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How do we know that the Islamic State is done for?  In February, 2016 the Independent reported that, due to Western airstrikes, the Islamic State leadership instituted “penny-pinching,” to include “cutting everyday treats like free energy drinks and Snickers bars.”
 We know now that the Islamic State continued to attract motivated recruits, the snack crisis notwithstanding.  Ideological commitment, search for meaning, family and friends, slick recruiters, and all manner of contingent but predictable factors no doubt play their parts. In this regard, the Islamic State’s recruitment practices are easily recognizable to students of wars between state and non-state actors—that is, civil wars—over the past century. No doubt Iraqi and foreign counterinsurgent forces join for predictable reasons too. Suggestions that the Islamic State or the counterinsurgent recruitment experiences are out of the ordinary might be dismissed as a knee-jerk response, influenced by a flood of information and Global War on Terror hype.
  
Mindful of the dangers of presentism, in fact I argue that insurgent and counterinsurgent recruitment has changed significantly, especially into this century. Moreover, this change is accelerating. It reflects a broader structural shift in the character of civil wars, which is the real issue at hand. Two big factors drive this development. The first is a big change in how some states in the global periphery (where most civil wars are situated) organize the exercise of violence. This reflects a growing crisis of the high-modernist 20th century project of building technocratic states in all areas of the globe, which has resulted instead in the violent collapse of some of them. What is the meaning of insurgent or counterinsurgent recruitment when there is no state? The second factor concerns increasingly dense global connections and the uses of new technologies that blur boundaries between battlefields and audiences, and between territory and networks. When the conceptual and physical space in which fighting takes place undergoes intense change, the meaning of recruitment changes too.
This argument about structural change entails major reconceptualization of ideas like “civil war” and “combatant” and “recruitment.” The argument challenges accepted ideas and practices associated with the international system of states and the epistemologies of social science scholarship on civil wars. But before the case for change, is there a case for continuity?
Continuity
Insurgency and counterinsurgency have extremely long pedigrees.  For example, the First Jewish-Roman War (66-70) is strikingly familiar in many respects. Leaders of a political movement in Judea Province of the 1st century sought to incite the people to rebel against the Roman Empire and violently expel the foreign occupiers. There were splinter groups and internecine violence, such as in the form of the Sicarii. History and Americans old enough to have known the 1982 TV mini-series Masada remember Sicarii for committing mass suicide—no suicide bombs just yet—when facing the Roman siege of their redoubt. Their chronicler Flavius Josephus wrote of their propensity to avoid direct contact with Roman legions and instead to assassinate Roman officials, fight more moderate rebels and slaughter fellow Jews who they thought were not sufficiently devoted to their cause or who prayed the wrong way.
 
Was that type of war an early Maoist-style “people’s war” against a colonial oppressor?  Or, as Israel’s official history has it, besieged defenders of a fortress, compelled to fight to the end against an implacable enemy? Or was this a preview of contemporary Islamic State fighters, religious fanatics who did not hesitate to kill non-combatants and who used suicide as a tactic of resistance?  This diversity of interpretation recalls the main idea in David Armitage’s new book, Civil Wars: A History of Ideas. Armitage argues that civil wars from antiquity to the present involve common essential elements of contests between state and non-state armed actors, and that the real change is in what people think civil wars are about.
 One person’s freedom fighter is another’s terrorist, is another’s individual interest maximizer, and these labels shape how scholars have studied insurgent and counterinsurgent recruitment, not to mention how people in positions of authority react to these wars. 
Political scientists in the 1970s such as James Scott stressed the importance of ideology. These were insurgent scholars, implicitly and sometimes explicitly attached to the liberating promise of the insurgents that they studied.
 Wars of decolonization reinforced the idea that deprivation and marginalization drive people to join insurgents.
 Conflicts between different strata of society, or “classes”, were prominent in studies of recruitment. The narratives of that time also informed counterinsurgent authors such as Robert Taber’s classic description of civil wars (or rebellions) as “the confrontation of the haves and the have-nots”.
  
Donald Horowitz’s 1985 book, Ethnic Groups in Conflict addressed the conflicts in the divided societies of what was then called the Third World. Horowitz focused on how group psychology and differences in status pushed groups into conflict on the basis of ethnic identities. Class was an important category for Horowitz, such as when colonial rulers promoted the economic fortunes of so-called “advanced” ethnic groups at the expense of “backward” groups.
 The return of civil war to Europe with (i.e., Bosnia) in the mid-1990s pulled ethnicity to a dominant position to explain civil war onset and recruitment, with many stressing psychological factors.
 Other studies of that civil war looked to the behavior of interest maximizing individuals such as the “ethnic entrepreneur” in promoting ethnic conflict and the self-interested recruit who seeks protection in an ethnic identity.

Economic motivations for recruitment were entrenched by the late 1990s. Paul Collier’s work revolved around the idea that failures of development, coupled with opportunities to plunder, draw people to join armed groups.
 Others pointed out that insurgents appeared where they could finance themselves and attract recruits with proceeds such as from illicit diamond mining in Liberia, or trafficking cocaine in Colombia, regardless of whether these insurgents attracted wider popular support.
 Policy makers and those who sought to advise them stressed the role of predatory opportunities in recruitment.

By the mid-2000s, it seemed that the assumptions of altruistic motives of the 1960s had been replaced with certainty that recruits joined for their personal gain. Methodological trends in political science such as experiments aim to identify the specific incentives to join. Many scholars now ask questions like “how does change in variable X increase or decrease incentives to join group Y”?  This involves a lot of theory testing, and generally has produced a sprawling and often inconclusive and contradictory body of results. The proliferation of data sets, and changes in funding and the editorial approaches of academic journals reinforce this trend.
Stathis Kalyvas provides a different direction in his argument that recruitment is exogenous to war. Who joins and when they join depends upon how actors use violence, which in turn depends upon whether the insurgents or the counterinsurgents dominate a particular area.  People join groups based on calculations about who is really in control.
 This model discounts assumptions about individuals’ motives and privileges contexts. It also suggests that civil wars are at their core constant over time, at least in terms of the ground-level mechanisms of conflict that drive people’s decisions to join, collude with or reject insurgents. 
The broad sweep of how political scientists study recruitment from the post-World War Two era of decolonization to the present underscores Armitage’s point about discourse and context driving how scholars study recruitment. Warfare has consistent underlying qualities. It is the scholars and policy-makers that change with the times. This process of shifting narratives comes into sharper focus when scholars are out of step with the currents of the time. Prior to the 1990s, for example, those who found that anti-colonial insurgents used coercion and threats to recruit members, a commonplace assumption twenty years later, faced harsh reviews.
 
Though academic literature sheds light on different aspects of recruitment in civil wars, most scholars, at least in my discipline of political science, implicitly assume continuity in civil war processes, including recruitment. Indeed, the current pursuit of ever larger civil war data sets, spanning ever larger time periods and geographies, stakes the comparative enterprise on the precise equivalencies of, say, the Sardinian Revolt of 1821 and the Darfur War of 2003-2006.
 Exploring the possibility of change, I’m afraid, requires deeper reflection on the conceptual underpinnings of the scholarly enterprise. For that we must look elsewhere.
The Nature of Change
Returning to Armitage, his notion of “civil war” is contingent on the existence of territorial units with enough concentration of political authority to sustain a collective political identity.  Ancient Greeks, in Armitage’s view, could not have civil wars, given their political institutions. By this logic, territorial states would have to disappear for there to be real change in recruitment. The advent of state collapse thus offers the possibility of fundamental change, a picture of insurgents who fight one another and the fragments of the collapsed state’s many security services, proxy militias, armed political parties, and neighborhood vigilantes. Does recruitment change in significant ways if there is no coherent central government against which to fight? Who are the counterinsurgents when there is no effective incumbent state authority?
The other consideration is the empowerment of new non-state actors through global processes changes the nature of recruitment.  These non-state actors include very violent ones, which leads to the question of whether global insurgents recruit differently than those that are more territorially bound. I examine these two issues briefly, but I hope I do them justice.  
State Collapse

State collapse challenges old paradigms of civil wars and insurgent and counterinsurgent recruitment. This is not due so much to the actual collapse of central authority, which certainly complicates the idea of a civil war as a struggle between incumbent and insurgent forces. It is due more to the changes in social structures that the pre-collapse regimes cause. These changes begin with the demonstration effect of successful coups d’états in other countries, and regime efforts to coup-proof their own societies. This demonstration was hard to miss: 87.5 percent of Africa’s countries experienced one of more “military intervention” in politics between 1956 and 2001. Of these, successful coups d’états occurred in 30 countries (62.5 percent), of which 18 (37.5 percent) had multiple coups d’états.
 The Middle East experience was similar, with coups d’états in nine of 16 countries, of which Syria had six, Iraq four, and Algeria three. 
Patronage politics was the easiest and most immediate coup-proofing technique, but this is expensive and tends to wreck the economy. Foreign assistance can help for a while, but this is exposes recipients to the agendas of their benefactors. For example, Africa’s three largest recipients of US aid—Somalia, Liberia and Congo—faced abrupt aid cut-offs in the late 1980s. Liberia and Somalia promptly collapsed, while Congo later dissolved into a multisided war.
More consequential for changing how future insurgents recruit and fight was the decision of many leaders to address the problem of empty treasuries through instead allowing favored insiders to exploit illicit economic opportunities. Criminal economies are familiar sources of recruits and income for insurgents. For example, Stalin broke into the news in early 1900s as a robber of banks to finance revolutionary activities.  Stalin’s criminality, however, was in defiance of the Russian state, while the more recent coup-proofing tactic is all about the wholesale integration of illicit economic networks into the regime’s exercise of authority. This regime tactic connects future insurgents to illicit networks in ways that favor regime insiders who then recruit fellow criminals during the violent process of state collapse. Consider in that light how the Islamic State tapped into oil smuggling networks that Iraqi officials developed in the 1990s in response to the UN sanctions against Iraq after the 1991 Gulf War. 
These leaders also coopted and even instigating societal disorder to undermine opposition groups before they could effectively organize. This coup-proofing tactic involves regime efforts to stoke low-level tensions so that state officials can intervene as arbiter. This tactic elevates parochial and even personal conflicts to the level of political claims. It is common for such regimes to promote this fragmentation of society through reinforcing neo-traditional narratives and encouraging political entrepreneurs to rely on this language. Thus, in once cosmopolitan societies in the Middle East, talk of “tribes” and “clans” now dominates the political realm.
 Insurgents who attempt to recruit in this environment find that discipline becomes a terrible challenge as recruits bring with them the intensely parochial disputes and personal conflicts that now poison the insurgency from within.
  Or as noted by Aisha Ahmad, armed actors relying on Islamic identities can end up making more money as protection rackets with business men because this provides the appearance of credibility and authority from the Quran.

Coup-proofing Regimes also fragment and privatize the exercise of violence. Multiple security forces, paramilitaries, regime-aligned youth gangs and neighborhood vigilantes protect the regime in the short-term through targeting rivals and critics, and in the long-term through militarizing community tensions to undermine any effort to organize against the regime. Trusted associates maintain their own militias that they can use to promote their commercial activities when not needed in immediate service of the regime. This proliferation of armed groups reinforces the fragmentation of the communities, and blurs the distinctions between state and private realms of violence. This ambiguity undermines the entire framework of state versus non-state armed group contention that Armitage and most others associate with civil wars. 
Old-style insurgency recruitment in social environments of this sort, such in Somalia, Libya and increasingly in Iraq, is challenging. Individuals and families adapt to this fragmented environment through trying to have a stake in all centers of power. Since the future is uncertain, and conflict ebbs and flows, one’s personal safety depends upon collecting information from as many sources as possible and the flexibility to shift sides at quick notice. Those familiar with these conflicts recognize the familiar pattern of the family that has one son in what’s left of the government, another in an armed group that fights government forces, another working for a humanitarian NGO, and another who is in business. Some of these networks trace their genealogies back to the old regime’s various militias, security services, criminal business networks and so forth. This is a frustrating environment for armed groups looking for recruits. Recruits are attached more to their neo-tribes or neo-clans and share information with the enemy (who are also their strategically situated relatives) and switch sides with alarming frequency.    
This phenomenon is specific to our time and is not a return to a status quo ante pre-state society of primordial social cleavages, as some commentators propose it to be.
  The “liberated zone” of successful 20th century insurgencies is rare in this social environment, and where this kind of exclusive control is found, such as the Islamic State, insurgents use extremely violence as part of a strategy to socially isolate and control recruits. The more common outcome is open-ended, multi-sided conflict. Have any wars of state collapse since the early 1990s come to a definitive end?  Those that appear to have concluded are sites of open-ended international trusteeship. Think also of seemingly stable authoritarian regimes that employ these coup-proofing strategies and consider their possible futures.  Indeed, this change at the ground-level is structural, and challenges basic assumptions about what is “civil war.” So too does the next consideration, which is change at the global level.
Global Insurgents

Though ignored in most political science circles, counterinsurgent-scholars who often write in military journals and for think-tanks pay much more attention to what they see as global processes that are game changers in insurgent recruitment and operations. Some of these scholars also are soldiers who bring the experience of being practitioners in recent conflicts to their scholarly work. These scholars more readily ventures into theory building than their conventional political science counterparts. Their essays can be frustrating to read, for the proliferation of labels and fuzzy concepts, as they struggle to come up with new ways to understand insurgent recruitment and operations. These scholars are concerned about a context in which recruitment can occur in their own societies, far from the nominal battlefield, and they suspect that insurgents are conducting operations in their own societies through novel means. 
Frank Hoffman, Erin Simpson, and David Kilcullen were impressed in the mid-2000s with how insurgents in Afghanistan and Iraq combined irregular field tactics familiar in most all civil wars with the effective exploitation of criminal networks and systematic terrorist attacks against civilians to fight much stronger conventional military forces. 
  Some recognized that the recruitment of suicide bombers was hard to fit into standard rational actor models of recruitment that focus on the determinants of individual choice.
 Others took seriously the uses of humanitarian organizations as fronts, disinformation campaigns (i.e. planting news articles and false websites, etc.), troll farms and botnets, and the manipulation of financial flows designed to cause panic and disruption that played into insurgent recruitment and operations.
 

One significant aspect of this direction of thinking is its tendency to conflate insurgents and state actors. The counterinsurgent scholars resort to ill-defined labels such as “hybrid warfare” and “gray zones,” but to their credit, they are open to critically examining existing assumptions and concepts about warfare.
 For example, attention to Russian meddling in other countries’ elections and manipulation of information to influence the perceptions of foreign publics to undermine confidence in democratic institutions and incite domestic divisions draws upon earlier thinking about how insurgents fight much stronger states. Another important addition comes in the counterinsurgent-scholars’ consideration of how the weaker force leverages old and new global connections to maximize strategic advantage.
     

This capacity to leverage global networks and exchanges attracts attention beyond the American security establishment.  Two Chinese Air Force colonels, Qiao Liang and Wang Xiangsui, wrote Unrestricted Warfare, in which they describe what they call “non-war actions” to leverage unprecedented capabilities of new technologies, markets, and skills to create disruptions to an American led international order.
 They describe the recruitment of “non-professional warriors,” people who use their embeddedness in global networks to camouflage their activities, much as Hoffman and others saw insurgents using social disorder and criminality to hide and develop new modes of warfare. 
The American and Chinese authors realized that hackers, for example, represented a new type of recruit. They could be curious students, corporate employees holding grudges, or dyed-in-the-wool terrorists. Disparate though their motives may be, hackers gather in the cyber domain of a networked world, physically distant from the old concept of the battlefield. It is very hard for the armed forces or other state actors to gain the upper hand over decentralized organizations of individuals who may not even know that they are participating in the conflict operations of insurgents (or states that act like insurgents). Two decades after Unrestricted Warfare’s publication, the development of complex systems like the Internet of Things and cashless economies like Sweden’s connect more elements of everyday life into these networks. This provides insurgents with new options and new potential recruits, further blurring the boundaries between civilians and warriors, and military and non-military warfare.

Such statements from the Chinese and American scholar-practitioners look beyond the expanded tactics of insurgents when they fight states (i.e., irregular warfare). They identify the roots of new kinds of warfare in American-led global economic and technological changes that give the U.S. political establishment and its military unprecedented capabilities to interfere in the domestic affairs of targeted countries and to superimpose American will upon others through force, and they blur the distinction between state and non-state actors.


Many point to a growing importance of global audiences to conflict, and how even relatively weak non-state armed groups leverage social media to attract foreign recruits. Foreign recruits are not new, but the size and the diversity of origins of foreign fighters is new, as is the perception of the governments in the foreign fighters’ home countries that recruitment poses a serious domestic security threat. Rupert Smith examines how armies get drawn into the politics of their adversaries’ design as they are undertake intensely political state-building (“stability operations”) and humanitarian relief under international gaze. Once the intervening army is entrenched in the collapsed state environment, the adept among the non-state armed groups can leverage the presence of that army to compensate for the on-the-ground organizational opportunities that the collapsed state environment now deprives them.

An army in this situation has little to threaten with all of its strength. On the contrary, its presence plays an important role in helping the non-state armed group create a political space outside of the immediate field of battle. The most successful non-state armed groups in collapsed state contexts are those that incorporate this external dimension in their strategy as part of a larger effort to overcome the obstacles that this immediate social context poses. At that point, non-state armed groups become more like insurgents in the old fashioned oppositional paradigm, but the central authority against which they flight defined in global terms. Fighting foreign armies thus becomes a vital component of how these insurgents define themselves.

A New Environment for Insurgency

In sum, insurgents, and for that matter, counterinsurgents are subject to two big changes that push them in different directions. One the one hand, the collapse of more states and their replacements with socially intrusive violent networks spoil the kinds of environments that old-fashioned insurgents needed to recruit and condition their members to fight state power. On the other hand, the closer integration of societies across the globe offers opportunities to some non-state armed groups to become insurgents again, but as insurgents who define themselves against global rather than state centers of incumbent authority.  Thus those who think about contemporary insurgent and counterinsurgent recruitment also need to think flexibly about concepts like “civil war” and “state” and “combatant,” rather than taking these for granted. 
In any event, it is important to acknowledge that some elements of the recruitment process continue as before. What are we to think now of recent research that indicates that individuals in group like al-Qaeda, are more likely to have an engineering degree, whereas left-wing terrorist groups appear to have more recruits with degrees in the arts and humanities?
 Or do both types of recruits just want a candy bar and an energy drink?
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