leaving another 

70 injured. At the same time, the group’s inexperience with suicide bombing remained 

painfully obvious, as a simultaneous attack was cancelled due to an unexpected increase in 

security, with the bombers ironically blowing themselves up upon returning home and 

removing their vests (Bryden 2015).         

 As one can imagine, with the ongoing crackdown in territories controlled by al-Shabaab 

in addition to the increase in civilian casualties in Somalia and abroad, public support for al-

Shabaab reduced significantly, both through its tactics and its association with al-Qaeda in 

general (Wise 2011). Some anecdotal evidence even indicates that more and more Somali’s 

began to regard al-Shabaab as a tool of foreign elements looking to profit off the chaos in the 

country (Menkhaus 2009). It was around this time that local elements of the group began to 

speak up against the tactics and the group’s alliance with al-Qaeda more and more. A leader of 

one such local faction, Sheikh Hassan Dahir Aweys, who lead a group named Hizbul Islam 

before it was defeated and forcibly merged with al-Shabaab, outright challenged the central 

leadership and Godane, stating that the operation of al-Shabaab was ‘wrong’ and should be 
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‘corrected’ (Okereke 2013). He even lashed out directly against al-Qaeda, stating that al-Qaeda 

does not represent the Muslim world, only a part of it (Okereke 2013). Muktar Robow, another 

leading nationalist figure within al-Shabaab, outright refused orders from the central leadership 

to kill local officials allied with the transitional government and instead personally escorted 

them out of al-Shabaab territory (Marchal 2009). In the end, both Aweys and Robow decided 

that the group’s strategies and priorities needed readjustment and, in 2011, demanded the 

resignation of Godane (Chothia 2011). Following several violent clashes, Robow managed to 

secede from the group with his militia and pursued a political career before being arrested by 

Somali authorities (Jacinto 2018). Aweys, on the other hand, was allegedly sold out, handed 

over to Somali authorities, and roughened up (Sheikh 2013). Awey’s initial faction, the Hizbul 

Islam, did succeed in splitting off from the group in 2012, citing concerns over foreign 

influences within the organization (BBC News 2014). Like Robow, the faction eventually 

renounced violence. Other nationalist secessionists, like Ibrahim al-Afghani, were not as lucky 

and were arrested and subsequently executed by the central al-Shabaab leadership (Okereke 

2013).           

 Although it is difficult to determine whether the group’s changes in behaviour, such as 

its transnational rhetoric and hardened stance towards other religions within Somalia, occurred 

due to a change in leadership or because of the group’s closer alignment to al-Qaeda, al-

Shabaab’s transformation from a locally inspired insurgency to a more radical organization 

lashing out against Western institutions does fit with the general effects of al-Qaeda 

membership (Farrall 2011). At the same time, it is important to take into account that al-

Shabaab’s insurgency always had an international component to it. Not only was the country 

invaded by a foreign occupier, it was later kept in check by an international AU mission, not 

to mention the fact that the initial invasion was backed by the US. As Ken Menkhaus (2009, 4) 

aptly puts it, the initial invasion in 2006 created a “complex cocktail of nationalist, Islamist, 

anti-Ethiopian, anti-American, anti-Western, [and] anti-foreigner sentiments”. Thus, it stands 

to reason that whether a member of a GTTN or not, al-Shabaab was always likely to include 

some transnational elements. At the same time, membership and inclusion of core al-Qaeda 

members in the group’s leadership likely emboldened the globalist elements of the organization 

in pushing their transnational agenda, which in turn disenfranchised local leaders such as 

Aweys and Robow. Moreover, the change in tactics from asymmetrical warfare to outright 

terrorism, opposed by both the Somali population and certain leading figures within al-

Shabaab, is inextricably linked to the increased involvement of al-Qaeda.  
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5.3 Increased leadership contestation 

When discussing leadership contestation within al-Shabaab, it is important to first note that the 

group’s structure used to be largely of a decentralized nature. Not only did decentralization 

make sense from a tactical perspective, as it enhanced the group’s resilience, but it also fed into 

the local culture, given the tribal nature of Somalia (Bryden 2015). Upon the death of Ayro in 

2008 and his succession by Godane, however, power within the organization became more 

centralized, as Godane placed core al-Qaeda members in leadership position of several regional 

units (Wise 2011). This inclusion of al-Qaeda members in leading positions has two possible 

explanations. First and foremost, installing al-Qaeda members with whom Godane had a 

personal connection would ensure their loyalty to him and allowed him to centralize power 

(Wise 2011). Secondly, although no evidence exists for the fact that their inclusion was 

imposed by al-Qaeda, the GTTN would have benefitted from increased influence of al-

Shabaab. As al-Qaeda would need to permit their members to join al-Shabaab in the first place, 

it is unlikely that the group was opposed to the idea and likely saw the benefits of embedding 

its members in al-Shabaab (Agbiboa 2013a). While speculative to a certain extent, this move 

would fit the theories described earlier by Sinno (2008) and Lidow (2011) regarding the desire 

of external sponsors to obtain influence over the organization they support.   

 At the height of al-Qaeda inclusion, 43 out of the 85 members of al-Shabaab’s executive 

council were foreigners with direct ties to al-Qaeda (Shinn 2011). Through its embeddedness 

in the central leadership, al-Qaeda wielded enormous influence within al-Shabaab and was 

practically capable of dictating its wishes to the weaker factions in the group, thereby 

diminishing the influence of factions who were not aligned with its ideals (Shinn 2011). 

Although I discuss the specific relations between local Somalis and foreign fighters more in-

depth later, one can well imagine that this balance of power did not sit well with the nationalist 

elements of al-Shabaab. As such, the group regularly saw a contestation for power between 

nationalist elements and those supportive of al-Qaeda (Felbab-Brown 2016). At the same time, 

as al-Qaeda held significant influence within the central leadership of al-Shabaab, it never 

shifted its support to other, more radical, elements within the group. This meant that in part due 

to continued al-Qaeda support, the central leadership was capable of outright defeating 

secessionist elements and preventing the group from fragmenting on several occasions (Bryden 

2015).            

 While the contestation between nationalist leaders and global-jihadist leaders is 

understandable given the high level of inclusion of al-Qaeda members, one would perhaps be 
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surprised to learn of the intense contestation between globalist figures. In particular, in the 

wake of IS’ rise to power, a number of leading figures opted to switch allegiances and join IS’ 

network instead, as this could yield access to even more resources and recruits (Bryden 2015). 

At the same time, given that the movement to join IS was led mostly by local Somali’s, some 

of these figures may have seen the promised benefits of IS membership as an opportunity for 

personal gains (Bryden 2015). Although the involvement of al-Qaeda in al-Shabaab’s 

intelligence wing, the amniyat, is unclear, it tirelessly hunted down IS supporters within the 

ranks of the already beleaguered organization. At some point, the repression became so harsh 

that numerous IS supporters willingly turned themselves in to the Somali government 

(Gartenstein-Ross and Barr 2017). In the end, rather than moving the whole organization from 

al-Qaeda to IS, IS supporters only managed to secede from the organization in small numbers, 

forming a group of no more than a hundred fighters under the leadership of Abdulqadir Mumin, 

a former religious official of al-Shabaab (Gartenstein-Ross and Barr 2017).   

 In conclusion, Al-Shabaab was always likely to struggle structurally due to the tribal 

nature of Somalia and its decentralized organization, both of which negatively affected group 

cohesion (Bryden 2015). Having said that, it is likely that when factions formed following 

changes in tactics and priorities, the inclusion of al-Qaeda members in the central leadership 

affected the extent to which the leadership was willing to compromise and thereby led to the 

repression of dissenting elements, forcing these factions to act. At the same time, the inclusion 

of al-Qaeda members significantly strengthened the central leadership, allowing it to root out 

and defeat dissidents, preventing them from taking over power or significantly fragmenting the 

group. On some occasions, however, the central leadership was not empowered enough to 

wholly prevent al-Shabaab from splintering, as we saw earlier in relation to nationalist elements 

splitting off, and more recently with the formation of a small pro-IS group out of al-Shabaab 

fighters. The effect of al-Qaeda on leadership contestation is thus twofold, both forcing factions 

to challenge the leadership and split, while also allowing the leadership to prevent a number of 

splits.  

5.4 Foreign fighters 

As discussed in the previous sections, foreigners play a significant role within the structure of 

al-Shabaab. This may perhaps be unsurprising considering the influence of al-Qaeda on the 

organization, but even before the GTTN’s involvement, leading figures within al-Shabaab were 

eager to include foreign fighters in the organization, in particular those from within the Somali 

diaspora (Menkhaus 2009). For example, during the early stages of the Ethiopian invasion of 
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Somalia, leading figures of both the ICU and al-Shabaab called on fellow Muslims to travel to 

Somalia to help liberate the country (Gartenstein-Ross 2009). In particular, the group framed 

its struggle as a defensive Jihad, the fight of the righteous Muslims against the foreign 

Crusaders, in this case the Christian Ethiopians. Al-Shabaab’s early calls for recruitment 

mostly resounded with Somali’s living abroad, who often joined out of a reinvigorated sense 

of nationalism (Pantucci 2009). Although the group did recruit Abu Mansoor al-Amriki, one 

of the most prominent non-Somali foreign fighters, in late 2006, the vast majority of the non-

Somali fighters, around 200 in total, did not become a part until late 2008, when the 

organization’s shift to al-Qaeda had become apparent through the inclusion of al-Qaeda 

members and the use of global jihadist rhetoric (Okereke 2013, Shinn 2011, Wise 2011). 

 While foreign fighters provided a welcome supply of manpower, they also posed 

several challenges to the group. Firstly, the inclusion of foreign fighters undercut some of al-

Shabaab’s initial legitimacy, as this legitimacy was largely based on removing foreign elements 

from Somalia (Shinn 2011). Secondly, although non-Somali foreign fighters comprise only a 

small part of the group, it is mostly the foreign element that plans and executes the suicide 

bombings, which in turn has led to the largest number of civilian casualties, further 

undermining the organization’s legitimacy (Shinn 2011). Given their initial attraction to the 

global call of Jihad, the non-Somali foreign fighters are also inspired by global goals, which 

has led to blows with the more nationalist elements of the organization (Wise 2011). One of 

these nationalist elements, the aforementioned Hizbul Islam, outright refused to cooperate with 

foreign fighters and cited the presence of foreign fighters as one of their main reasons for 

splitting from the organization in 2012 (BBC News 2014). Beyond disagreements over tactics, 

an alternative explanation for their refusal to cooperate is Somali culture, which traditionally 

opposes foreign influences (Shinn 2011). Besides the tensions between nationalist and globalist 

elements, there were also disputes over ways in which non-core members of al-Qaeda were 

treated, as they were allegedly arrested without charges and tortured if they dared to speak up 

(Menkhaus 2014). This maltreatment of foreign fighters caused some of them to challenge 

Godane, including al-Amriki, who was subsequently killed. Core members of al-Qaeda 

however, were treated with the greatest respect and often wielded large amounts of influence, 

especially if they had good connections to the al-Qaeda leadership (Shinn 2011). This, in turn, 

likely served to further antagonize the nationalist elements of the group, as discussed in the 

previous section.          

 Although al-Shabaab’s rhetoric did include an outreach element to fellow Muslims 

from the start, it is safe to say that they would not have been able to attract as many dedicated 
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non-Somali foreign fighters as they did without the involvement and propaganda resources of 

al-Qaeda. Therefore, as a result of their membership, the group managed to recruit a larger 

number of foreign fighters than they would have otherwise. This in turn caused existing 

tensions between nationalist and globalist elements to rise, as the nationalists more strongly 

adhered to the Somali tradition of rejecting foreign influence in domestic matters. And, 

although some foreign fighters were treated poorly, there were also large portions of foreign 

fighters who wielded a significant amount of influence over the leadership of the group, thereby 

antagonizing the nationalist elements even further.       

5.5 Evaluating the mechanisms 

Table 4. Presence and effects of variables and mechanisms in the al-Shabaab case. 

 

For al-Shabaab, certain challenges existed even before the group became a member of al-

Qaeda. Factors such as a tribal culture, a combination of global and nationalist elements, as 

well as strong repression and loss of territory all likely contributed to the fact that al-Shabaab 

saw numerous disputes and splits throughout its existence. Although it is important to 

acknowledge the previously existing challenges and the fact that al-Qaeda helped the al-

Shabaab leadership to centralize power, there are reasons to believe that membership of al-

Qaeda did indeed increase the risk of fragmentation, particularly through its effect on the 

already fragile relations between nationalist and globalist elements of the group. 

While the nationalists and globalists would likely have had their disagreements 

regardless of al-Qaeda membership, disagreements over the changes in tactics and priorities, 
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both of which were affected by al-Qaeda, fuelled internal competition. While the first 

mechanism thus appears important, it is worth noting that the globalist element, bolstered by 

al-Qaeda, became less accommodating to nationalist factions and thus forced them to either 

submit or outright challenge the leadership. At the same time, the leadership was not strong 

enough to prevent splits entirely, thereby allowing Hizbul Islam, Robow’s militia, and 

numerous IS sympathizers to secede from the organization. The first mechanism consequently 

appears to feed directly into the second mechanism, as, in addition to fuelling outright splits, it 

drove groups to challenge the leadership which, backed by al-Qaeda, responded through 

repression. Although to a lesser extent, the last mechanism, the recruitment of non-Somali 

foreign fighters, also served to increase tensions between nationalist and globalist factions, with 

some nationalist elements refusing to cooperate with foreign fighters, as well as foreign fighters 

using more indiscriminate means of violence. Due to the fact that nationalist elements 

disagreed with the tactics used by foreign fighters, mechanism three affects mechanism one, 

which in turn reinforces mechanism two. An important final note to be made, however, is that 

although al-Shabaab experienced several splits, the main group is still sizeable and significantly 

larger than any of the splinter groups that broke off from the main organization. This means 

that while al-Shabaab did experience fragmentation, it has remained the strongest insurgent 

force in Somalia.  
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6. Boko Haram and the Islamic State 

6.1 Origins and background 

Jamaatu Ahlis Sunna Liddaawati wal-Jihad, commonly referred to as Boko Haram, was 

founded in the early 2000’s in Borno, a state in the North-East of Nigeria (UCDP 2017b). Boko 

Haram, which roughly translates to ‘Western culture is forbidden’, explicitly rejects the 

government’s use of Westernized institutions and considers them to be a colonialist conspiracy 

against Islam (Celso 2015). Although the group’s name may suggest that its intentions are 

global, the group’s actions and rhetoric have been largely focused on Nigeria (Eze Anugwom 

2019, Adesoji 2010). This is reflected in the goal of the organization, which is to establish 

Islamic governance in Nigeria based on Salafi Islamic values (Thurston 2018). While 

fundamentalist and zealous, the group used mostly peaceful means of pursuing its goal in its 

early stages (Thurston 2018). As time progressed, however, Boko Haram faced increasing 

police harassment as well as arrests, causing the group’s founder Muhammad Yusuf to believe 

that he had no other option than to call for outright insurgency against the Nigerian state in 

2009 (Mohammed 2014).         

 Islamic uprisings were not uncommon in Nigeria’s Northern regions, with a number of 

Islamic rebellions occurring in the early and mid-1980’s (Adesoji, The Boko Haram Uprising 

and Islamic Revivalism in Nigeria 2010). Like the previous insurgencies, however, Yusuf’s, 

too, would turn out to be a disaster. Not only did the Nigerian forces manage to root out the 

Boko Haram insurgents by killing or capturing most of them within four days, they also 

captured, and subsequently killed, Yusuf himself. While many believed that the loss of its 

leader and the death and capture of a sizeable number of its members decimated Boko Haram, 

the group made a spectacular return in 2010 under their new leader Abubakar Shekau, who 

organized a prison raid which freed over 700 people, over 100 of which were Boko Haram 

members (Thurston 2018). This event proved to be the starting point for the Boko Haram that 

many of the politicians and academics outside of Nigeria are familiar with today.   

 In terms of GTTN relations, the group was a bit of a wildcard in its early days. While 

some analysts suggested that the group had ties to al-Qaeda from its onset, the sloppy execution 

of its initial insurgency in 2009 makes this unlikely (Thurston 2018). Rather, the group had 

some ties to al-Qaeda in the period between 2010 to 2012, until Boko Haram fell out of grace 

with al-Qaeda and experienced a split within the organization (Agbiboa 2013b). In March 2015, 

after suffering a series of defeats, the group pledged allegiance to the Islamic State and became 

a ‘province’ within the caliphate.   
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6.2 Goals, priorities, and strategies 

After announcing their return, Boko Haram’s initial campaign did not resemble an insurgency 

as much as it did a settling of old scores. Explicitly targeting individuals, the group used tactics 

such as improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and drive-by shootings to eliminate those that 

previously opposed the organization or those that had abandoned it in its time of need 

(Mohammed 2014). Although Shekau initially vowed that Boko Haram would not harm ‘the 

ordinary people’ (Eze Anugwom 2019, 139), the organization’s tactics gradually shifted from 

targeting individuals to targeting groups, particularly the Christian communities in the region. 

Over the Christmas period of 2010 and 2011, for example, the group attacked churches and 

detonated several bombs in Jos, a region with a sizeable Christian minority (Thurston 2018). 

Boko Haram’s main strategy at this point in time appears to have been aimed at sparking a 

religious war between the Muslim majority and the Christian minority in the region. Although 

the group’s attacks provoked some level of retaliation by Christian communities, which in turn 

solicited responses from some portions of the Muslim population, outright conflict between the 

two communities did not occur (Thurston 2018).       

 The shift in types of attacks and the escalation of violence in late 2010 pointed to an 

increase in sophistication and tactical awareness from Boko Haram. It is at this point in time 

that observers and politicians alike began pointing at a potential link between Boko Haram and 

al-Qaeda, as Boko Haram’s use of suicide bombers had not been observed before in Nigeria 

(Elden 2014, Zenn 2018b). The relationship between Boko Haram and al-Qaeda during the 

period of 2010 to 2012 remains relatively unclear, however. Whereas there is some evidence 

that al-Qaeda did indeed sponsor Boko Haram on one occasion and even provided training and 

equipment for a number of Boko Haram’s fighters (Agbiboa 2013b, Elden 2014), there is a 

lack of concrete evidence linking al-Qaeda and Boko Haram, such as the integration of al-

Qaeda members into Boko Haram or sustained financial support (Thurston 2018). One 

potential reason why the relationship between al-Qaeda and Boko Haram never really took off 

is because Shekau has been notoriously defensive of the localisation of Boko Haram’s goals, 

shunning the use of Boko Haram as part of a larger globalist agenda (Mohammed 2014). 

Whereas there does not appear to have been a strong link between al-Qaeda and Boko Haram, 

there was most certainly a role for al-Qaeda in facilitating the split within Boko Haram that 

occurred in 2012.          

 As the violence became less and less targeted and the death toll started to rise, voices 

from outside and within Boko Haram started to oppose the group’s tactics. One of the main 
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reasons for objections within Boko Haram came through Shekau’s use of takfirism, declaring 

Muslims apostates and therefore legitimate targets (Eze Anugwom 2019). As a result, fiery 

debates arose within the group regarding who or what were legitimate targets. This debate 

became so heated that one segment of Boko Haram, called Ansaru, split from the organization. 

Not entirely coincidentally, Ansaru was largely comprised of the segment of Boko Haram 

which had received training by al-Qaeda and its affiliates in the region, such as al-Shabaab and 

AQIM (Zenn 2018b). It is no surprise, then, that when the group announced it would leave 

Boko Haram, it claimed that it did so after consulting with al-Qaeda (Thurston 2018). 

Interestingly, the splinter faction did not only announce that they would avoid attacking 

innocent Muslims, but they also went out of their way to present themselves as an organization 

which adhered to a globalist agenda (Mohammed 2014). This would suggest that Ansaru not 

only disagreed with Shekau’s targeting policy, but also his localised agenda. At the same time, 

it is also quite possible that Ansaru’s adherence to a globalist agenda was a condition imposed 

by al-Qaeda.           

 The Ansaru faction would ultimately be unsuccessful however, with many of its 

members re-joining Boko Haram after the group slumped into insignificance (Zenn 2018b). 

They reintegrated with Boko Haram throughout 2013 to 2014, perhaps the most successful 

period in Boko Haram’s existence, and helped the group control a sizeable amount of territory 

in the North-East of Nigeria, leading Shekau to proclaim Boko Haram’s territories an Islamic 

state in 2014 (Zenn 2018b). It is unsure what drove Boko Haram to switch from focusing on 

terrorist attacks to attempting to conquering and occupying territory, with some arguing it was 

the return of Ansaru fighters, while others claim it was a reaction to the formation of self-

defence militias (Thurston 2018, Zenn 2018b). This Nigerian Islamic State was not to last, 

however, as in March 2015 Boko Haram was driven from its last stronghold and Shekau swore 

fealty to ISIS, thus becoming the head of the Islamic State in West-Africa (ISWA) and 

reporting to caliph al-Baghdadi, rather than being a caliph himself (Mahmood and Ani 2018). 

 With the loss of its territories, Boko Haram returned to its tactic of targeting civilians, 

including Muslim worshippers (Mahmood and Ani 2018). This time Shekau’s tactics did not 

only antagonize civilians and members from his own group, but the leadership of the Islamic 

State as well. Thus, partly as a result of the tactics used by Shekau and his refusal to change 

them, the Islamic State appointed Abu Musab al-Barnawi as the leader of the Islamic State in 

West-Africa (Onuoha 2016). As if to underline the reason for his appointment, al-Barnawi 

immediately announced that ISWA would no longer use violence against their fellow Muslims 

(Thurston 2018). Al-Barnawi’s appointment naturally did not sit well with Shekau, who 
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already accepted a demotion by joining IS, and he subsequently announced he did not recognize 

IS’ decision and demanded that they reconsider (Eze Anugwom 2019). When this did not 

happen, Shekau and militias loyal to him abandoned ISWA in mid-2016 (Maclean and Abrak 

2016). While there were other factors involved in the split, as I will discuss later, it is interesting 

to note that both groups did indeed differ in tactics after al-Barnawi was instated as leader, with 

his group killing far fewer Muslims than Shekau’s splinter organization (Mahmood and Ani 

2018).            

 In assessing the influence of GTTNs on the goals, strategies, and priorities, we find that 

most of the transformations came either from within Boko Haram or as a result of defeats on 

the battlefield, rather than being inspired by the GTTN they received support from. Although 

al-Qaeda played a facilitating role in allowing Boko Haram to switch from targeted killings to 

full-blown terrorism through its provision of supplies and training, it likely did not impose or 

initiate Boko Haram’s change of tactic. In fact, it outright opposed the direction the group was 

heading in, as the AQIM leadership sent multiple letters to Shekau advising him to stop 

attacking fellow Muslims, which in turn partly affected al-Qaeda’s decision to sponsor the 

splinter group Ansaru (Zenn 2018b). While mechanism one was thus absent, Boko Haram’s 

relationship with al-Qaeda did facilitate the fragmentation of Boko Haram to a certain extent, 

as it were predominantly the fighters who trained under al-Qaeda that split from the group. The 

same can be said for Boko Haram’s unfortunate engagement to IS, which resulted in a change 

of leadership and subsequent split due to disagreements over the group’s tactics. In the case of 

Boko Haram then, it was not the GTTNs change of the group’s strategies and goals that initiated 

fragmentation as much as it was their failure to do so. And, as the GTTNs could not force 

Shekau to change his strategies, they instead supported the factions that opposed his strategies.  

6.3 Increased leadership contestation 

While an important factor, it would be a mistake to write off Boko Haram’s splits as revolving 

entirely around differences of opinion on strategies and tactics. Shekau’s leadership style, often 

described as brutal and controlling, and his continued rivalry with other commanders within 

Boko Haram likely played an important role in the eventual breakup of the organization 

(Raineri and Martini 2017). Although some of these rivalries were likely fuelled by 

disagreements over Shekau’s decision to declare all Muslims who did not support Boko Haram 

apostates and therefore legitimate targets, both al-Qaeda and IS appear to have made it possible 

for Shekau’s rivals to challenge him.        

 During the 2010-2012 period, Boko Haram and al-Qaeda most certainly had some ties, 
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with Shekau often going out of his way to praise al-Qaeda, leading some observers to believe 

that he was soliciting for membership (Elden 2014, Agbiboa 2013b). There were several 

reasons why membership did not materialize, however, with the most important one being al-

Qaeda’s demands for a certain level of control over the organization, which they would not be 

able to obtain with a controlling character like Shekau at the helm (Thurston 2018, Eze 

Anugwom 2019). Due to his continued rejection of al-Qaeda’s globalist agenda and his focus 

on establishing an Islamic state within Nigeria, al-Qaeda and Shekau were never likely to mix 

well on a strategic level either (Raineri and Martini 2017). As a result, al-Qaeda had become 

seriously concerned by Shekau’s behaviour towards dissidents within the group, which the 

GTTN would need if they were to push Boko Haram towards their goals and strategies 

(Thurston 2018). Rather than trying to change Shekau’s mind, al-Qaeda decided it would 

support a splinter faction within Boko Haram that was at odds with Shekau and have them 

adopt their strategies and goals. As Ansaru members had already trained with al-Qaeda and 

rejected Shekau’s targeting of fellow Muslims, they were a sensible, albeit relatively weak, 

faction to sponsor (Thurston 2018). Besides being a logical strategy from al-Qaeda’s point of 

view, it is also rather telling that most of the Ansaru fighters returned to Boko Haram when the 

group fizzled out and lost al-Qaeda support, meaning that the decision to leave was likely 

inspired by al-Qaeda in the first place (Zenn 2018b).     

 The break-up that occurred when Boko Haram was a member of IS appears to be a 

better organized, yet ultimately unsuccessful, attempt to overthrow Shekau. While Shekau’s 

overall goals and priorities fit better with IS than al-Qaeda (Raineri and Martini 2017), there 

were still several reasons for both IS and members of the group to be concerned about Shekau’s 

leadership. First of all, Shekau seemed largely incapable of turning the tide in favour of Boko 

Haram after suffering several defeats at the hand of the international coalition formed to fight 

the group (Eze Anugwom 2019). Secondly, as the group no longer had territory to defend, 

Shekau returned to his previous tactics of indiscriminate killing, which included the killing of 

Sunni Muslims, a contentious issue with both IS and Boko Haram’s own members (Mahmood 

and Ani 2018). Lastly, Shekau’s rivals were discontent with his leadership style, which was 

dictatorial and excluded them from decision-making (Eze Anugwom 2019, Mahmood and Ani 

2018).           

 Before al-Barnawi was announced as leader of ISWA, as Boko Haram became known 

under IS, he and his advisors allegedly held several meetings with ‘light-skinned individuals’ 

which greatly upset Shekau, suggesting that his replacement was a conspiracy against him by 

both the IS leadership and local factions (Mahmood and Ani 2018, 10). While al-Barnawi was 
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undeniably hoisted on the saddle by IS, he did not receive any substantial support in terms of 

money or troops, meaning that he was entirely dependent on the perceived legitimacy of IS in 

order for his leadership bid to be successful (Adesoji 2019). This is likely also the reason why 

Shekau managed to split from ISWA, as those that seized power were not empowered enough 

to coerce him or his loyalists into staying with the organization or defeating them outright. 

 In both splits then, we find that GTTNs exploited the contested position of Shekau by 

supporting different factions within Boko Haram. Although Boko Haram was a member of IS 

but not of al-Qaeda, both splits appear to be largely caused by the respective GTTNs desire to 

exert more influence over the group, or in al-Qaeda’s case, the region. While the role of IS was 

arguably centred on providing its blessing for the new leader without providing the material or 

men needed to enforce this change in leadership and prevent fragmentation, al-Qaeda did not 

even attempt to overthrow the leadership, instead betting on the splinter organization 

outperforming its parent organization after it split off. Neither strategies proved particularly 

successful, however, although it must be said that ISWA still persists and is a force to be 

reckoned with in Nigeria, while Ansaru ultimately did not achieve much and eventually re-

joined Boko Haram.     

6.4 Foreign fighters 

While present, foreign fighters did not play a significant role within Boko Haram in terms of 

leadership positions or ground troops. The group did recruit outside of Nigeria in the areas 

bordering its hideouts and training camps, yet these recruits made up a small part of the 

organization and were largely of the same ethnicity as those that were recruited inside of 

Nigeria (Thurston 2018). Having said that, the Nigerian army does claim that the group makes 

use of foreign fighters and there have been reports of Boko Haram actively recruiting in 

Senegal, with around 29 Senegalese citizens eventually being arrested on charges of terrorism 

(BBC News 2018a, Zenn 2018a). Moreover, after IS-forces lost control of the Libyan city of 

Sirte, Boko Haram, then ISWA, saw a modest influx of foreign fighters. These foreign fighters, 

however, do not appear to have had a significant impact on the group’s organization or strategy 

(Mahmood and Ani 2018). It is also worth pointing out that, while other groups who had ties 

to al-Qaeda in the same period as Boko Haram made use of al-Qaeda members in order to not 

only teach, but also perform suicide bombings, Boko Haram’s suicide bombings were 

committed by its local members (Eze Anugwom 2019).     

 As a result of their lack of numbers and subsequent lack of influence within the 

organization, foreign fighters most likely did not increase the group’s risk of fragmentation. 
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There have been no explicit statements by leading figures within the organization which 

denounced the use of foreign fighters, nor has there been any occasion in which local troops 

and foreign fighters turned on one another. While it is likely that foreign fighters sided with al-

Barnawi rather than Shekau given the former’s legitimacy through his association with the IS 

leadership, there is no evidence that foreign fighters were a major facilitating factor in 

promoting links with IS or actively lobbied for al-Barnawi to become leader of the group. 

6.5 Evaluating the mechanisms 

Table 5. Presence and effects of variables and mechanisms in the Boko Haram case.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although Boko Haram’s splits were at least in part due to a difference of opinion on tactics, 

the changes in the group’s strategies and tactics were largely internally orchestrated. The 

mechanism concerning the transformative impact of GTTNs on goals and strategies therefore 

does not appear to be present. Having said that, GTTNs did facilitate the change in tactics 

through training and material, as well as supporting factions that challenged the group’s 

strategies and tactics. Rather than being entirely due to tactical differences, then, the case of 

Boko Haram shows the interaction between disagreements over tactics and mechanism two, 

where it appears likely that the splits were largely a result of attempts by GTTNs to gain 

influence over both the group and its tactics by sponsoring a coup, in the case of the Islamic 

State, or by supporting a splinter faction, as al-Qaeda attempted. Moreover, while it may have 

been an internal change in strategies and tactics that fuelled dissatisfaction with the leadership, 

the factions in question proved too fearful of retributions to act prior to receiving IS’ support 

(Zenn 2018b). As a result, although driven by internal changes in tactics, the mechanism of 
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contested leadership appears to be the most important one at play in the case of Boko Haram, 

as in both splits the groups contesting the central leadership were actively sponsored by 

GTTNs, as their interests were more closely aligned to that of the network. The case of Boko 

Haram also illustrates that, in contrast to my expectations, it is not always the most violent or 

most radical group that is support by the GTTN. The mechanism of foreign fighters was 

undoubtedly the weakest, as there is no concrete evidence that they were involved in the splits 

in any tangible manner.        

 One interesting aspect of the case of Boko Haram is that it ostensibly enjoyed its biggest 

successes and tightest cohesion between 2013 and 2014, when the group had little contact with 

GTTNs. One should be careful, however, to draw direct causal inference between the group’s 

coherence and its ties to GTTNs in this period, as many analysts agree that Shekau’s shift to IS 

in 2015 was largely a cry for help and caused by the group’s loss of territory (Eze Anugwom 

2019). Since battlefield losses have been linked to increased risk of fragmentation (Christia 

2012), it is important to realize that, although IS’ backing of al-Barnawi ultimately allowed 

him to act against Shekau, there were other conditions besides the role of IS at play when the 

group fragmented in 2016.        

 Perhaps the most interesting finding is that while Boko Haram was in fact not a member 

of al-Qaeda, the GTTN still attempted to influence the leadership of the group and even 

facilitated a split when it did not manage to do so. While it may therefore appear as though 

membership is not a prerequisite, it is important to point out that there was a notable difference 

between the split in 2012 compared to the one in 2016. The schism facilitated by al-Qaeda in 

2012 did result in the Ansaru faction breaking off, yet, in addition to being a relatively minor 

faction, they did not violently clash with Boko Haram and even reunited to a certain degree, 

meaning that the fraction within Boko Haram was neither very significant nor permanent (Zenn 

2018b). The split under IS, on the other hand, appears to concern a larger, as well as more 

permanent divide. Although IS would likely prefer a united ISWA and may therefore attempt 

to mediate (Onuoha 2016), Shekau is unlikely to accept anything other than reinstatement as 

leader of ISWA. This, in turn, will be unacceptable to both al-Barnawi and the IS leadership. 

Although at odds, it is important to mention that while clashes between the two groups are 

possible, these have not yet occurred on a large scale (BBC News 2018b, Onuoha 2016). 
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7. The Taliban  

7.1 Origins and background 

Since its removal from power by the US-led invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the Taliban has 

been involved in asymmetric warfare against local and foreign elements. The goal of the 

Taliban’s insurgency is simple: remove the foreign invaders and depose the current Afghan 

government, which the movement regards as a US-puppet regime (Stenersen 2010). This is 

why, although the organization has some ties to al-Qaeda, the Taliban has exclusively focused 

on the reinstatement of its Islamic Emirate within the internationally defined borders of 

Afghanistan and has therefore rejected a close relationship with GTTNs like al-Qaeda on 

numerous occasions (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2011, Bacon 2018).   

 While the group does have a central leadership with an Emir and supporting shura 

councils, it is important to note that the group is relatively decentralized. Although it is unfair 

to describe the Taliban as simply a network of networks, as some analysts do, the organization 

does make use of a fairly loose structure which provides some leeway for factions within the 

Taliban to adopt their own tactics and pursue local goals (Stenersen 2010, Wessels, de Leede 

and Bakker 2015). While local groups have some degree of freedom, the shura councils can 

and do step in whenever they feel the interests of the group are at stake. For example, it sacked 

one of its local commanders for being a loose cannon and becoming too close to al-Qaeda (Van 

Linschoten and Kuehn 2012).        

 Currently, the Taliban is negotiating with the US about establishing a peace deal in 

Afghanistan. This is a contentious time for the group for multiple reasons. First and foremost, 

as Fjelde and Nilsson (2018) show, and as Ganor (2008) established in the cases of terrorist 

organizations, peace processes provide strategic windows of opportunity for fragmentation. It 

is no surprise then, that a number of Taliban commanders have vocally opposed the talks and 

one commander even split from the organization when the option of negotiations was 

considered by the Taliban leadership (Yousafzai 2013). Secondly, the Taliban lost its near-

mythic leader, Mullah Omar, in 2013, but kept his death a secret until 2015. This had a double 

effect. Firstly, the local commanders and soldiers were naturally saddened by the passing of 

their leader. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, the decision by the shura councils to keep 

Mullah Omar’s death a secret and to continue acting in his name greatly antagonized several 

local chapters and ultimately resulted in a group breaking off from the Taliban. Lastly, the 

Taliban’s decentralized structure has cast doubt over whether the group would even be able to 

uphold its end of the bargain if a peace deal is struck (Bacon 2019).  
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7.2 Goals, priorities, and strategies 

Although mechanism one assumes an external influence involved in changing the strategies 

and priorities of the group, for the sake of determining the counterfactual, I will discuss internal 

changes in goals, priorities, and strategies as a potential cause of fragmentation. While the 

Taliban’s goals have indeed been local throughout the group’s existence, there was a point in 

time when these goals became somewhat contested. During the group’s successful period in 

2006, when it launched numerous attacks, a local commander named Mullah Dadullah rose to 

prominence. As his campaign progressed, Dadullah, likely inspired by his successes on the 

battlefield, started to distance himself more and more from the Taliban’s traditional rhetoric 

and adopted a stance that was more in line with global jihadism and taking the fight beyond 

Afghanistan (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012). The Taliban leadership, however, having been 

removed from power due to Osama bin Laden’s global attacks, was vehemently opposed the 

idea of internationalized attacks (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2011). As Dadullah grew more 

popular, there were concerns that his deviation from the strategies and goals of the central 

leadership could pose a challenge (Yousafzai 2013). Before tensions came to a head, however, 

Dadullah was killed by a special forces raid and was replaced by his brother, who, when he 

started to echo Dadullah’s ideas, was sacked by the Taliban leadership (Van Linschoten and 

Kuehn 2012). While this brought to an end any globalist ambitions within the Taliban, analysts 

have noticed a remarkable difference in rhetoric between the younger and the older generations 

of Taliban, with the older generations referring to their enemies as foreign invaders, while the 

younger members prefer the term infidel crusaders (Wessels, de Leede and Bakker 2015). This, 

however, has not caused any observable change in goals or strategies, as the Taliban has not 

performed any transnational attacks (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012).    

 Although focused on local goals, the Taliban ostensibly does not aim to outright control 

territory. Instead, they install what is regarded as a shadow government, whereby the Taliban 

does not formally govern an area, but through its nearby presence does manage to control the 

way in which village elders and other local figures govern it (Jackson 2018b). This type of 

governing has been a powerful tool for the Taliban for quite some time and was never a 

significant topic of discussion within the leadership (Jackson 2018b). Most discussions within 

the Taliban regarding tactics revolved around the use of suicide bombers, as Afghanistan had 

not experienced this type of tactic before it was introduced to a handful of Taliban members by 

al-Qaeda (Wessels, de Leede and Bakker 2015, Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012). As several 

commanders were dismissive of non-Afghan tactics, however, and its use was unpopular 
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among the general population, its legitimacy was questioned. In the end, the leadership 

published its decision that suicide bombings were not legitimate tactics and stated that they 

were the work of foreign fighters (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012). At the same time, the 

leadership did not actively try to prevent suicide bombings, thereby practically allowing 

commanders to make their own decisions on the topic (Wessels, de Leede and Bakker 2015). 

As a result, the only significant change in the Taliban’s fighting strategy has been its recent 

increase in frontal assaults on major cities, only to abandon them shortly after, in an effort to 

display its strength to the US troops and Afghan government (Farrell and Giustozzi 2013, Lyall 

2018). As this change appears largely undisputed, tactics did not become a very contentious 

issue within the Taliban, likely in part due to the operational freedom provided by its 

decentralized structure.         

 What did become a significant source of tension within the organization was the 

Taliban’s decision in 2013 to take part in peace negotiations with the US. With the death of the 

group’s leader Mullah Omar in 2013, and presumably during his long sickbed before then, too, 

a small portion of the Shura councils had begun to draw more and more power to itself, while 

pretending to act in Omar’s name (Jawaid 2015). One of the most significant changes this 

caused was a sudden willingness to participate in peace negotiations. As Mullah Omar had 

been vocally opposed to negotiations throughout his leadership, this led several commanders 

to question whether the shura was still acting in his name (Yousafzai 2013). One faction was 

so displeased with the decision to negotiate that it broke off and formed its own faction, calling 

the shura traitors and claiming they had perverted and twisted Omar’s message (Yousafzai 

2013). Interestingly, this faction, the Fidai Mahaz, was made up for a large part out of those 

who were previously loyal to Dadullah and, while there is no evidence that this played a role, 

maintained relatively strong ties to al-Qaeda (Yousafzai 2013).     

 A final important note to make is that the Taliban recently made a new enemy, namely 

the Islamic State – Khorasan Province (IS-K), which emerged out of a merger of groups from 

the (unrelated) Pakistani Taliban (TTP) in 2015 (Lushenko 2018). Although a fraction of the 

size of the Taliban, the IS-K has managed to persist in Afghanistan and has even managed to 

draw some Taliban commanders to its cause (Keshavarz 2017). While I will go into their 

reasons for defecting more in-depth later, one of the components of IS-K’s attractiveness, 

besides its global jihadist rhetoric, is its unwillingness to compromise and, by extension, its 

unwillingness to negotiate (Lushenko 2018). The Taliban is in no mood of its own to make 

concessions to IS-K, however, and has flexed its muscles by ramping up its attacks in an effort 

to show international negotiators that it is the Taliban that is the biggest player in Afghanistan, 
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not the Islamic State (Lyall 2018). And, while the Taliban has had to cede some of its influence 

and territory to IS-K, it was in full control of four percent of the country and actively operating 

in an additional 66 percent of Afghan territories in early 2018, directly affecting the lives of 

more than 15 million people (Ibrahimi and Akbarzadeh 2019). 

7.3 Increased leadership contestation 

As mentioned previously, the structure of the Taliban is relatively decentralized, which has 

been both a boon and a challenge to the organization. While the decentralized nature of the 

Taliban makes it difficult to amass troops and outright control territory (Farrell and Giustozzi 

2013), its structure did allow the organization to avoid certain problems, such as debates 

regarding the legitimacy of particular tactics. More importantly, however, the Taliban’s 

structure has helped it avoid significant splits for a relatively long time (Stenersen 2010). This 

does not mean that there were no attempts by the Taliban to centralize power. These attempts, 

however, were often met with great resistance by local commanders and did not amount to 

much other than a more organized form of decentralization, which gave the central leadership 

some measure of control over the local factions (Farrell and Giustozzi 2013).  

 Although decentralized, the Taliban’s leadership is far from irrelevant. While it is true 

that a lack of effective and secure communications makes it difficult for the overarching 

leadership to have a direct impact on day-to-day operations, it still provides general guidelines 

and is capable of promoting, demoting, and sacking local commanders (Stenersen 2010). In 

particular, Mullah Omar served as an inspiring figurehead and was respected by most, if not 

all, of the local commanders, which greatly dissuaded any attempts at separating from the group 

(Jawaid 2015). This all changed in 2013, however, when rumours started circulating of Mullah 

Omar’s death and local commanders questioned the legitimacy of the shura and whether it was 

truly acting in the name of Omar (Jawaid 2015). While the shura council kept releasing 

statements in the name of Omar, Afghan intelligence released a report in 2015 that Omar had 

in fact died in April 2013. When reports of his death were finally confirmed by the Taliban 

leadership that same year, the organization had a full-blown crisis on their hands.  

 Mullah Akthar Mansour, Omar’s successor, immediately faced a range of allegations 

and challengers, with the breakaway faction Fidai Mahaz claiming that Mansour had killed 

Omar out of spite after Omar decided not to name Mansour his successor (Hughes 2015). 

Although the leadership quickly dismissed these claims, the legitimacy of Mansour’s 

leadership remained challenged by both Omar’s son, Mullah Mohammad Yaqoob, as well as 

other senior commanders who considered him unfit to lead (Jawaid 2015). While Yaqoob 
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eventually swore loyalty to Mansour, his leadership would remain tainted by his decision to 

keep the death of Mullah Omar a secret (BBC News 2015). These tensions were reduced when 

Mansour was killed by a US drone strike in 2016 and subsequently replaced by Hibatullah 

Akhundzada, a religious scholar with a broader support base (Yusufzai, Rahim and Khan 

2016).            

 Although order was somewhat restored within the higher ranks of the Taliban after the 

death of Mansour, the damage that was done to the relations between the national leadership 

and the local commanders appears irreversible. Since what was supposedly Omar’s blessing of 

the peace process turned out to be a falsification by Mansour, the very idea of negotiating for 

peace had lost its legitimacy in the eyes of several local commanders (Jawaid 2015). Other 

members of the group had become disenfranchised or felt outright betrayed by the new 

leadership, as it had been appointed without the expected consultation and it had abused the 

name of Omar in their statements (Jawaid 2015). One such example of a disillusioned local 

commander is Muhammad Rasul, a former shura member, who claimed he could no longer 

trust the leadership. After meeting with other commanders opposing the instatement of 

Mansour, he formed the High Council of the Afghanistan Islamic Emirate together with the 

sacked brother of the late Dadullah, who would become deputy of the group (Ibrahimi and 

Akbarzadeh 2019, UCDP 2017a, Kolenda 2016). Dadullah’s brother did not last long as deputy 

however, as he was killed during clashes between the High Council and the Taliban in 2015, 

with his death ironically being kept secret for another year (UCDP 2017a). While Rasul opted 

to split and form his own group, other commanders had become so disillusioned by the 

leadership of the Taliban that they opted to switch to the IS-K, which they believed had a more 

unified command capable of waging a better insurgency than the fragmented structure of the 

Taliban (Giustozzi 2017). When the IS-K leadership equally succumbed to infighting and split, 

however, it lost a large amount of prestige among Taliban members and defection from the 

Taliban to IS-K reduced significantly (Giustozzi 2017).      

 While one can thus conclude that its leadership was contested, it is equally true to say 

that mechanism two does not apply to the Taliban. As leadership contestation is almost 

tantamount to fragmentation, the core assumption of mechanism two, that there is a change in 

repression of certain factions or support for certain factions which either forces or allows them 

to contest the leadership, is a crucial step in the process. This step, however, was not present in 

the case of the Taliban. In fact, it is entirely likely that the factions within the group were 

already capable of splitting from the Taliban due to its decentralized structure, yet decided to 
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remain with the group due to their trust in the leadership, which they lost upon the death of 

Mullah Omar and the subsequent misuse of his name.  

7.4 Foreign fighters 

While the Taliban did not have access to any GTTN’s recruitment network, the organization 

did manage to recruit a relatively sizeable number of foreign fighters. The reason for this is 

twofold. Firstly, when the Taliban government was overthrown, the leadership fled to Pakistan 

and subsequently built an extensive network there, which was later used for recruiting 

Pakistanis to the cause (Farrell and Giustozzi 2013). Secondly, the Taliban had proven once 

before that it could defeat a foreign invader during the Cold War, when it pushed back the 

Soviet Union, and thus held a strong reputation among militant Islamists (Williams 2011). 

Although Pakistanis made up the bulk of the foreign fighters joining the Taliban, other 

nationalities include Uzbeks, Turks, and a range of Arab countries (Williams 2011).  

 As was the case with the discussions on tactics, here too, the central leadership of the 

Taliban was somewhat divided. While some saw the foreign fighters as a means of bolstering 

the Taliban’s manpower, others were wary of the damaging impact they could have, as they 

had no ties to Afghanistan (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2011). This resulted in a situation where 

some factions within the Taliban relied heavily on the use of foreign fighters to the extent that 

they may have even outnumbered Afghan troops, whereas others avoided using foreign fighters 

altogether (Farrell and Giustozzi 2013). To some extent the foreign fighters also made 

convenient scape goats, as the central leadership often blamed unpopular suicide bombings on 

foreign fighters (Van Linschoten and Kuehn 2012).       

 Although it is possible for foreign fighters to achieve the rank of local commander, no 

foreign fighter truly held a position of notable influence, in large part due to Afghan wariness 

over foreign influences (Ibrahimi and Akbarzadeh 2019). And, while there have been reports 

of some foreign fighters defecting from the Taliban and joining IS-K, it is unsure whether they 

made up the bulk or a small fraction of defectors (Ibrahimi and Akbarzadeh 2019). As a result, 

it is hard to ascertain to what extent they were involved in driving fragmentation during the 

rise of IS-K. At the same time, given that the foreign fighters were less likely to have divided 

loyalties due to the fact that they were recruited directly by the Taliban, rather than through a 

GTTN, and given to their lack of influence over the organization, it appears safe to conclude 

that foreign fighters had little to do with the splits that occurred in 2013 and 2015.  
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7.5 Evaluating the mechanisms  

Table 6. Presence and effects of localized variables and mechanisms in the Taliban case. 

 

Overall, while the Taliban was not a member of a GTTN, it did experience fragmentation, with 

two factions outright breaking off, while other smaller groups split from the Taliban to join the 

newly formed IS-K. In the case of the Taliban, it appears as if two events had a major impact 

on the organization. Firstly, the decision to start negotiating with the US caused a major stir 

within the organization and was such a rigorous break from the original stance of the Taliban 

that many of its members started to question whether the shura council was still truly acting in 

the name of their leader, Mullah Omar. Which, as it would turn out, it did not. Secondly, the 

death of Omar and the subsequent secrecy surrounding his death were a major source of 

resentment among those who had been kept in the dark and left a large stain on Omar’s 

successor, Mansour. Because of the way that Mansour had dealt with Omar’s death, local 

commanders and council members uninvolved in covering up Omar’s death had all the 

ammunition they needed to legitimately challenge not only him, but also the peace process. 

The infighting that followed and the feeling of betrayal that Taliban members experienced did 

not only drive several commanders to band together and split, it also drove Taliban members 

into the open arms of the IS-K.        

 While I cannot discuss the Taliban case in terms of mechanisms, as they were not a 

GTTN member, we can see that an internal change in strategy, namely the decision to start 

negotiations, was of importance in bringing about fragmentation in the organization. While a 

localized version of mechanism one was thus present, there is little evidence that the factions 
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that challenged the leadership received external support, meaning that the increase of 

leadership contestation as encapsulated in mechanism two was absent. Lastly, although the 

inclusion of foreign fighters may have had a minor impact on the defection of Taliban members 

to the IS-K, it most likely did not affect the more serious splits of 2013 and 2015. As a result, 

it is safe to conclude that the risk of fragmentation within the Taliban increased tremendously 

through the death of Mullah Omar, an event to which all splits can be traced back to in some 

degree. As none of the mechanisms were technically present, since the group was not a member 

of a GTTN, the table on the following page represents localized versions of the mechanisms, 

omitting GTTN influence and instead looking purely at internal changes in strategy, any type 

of external support for challenging factions, and recruitment of foreign fighters by the group 

itself. 
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8. Analysis  

In this section, I answer the question whether, and if so, how, GTTN membership influences 

the risk of fragmentation by performing a cross-case comparison covering all three cases and 

mechanisms. Following this, I mention some of this thesis’ limitations and review alternative 

explanations. 

8.1 Cross-case analysis  

8.1.1 Is GTTN membership associated with a higher risk of fragmentation? 

Table 7. Presence and effects of variables and mechanisms in all three cases.  

As table 7 suggests, the support provided by the case studies for the hypothesis that GTTN 

membership increases the likelihood of fragmentation is somewhat ambiguous. While GTTNs 

most definitely increased the risk of fragmentation for al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, the latter, 

like the Taliban, also experienced splits while not being a member of a GTTN. At the same 

time, Boko Haram’s fragmentation when it was not a GTTN member seems less significant, as 

the splinter group reunited with Boko Haram shortly after and may still provide some limited 

support for the hypothesis, as the break-up was facilitated by al-Qaeda.   

 In assessing whether or not membership increases the risk of fragmentation, I consider 
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the timing and type of the split in relation to the established literature on rebel fragmentation. 

What I find is that, in the case of the Taliban, the splits and defections within the group occurred 

at moments in time which are considered by the literature as windows of opportunity for 

fragmentation, namely shortly after the death of a leader and during the onset of peace 

negotiations (Fjelde and Nilsson 2018, Ganor 2008). By contrast, al-Shabaab’s and Boko 

Haram’s splits did not occur shortly after such flashpoints. Rather than bringing about 

immediate splits as a result of certain events, GTTN membership appears to reinforce processes 

which may or may not result in fragmentation in the long term. The increased capacity of 

factions to challenge the central leadership for example, or growing dissent over certain tactics 

and priorities, are not clear-cut single events, but are ongoing processes with outcomes that can 

negatively affect the cohesion of armed groups. The Taliban proved more capable of handling 

ongoing debates over changes in tactics and changes in balance of power through its 

decentralized structure, which would potentially have been subject to rigorous centralization 

would the group have been a GTTN member, as I observed in the case of al-Shabaab. 

 While GTTNs thus facilitate processes which can lead to fragmentation, they are 

theoretically also able to mitigate certain tensions which could lead to fragmentation, for 

instance by mediating between disputants (Mahmood and Ani 2018). Such occasions have not 

been observed in either case study concerning these particular members, however. The degree 

to which membership increases fragmentation therefore appears to be linked to the involvement 

and strength of the GTTN. The cases of al-Shabaab and Boko Haram are illustrative of this, 

since while the strengthened central leadership of al-Shabaab was able to prevent some splits, 

it was not empowered enough to prevent all of them. Similarly, while coups do not lead to 

fragmentation per se, the IS-coup of Boko Haram neither had the manpower nor the supplies 

necessary to enforce cohesion. Had both GTTNs been more powerful or more involved, it is 

entirely possible that neither occasion would have resulted in splits. At the same time, it is 

doubtful whether GTTNs, which are often dependent on secrecy and loose structures for their 

survival, would be able to openly move the men and material needed to make coups and 

repression happen successfully (McAllister 2004). As a result, while membership does not have 

to increase the risk of fragmentation in theory, the very nature of GTTNs likely hinders them 

from preventing the negative effects of membership in practice.   

 While all three cases experienced fragmentation to a similar degree, the reasons for 

fragmenting differed across the cases, as did the importance of the mechanisms. The first 

mechanism, a change in strategy and priorities enforced or facilitated by the GTTN, held true 

to varying degrees. Although disputes over changes in tactics were a significant driver for the 
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splits in both member groups, the influence of GTTNs in enforcing changes in tactics and 

strategy is not always clear. While al-Shabaab showed signs of being influenced by al-Qaeda’s 

strategies and tactics, al-Qaeda and IS both failed to significantly alter Boko Haram’s strategies 

and tactics, as changes in this area stemmed almost exclusively from the local leadership. What 

is true in both cases, however, is that GTTNs played a facilitating role by providing training 

and material. At the same time, Boko Haram received such training and supplies irrespective 

of membership. For the counterfactual case, the Taliban, I found that there was a range of 

different tactics and priorities within the group which co-existed, in contrast to the cases of 

Boko Haram and al-Shabaab, which appeared to maintain one dominant tactic. However, this 

difference can be partly explained through the Taliban’s decentralized structure. The switch 

from uncompromising to negotiating with the US, however, was too much to bear for the 

decentralized structure and did result in a split.       

 The influence of GTTNs is perhaps clearest when discussing increased leadership 

contestation. Al-Shabaab, for instance, had its leadership strengthened by core al-Qaeda 

members, who wielded significant influence within the group, while Boko Haram’s central 

leadership was subject to an IS-backed coup. Although neither the strengthening of a group’s 

central leadership nor coup attempts necessarily lead to fragmentation if done successfully, the 

GTTNs in question simply lacked the strength to do so. For al-Shabaab, an increased repression 

of nationalist elements within the group forced those elements to act and, while the leadership 

was strong enough to prevent some splits, it was incapable of preventing certain nationalist 

elements as well as IS-inspired elements from breaking off. In the case of Boko Haram, there 

was one occasion in which al-Qaeda knowingly facilitated a split, while Boko Haram was not 

a member, but the Ansaru faction sponsored by al-Qaeda proved too weak to eclipse Boko 

Haram and, as al-Qaeda support waned, most of the Ansaru members returned to Boko Haram. 

The stronger split occurred after an IS-coup, which was not provided with the manpower or 

material support necessary to prevent the previous leadership from splitting. Thus, for both al-

Shabaab and Boko Haram, the involvement of a GTTN increased leadership contestation. 

While the Taliban saw significant leadership contestation, it did so because of the death of its 

leader and the subsequent misuse of his name by his successors, not due to repression of or 

support for certain factions. Conversely, Boko Haram and al-Shabaab similarly witnessed the 

death of their leader, in 2009 and 2008 respectively, but did not experience contestation until 

they repressed factions, in the case of al-Shabaab, or until IS supported a faction opposing the 

leadership, as happened with Boko Haram.      

 Based on the three cases, the mechanism concerning foreign fighter recruitment is the 



 
53 

weakest. The only case in which foreign fighters played a role of significance is that of al-

Shabaab, where al-Qaeda was influential in recruiting foreign fighters and foreign fighters and 

nationalist elements had a number of disputes. Strangely, the group was quite hostile towards 

foreign fighters who were non-members of al-Qaeda, and even ended up assassinating one of 

its most prominent foreign fighters. One potential explanation for the fact that foreign fighters 

were particularly contentious in al-Shabaab’s case is that Somalians are traditionally opposed 

to foreign influences on their way of life and were therefore less willing to accept outsiders 

(Shinn 2011). At the same time, a similar argument could be made for the Afghan leadership 

of the Taliban. 

8.1.2 Theoretical implications  

So, what does all this mean for the theory on fragmentation? Firstly, as increased leadership 

contestation appears to be the strongest mechanism, this study largely corroborates preceding 

literature concerning the influence of external sponsors and their impact on group cohesion. 

Although it was unable to compare single state sponsors to multiple state sponsors, it did find 

support for arguments relating to a desire for control (Lidow 2011, Sinno 2008, Balser 1997), 

as well as the impact of changes in support (Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour 2012, Tamm 

2016). Specifically, it notes that both Lidow’s (2011) and Sinno’s (2008) theories on external 

influence over leadership may hold, as I witnessed both the reinforcement of the central 

leadership in one case, supporting Sinno’s (2008) argument, while a GTTN desire for control 

weakened the leadership in the other, as per Lidow’s (2011) theory. Moreover, as alluded to 

earlier, it finds that some of the windows of opportunity for fragmentation, including the onset 

of peace negotiations, identified by Fjelde and Nilsson (2018) are particularly salient in the 

case of non-GTTN members. This thesis also supports earlier findings regarding splits of 

terrorist groups, particularly in the domain of disagreements over peace processes and types of 

attacks, with the latter dispute potentially being fuelled by GTTNs (Ganor 2008). It does not, 

however, find support for the theory that terrorist groups split to keep the group alive when 

facing repression (Morrison 2017).         

 In addition, while some, like Asal et al (2016), consider membership a boost to the 

legitimacy of a group, government officials used GTTN links as a means of delegitimizing the 

organization in question and legitimizing their own harsh methods of insurgency repression, as 

was the case with Boko Haram (Elden 2014). In the case of both Boko Haram and al-Shabaab 

their links to al-Qaeda thus had mixed effects in terms of legitimacy. Al-Shabaab, for instance, 

gained legitimacy in the eyes of many foreign fighters, while losing domestic support (Wise 
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2011). The same goes for Boko Haram, which may have gained in popularity among hardliners, 

but lost a degree of sympathy among the majority of Muslims (Eze Anugwom 2019). A final 

observation on GTTNs is that although they are often looking to expand their influence and 

obtain more bases of operation (Takeyh and Gvosdev 2010), they can also be hesitant of 

including certain groups in their network, as was demonstrated by al-Qaeda’s ostensible 

rejection of Boko Haram (Thurston 2018).      

 Regarding the theory presented in this paper, the Taliban case debunked several of the 

mechanisms I believed would pertain only to GTTN members. As the Taliban changed from 

uncompromising to negotiating, it became clear that groups do not necessarily need an outside 

influence to undergo a rigorous change in tactics, strategies, or priorities. This means that a 

change in strategies and priorities, when facilitated internally, could even serve as an alternative 

explanation to fragmentation for GTTN members. At the same time, the effect of GTTNs on 

the changes in strategies and priorities was clear in the case of al-Shabaab, meaning that they 

can influence fragmentation through this mechanism in some cases, but may not influence the 

tactics and strategies at all in others. Since the mechanism related to foreign fighters appeared 

to have only a moderate effect and was largely absent in Boko Haram’s case, the mechanism 

concerning increased repression or support of factions is the only mechanism that clearly 

affects members of GTTNs differently than non-members. At the same time, this mechanism 

was also present to a limited degree in the case of Boko Haram when it was not a member of 

al-Qaeda, but was still influenced by the organization. Thus, membership may not be a 

prerequisite for GTTNs to wield limited influence within an armed group. Additionally, 

although I attempted to delineate between the different mechanisms as much as possible, they 

appear to be intertwined to a certain extent, making it difficult to determine specifically which 

mechanism has what effect. To illustrate, al-Shabaab experienced externally driven changes in 

priorities which lead to faction formation (mechanism one), which in turn were repressed by 

the al-Qaeda backed leadership (mechanism two). In addition to the intricacies of the 

mechanisms, the processes fuelled by being a member of a GTTN leading to an increased risk 

in fragmentation are often below the surface and are therefore difficult to observe.   

8.2 Alternative explanations and limitations 

While the foundation of the theory thus appears to hold, as GTTN membership seemingly 

increases the risk of fragmentation, the mechanisms used in this thesis are not clear-cut, can 

have varying degrees of importance, and can be affected both by internal and external factors. 

Consequently, some of the localized versions of the mechanisms, e.g. locally orchestrated 
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changes in tactics, can provide alternative explanations to membership as a cause of 

fragmentation. At the same time, I also observed how membership allowed groups that 

disagreed with local changes in direction to take action. The key weakness of my proposed 

mechanisms therefore appears to be that they are overly focused on external influences, leaving 

limited room for local agency. As the selected cases demonstrated that the degree of local 

agency was affected by the ways in which GTTNs exerted influence over their members, more 

attention should be paid to the ways in which GTTNs influence local agency and whether they 

embed core members in the leadership, as al-Qaeda did with al-Shabaab, or whether they stay 

at a distance, as IS did in the case of Boko Haram. A future investigation into the means used 

by GTTNs to influence their members may thus be worthwhile to gain more insights into their 

effect on group cohesion.         

 Beyond agency, there are other factors which could affect the degree to which groups 

are prone to fragmentation. For instance, both al-Shabaab and Boko Haram suffered from 

significant territorial losses before swearing fealty to al-Qaeda and IS respectively and, in the 

case of Boko Haram, the loss of territory directly affected the choice of tactics. As territorial 

losses are linked to a decrease in group cohesion (Christia 2012), it is possible that this 

influenced the groups’ risk of fragmentation. While it is important to acknowledge this effect, 

there are reasons to believe that its impact was relatively limited. Firstly, the Taliban, which 

was not a GTTN member, similarly experienced a series of tactical defeats and setbacks during 

the 2009 ‘surge’ in Afghanistan and did not suffer any significant changes in cohesion 

(Wessels, de Leede and Bakker 2015). Secondly, while al-Shabaab joined al-Qaeda officially 

in 2012 when it had indeed suffered a series of defeats, it practically became a member of the 

network in 2008 and had already embedded a large cohort of al-Qaeda members in its ranks by 

2010 (Shinn 2011). Consequently, the disputes surrounding the inclusion of foreigners, as well 

as the use of suicide bombers and globalization of the group’s goals were already ongoing by 

the time the group experienced significant territorial losses. Lastly, although the IS-coup that 

Boko Haram experienced was partly fuelled by the fact that members doubted Shekau’s ability 

to turn around the group’s fortunes, the plotters showed an unwillingness to act before receiving 

IS’ explicit blessing, thereby making it unlikely that territorial losses alone would have been 

enough for them to attempt to seize control (Zenn 2018b).     

 A more probable alternative explanation is that membership is part of a larger 

phenomenon, namely changes in leadership structure. As a group joins a GTTN, it becomes 

subject to structural changes in the way the group is run, with its highest leader now being a 

subordinate of the GTTN leader. As I observed in the case of al-Shabaab, this may result in the 
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central leadership attempting to centralize the organization to maximize their remaining 

influence, which may in turn antagonize local commanders. Similarly, Shekau’s demotion and 

Boko Haram’s subsequent change in structure allowed rival leaders to appeal to a higher 

authority which did not exist previously and, while this was a GTTN in the case of Boko 

Haram, it may be that an external sponsor could play a similar role in other cases. Although 

the Taliban did lose their leader, the structure of the organization itself did not change 

significantly, which could serve as a partial explanation for why it did not experience any 

significant split until 2013, more than a decade after the start of its insurgency, and why its 

splits are a direct result of certain events and decisions, rather than long-term processes.  

 Lastly, it is important to note some of the limitations of this thesis. Firstly, 

fragmentation is not a transparent process, meaning that the reasons behind fragmentation and 

the way in which the split occurred are not always clear. For example, this thesis has relied on 

public statements by leaders to determine the reasoning behind the split, however, previous 

literature has established that the public statements of leaders may be disingenuous and can 

appeal to local grievances to guise private motivations (Collier 2000). Secondly, this thesis 

focused on sizeable Islamist groups and, given that religion is subject to a wide range of 

interpretations and discussions, religiously-inspired groups may potentially be more vulnerable 

to experiencing fragmentation through ideological disagreements than other groups, especially 

if they are subjected to an organizational shakeup. In addition, while I attempted to make my 

assessments of explanatory power as transparent and structural as possible, they do contain an 

element of interpretation. As such, different scholars may have different interpretations of the 

salience of some of the observable indicators in this thesis. Moreover, my lack of fluency in 

languages such as Arabic and Hausa may have caused me to miss out on certain data for my 

case studies, such as less publicized statements by local commanders. Finally, there is also the 

issue of the limitation of the chosen methods, which allowed me to only look at a limited 

number of cases, subsequently leaving me with only a small sample to draw conclusions from. 

In discussing sample size, however, it is important to note that there are only few contemporary 

sizeable terrorist organizations which are in fact not a member of a GTTN and fewer still that 

do not have any ties to a GTTN at all. As a result, there is the question of whether it is possible 

for such organizations to entirely avoid the influences of GTTNs. At the same time, this doesn’t 

detract from the intrinsic value of better understanding the ways in which GTTNs affect group 

cohesion.  
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9. Conclusions and suggestions  

This thesis sought to contribute to the literature on insurgent fragmentation by asking the 

question how, if at all, membership of a GTTN increases the likelihood of fragmentation. In 

doing so, I proposed three ways in which GTTNs influence their members’ cohesion: through 

an externally enforced change in tactics, strategies, and priorities; increased repression of 

dissenters and support for like-minded factions; and the integration of foreign fighters. 

Specifically, by means of a comparative case study, this thesis compared the cases of two 

GTTN members, al-Shabaab and Boko Haram, and one non-member, the Taliban. In studying 

these cases and the proposed mechanisms, I conclude that membership increases the risk of 

fragmentation, particularly through increased repression and support for factions outside the 

central leadership. The reason for this is that, while insurgent groups are generally vulnerable 

to fragmentation as a result of certain events, such as the onset of peace negotiations and the 

death of a leading figure in the case of the Taliban, GTTN membership appears to reinforce 

additional processes which may lead to fragmentation. Although processes such as the 

repression of dissenters and a change in strategies and tactics do not result in fragmentation by 

necessity, the structure of GTTNs hinders them from providing the support required to combat 

the negative influences of these processes, thereby increasing the risk of fragmentation. 

 From these findings, there are several ways for future research to move forward. 

Predominantly, it is worth investigating whether different GTTN leadership styles or goals 

have a different impact on fragmentation, as I found that the way in which GTTNs exert 

influence over their members affects the explanatory power of the proposed mechanisms. 

Moreover, as fragmentation rarely signals the end of a conflict, it would be interesting to 

observe the difference between splits caused by different types of disagreements. For example, 

do organizations that repressed certain factions continue to clash violently after they have 

successfully broken off, or do they accept their independence? Similarly, an interesting subject 

of study would be whether a group is willing to antagonize a GTTN by attacking a break-away 

faction that is supported by that GTTN. Another question that remains is whether factions that 

suffer from repression are more willing to put down their weapons, as I observed in the case of 

al-Shabaab, where both nationalist elements demobilized and IS-supporters within al-Shabaab 

were so fearful for their lives that they surrendered to the Somali government. A final important 

avenue for future research could be to expand the scope of this thesis by including smaller 

terrorist cells and different ideologies as a means of obtaining a clearer picture of the overall 

impact of GTTN membership on group cohesion.  
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