
How do so-called
transnational insurgents, or foreign ªghters, shape domestic struggles? In par-
ticular, how do they shape the domestic insurgents’ strength? Over the last few
years, one of the major policy concerns about conºicts in Afghanistan, Iraq,
Libya, Mali, Pakistan, Russia’s North Caucasus region, Somalia, and Syria has
been that these states may both attract and breed transnational insurgents,
threatening domestic, regional, and international security. In the United States,
the Barack Obama administration has predicated its focus on the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border precisely on this concern, as did France in its January 2013 in-
tervention in Mali. In the civil war in Syria that began in 2011, both domestic
rebels and Western powers have voiced uneasiness about the inºuence of radi-
cal Islamist foreign ªghters. Yet despite these policy concerns, little scholarship
has explored the ways in which transnational insurgents, once they arrive,
inºuence domestic struggles.

The most basic assumption that existing scholarship makes about “outsid-
ers” is that they strengthen the domestic insurgents. From the perspective of
the international community, however, the worry about transnational insur-
gents is fourfold. First, transnational insurgents, who are nonstate actors
voluntarily joining the rebels in an armed struggle outside their own home
country, might prolong a civil war by introducing more actors to the theater
and complicating attempts at ending the war through intervention or nego-
tiations. In Syria, the presence of radical Islamist groups has made Western
states wary of intervening to support the rebels and, reportedly, has created di-
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visions among the rebels that have proved an obstacle to negotiations.1 Sec-
ond, many of today’s transnational insurgents are Islamists, and there is a
worry in Washington and European capitals that these actors are transforming
the struggles they are joining. With respect to northern Mali, where the Tuareg
separatists in 2012 were joined by al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb and other
Islamist groups (although they later split ranks), policymakers in both France
and the United States have expressed concern that a secular conºict has been
transformed into a wider Islamist struggle in the region.2 A similar misgiving
motivated the United States’ designation of Chechen insurgent leader Doku
Umarov as a “global terrorist” in 2010.3 Third, if transnational insurgents
strengthen the rebels or prolong the war, they may contribute to turning the
conºict-ridden state into a failed state or a safe haven and training ground for
terrorists, as in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, and Somalia.4 Fourth, Western
governments worry that, by participating in wars abroad, transnational insur-
gents gain skills they can put to use back home. According to the view of
Britain’s MI5 on foreign ªghters, “The skills, contacts and status acquired
overseas can make these individuals a much greater threat when they return to
the UK, even if they have not been tasked directly to carry out an attack on
their return.”5

Both the international community and states ªghting insurgencies within
their borders are also worried that transnational insurgents strengthen domes-
tic insurgents by bringing along ªghters, weapons, and know-how—as in
Afghanistan and Iraq.6 As Peter Bergen and Alec Reynolds note about Iraq
in 2005, “The Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, another alumnus of the
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Afghan war, is perhaps the most effective insurgent commander in the ªeld.”7

From the perspective of domestic insurgents, such added expertise and re-
sources might well be welcome, but as the situation in Syria shows, the rebels
might also be skeptical of the inºuence of foreign “helpers,” to the point of
causing divisions and violent confrontations among actors who are ostensibly
ªghting on the same side.8 Indeed, it is not a given that transnational insur-
gents strengthen domestic insurgent movements.

In this study, I explore how transnational insurgents affect a domestic in-
surgent movement’s strength, which is captured by its capacity to effectively
muster coercive force, mobilize supporters, and organize cohesive collective
action.9 A movement unable to mobilize and control resources, unable to
mobilize supporters, and unable to maintain organizational cohesion is a rela-
tively weak movement. There are many reasons to care about whether transna-
tional insurgents shape a movement’s strength. A growing body of research on
intrastate conºicts has shown that organizational cohesion (or lack thereof, as
manifest in a fragmented movement) shapes violence in the struggle against
the state, violence against civilians, and violence among factions within the
movement or group.10 Organizational cohesion and insurgent strength in gen-
eral also affect war duration, mediation efforts, and negotiation initiatives and
conºict outcomes.11
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Although transnational insurgents may strengthen a domestic insurgent
movement by contributing resources, ªghters, and know-how, they can also
weaken the movement by introducing new ideas about what the struggle is
about and how it should be fought. Indeed, the entry of new ideas can lead
directly to movement divisions if the local resistance leaders withhold their
support, as well as difªculty for the movement leaders in garnering public
backing. Central to both mobilizing supporters and organizational cohesion is
the local population in whose name the movement is ªghting. Mobilizing sup-
porters is harder and more costly if the local community does not voluntarily
support the insurgents, and organizational cohesion may suffer if there are
cleavages in the local population the movement claims to represent. Important
here, I argue, is to consider how the inºuence of transnational insurgents
comes to be accepted or resisted by the local population, in turn shaping the
movement’s strength. Key to fostering acceptance for foreign ideas is local
resistance leaders’ willingness and ability to graft or prune these ideas to reso-
nate within the local context. If such resonance does not occur, the transna-
tional insurgents’ inºuence is likely to cause local resistance.

The article proceeds as follows. First, I deªne transnational insurgents and
situate the study within existing research on transnationalism. Second, I de-
velop the logic of my argument. Given the paucity of research on the domestic
impact of transnational insurgents, I draw on scholarship on norm diffusion,
social movements, and civil wars. Third, I turn to the study’s research design,
paying close attention to observable implications. In the fourth section, I exam-
ine the argument in the context of the Chechen wars, using process tracing.
I conclude by considering implications for policy and theory.

Transnational Insurgents

In an article that spearheaded the transnationalism research agenda, Joseph
Nye and Robert Keohane deªne transnational relations as the “contacts, coali-
tions, and interactions across state boundaries that are not controlled by the
central foreign policy organs of governments.”12 Although the long-standing
literature on transnationalism has been dominated by research on peaceful
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activities, including the inºuence that ªnancial institutions, epistemic commu-
nities, international organizations, and activist networks exert on domestic
politics,13 a growing body of research has investigated the cross-border, or
transnational, dimensions of violent conºicts. Conºicts in one country may
spill over to neighboring states; armed groups and opposition movements
may receive money, ideas, weapons, or recruits from abroad; and neighboring
states may serve as sanctuaries for rebel groups.14 That is, the causes or cata-
lysts of intrastate conºicts often rest outside the state. Among these outside in-
ºuences are transnational insurgents.

Transnational insurgents can join a domestic conºict either as individuals or
as part of a contingent. Documenting the whereabouts of transnational insur-
gents over time, David Malet deªnes transnational insurgents, or foreign
ªghters, as nonstate actors who for either ideational or material reasons choose
to participate in an intrastate conºict outside their own home country, siding
with the challenger to the state.15 He shows that of 331 intrastate conºicts from
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1816 to 2005, transnational insurgents were present in at least 70. Since the
Cold War, transnational insurgents have primarily been present in conºicts in
Africa, the postcommunist states, Asia, and the Middle East, but historically,
transnational insurgents have also participated in conºicts in the Americas (in
Colombia and Mexico, for example) and Europe (Greece and Spain). While
contemporary policy discussions emphasize Islamist militants, transnational
insurgents can also have other ideological or ethnic attachments to the domes-
tic struggle. In the Spanish civil war, for example, the International Brigades
consisted of communist volunteers who joined the Republicans in their ªght
against Gen. Francisco Franco.

Both the literature on peaceful transnational relations and the more recent
literature on its violent counterpart suggest a number of conditions that enable
transnational insurgents to join and inºuence domestic struggles. These in-
clude location in a neighborhood of conºict-ridden states,16 centralization of
state power—or the lack thereof,17 the state’s ability to control its territory and
borders,18 the transnational insurgents’ (perceived) bonds to the domestic in-
surgency,19 the balance of power between the state and the domestic insur-
gents, and the cohesiveness of the domestic insurgent movement.20 Research
has also begun exploring the origin, rise, and destination of foreign ªghters,21

but few insights exist into how transnational insurgents matter, once they have
arrived. That is the focus in this study.

Transnational Insurgents’ Effect on Domestic Insurgents’ Strength

Perhaps the most basic assumption about transnational insurgents or other
outsiders’ impact on intrastate struggles is that they bring resources such as
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ªghters, know-how, weapons, and (access to) ªnance. Indeed, this is often why
domestic insurgents recruit outside help.22 According to MI5, foreign ªghters
“can help terrorist groups to develop the ability to carry out attacks by linking
up with extremist networks in the UK and providing information about poten-
tial targets. In addition to English language skills, which can help these groups
with media outreach, some foreign ªghters may also have other specialist
skills (e.g., scientiªc, IT) that can be useful to overseas terrorist groups.”23 That
is, transnational insurgents help what social movement scholars refer to as the
domestic movement’s “resource mobilization” process.24 Although resources
that improve a movement’s ability to wage war are critical in their own right,
resources also help a movement overcome the collective action problem by
distributing selective incentives.25 Thus outsiders who bring competence, ca-
pacity, connections, and cash presumably strengthen the domestic movement
by boosting its coercive capacity, ability to mobilize supporters, and organiza-
tional cohesion.26

Yet resource mobilization is not the only process that matters for movement
strength. Indeed, social movement scholars have long emphasized framing
and repertoires of actions, including the introduction of new tactics, as key
to successful collective action.27 Outside actors can inºuence each of these
processes—and, in Chechnya, transnational insurgents did.28 My argument is
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that by also considering transnational insurgents’ effect on these processes of
mobilization—framing and tactical innovation—it becomes clear that trans-
national insurgents do not necessarily boost domestic movements’ strength.
Indeed, conditional on whether framing and tactics introduced by transna-
tional insurgents resonate with local norms, practices, and assessments about
how to best ªght the war, the outcome can be a backlash if the new ideas fur-
ther divisions in the movement and alienate its potential supporters—both
signs of movement weakness.

The entry of new ideas about what the war is about and how it should be
fought can cause resistance and divisions within the movement itself—even
outright defection—among factions for or against change. Although domestic
resistance leaders are likely to welcome the added resources that come with
the foreigners, they might resist their inºuence on framing and tactics for ei-
ther ideational or instrumental reasons. They might simply not believe in the
new ideas, but perhaps more important, if local resistance leaders assess that
the new ideas and tactics are likely to cost them domestic support, rejection
would be the strategic choice. Keeping in mind, however, that insurgent move-
ments are often weaker than the states they are ªghting, the temptation of the
added resources the outsiders bring might mean that local resistance leaders
are willing to go along with the new framing and tactics, trying to make the
new ideas ªt the local context, so as not to lose local support in the process.

Indeed, local acceptance for the new ideas is central to movement strength.
To begin, it is much harder to mobilize support, which is a key aspect
of movement strength, if the local community does not support the move-
ment’s goals.29 It is also harder to maintain organizational cohesion, another
aspect central to movement strength, if the society an armed movement repre-
sents is riven by cleavages—be those ideological, tribal, clan, or class based.30
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So although new ideas can directly cause or deepen existing divisions in a
movement, they can also indirectly make it hard to maintain organizational co-
hesion if they cause resistance and divisions among the local population.
Thus, to the degree that framing and tactics introduced by transnational insur-
gents engender local resistance, they can jeopardize the domestic insurgent
movement’s strength by alienating potential supporters and contributing to
difªculty in maintaining organizational cohesion. It is, therefore, central to un-
derstand why and how the local population comes to accept or resist foreign
ideas. Key here, I argue, is the degree to which local resistance leaders are able
to make the new framing or tactics resonate with local frames and views on
appropriate and effective tactics. I develop the logic with respect to framing
and tactical innovation in turn.

framing: resonance and resistance

Framing affects a social movement’s ability to mobilize supporters and orga-
nize cohesive collective action by identifying what the movement is ªghting
for, how to promote change, and who it is ªghting against—or, put differ-
ently, who is to blame. It is about deªning us versus them, and constructing
shared understandings of reality that inspire and legitimate collective action.31

Whether the process of framing succeeds in fostering collective action depends
on how a frame resonates with the population it seeks to mobilize.32 For a
frame to resonate, it needs to be internally consistent and empirically credible,
as well salient to the target population, in the sense that it is relevant to and
congruent with their beliefs, experiences, and culture.33 The sociological litera-
ture on framing resonates with international relations scholarship on norm
diffusion. In their study of transnational advocacy networks, for example,
Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink argue that such networks are most likely
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to facilitate collective action (and, in turn, inºuence domestic policies) when
the ideas they promote resonate with the belief systems and experiences of
policymakers and people in their target state.34 The point is, movement leaders
constructing a frame that resonates widely with the local population are better
positioned to mobilize supporters and organize cohesive collective action than
movements guided by frames lacking in resonance.

As for transnational insurgents, once they have gained access, they can con-
tribute to shifts in a domestic insurgent leaders’ framing through either re-
lational or mediated diffusion, engendering learning or emulation of new
frames.35 Relational diffusion is the transmission of information through per-
sonal networks and social bonds, such as ªghting side by side, whereas medi-
ated diffusion takes place when a third party, either a person or an institution,
brings together previously unconnected actors. As for acceptance of outside
actors’ frame, processes of learning and emulation on the part of the domestic
insurgent leaders can be either ideational or instrumental. Interrogating the
motivation of local resistance leaders is not at the center of this study; sufªce it
to say, they may believe in the new frame if it is consistent with their own
ideas, or they may adopt it if it is seen as effective at garnering public support
or bringing in resources,36 both of which aid collective action. If transnational
insurgents bring much-needed resources, it is reasonable to expect that domes-
tic insurgent leaders would look favorably upon these outsiders’ framing.

Yet what about acceptance or resistance on the part of the local population,
whose support matters for a movement’s strength? Key here is resonance. Res-
onance does not automatically occur; someone needs to foster it. Social move-
ment scholars highlight that the more credible the “frame articulators” are—
the more knowledgeable they are and the higher their perceived status—the
more likely they are to succeed in fostering resonance.37 Added insights come
from work on norm diffusion. Amitav Acharya argues that congruence with
local norms is more likely to occur when local “norm-takers” voluntarily in-
corporate foreign ideas into local norms and traditions—a process of “local-
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ization.”38 Rather than replacing local norms, foreign norms are grafted or
pruned to ªt local beliefs and practices, thus creating resonance. In other
words, new ideas are adapted to meet local beliefs and practices instead of be-
ing adopted wholesale. The result, Acharya argues, is that “diffusion strategies
that accommodate local sensitivity are more likely to succeed than those that
seek to supplant the latter.”39 The same is true of shifts in framing inºuenced
by transnational insurgents. Indeed, combining insights from the social move-
ment and norm diffusion literatures, I hypothesize that to the degree that local
actors who are considered knowledgeable and important graft or prune a for-
eign framing to ªt the local context, the more likely the frame is to resonate
with the local population, and the more likely inhabitants are to accept it.

In the context of an insurgency, local actors seen as knowledgeable and im-
portant would be leaders in the resistance movement. If the frame articulated
by transnational insurgents is consistent with these local leaders’ beliefs or,
more instrumentally, if it enhances their chances of winning the war (for
example, by boosting their resources), they are likely to reconstruct the new,
outsider-driven frame to ªt the local framing of the struggle.40 Such localiza-
tion may imply that the local leaders amplify aspects of the new frame that
are consistent with the domestic movement’s original frame and attempt to
make new aspects congruent with other local beliefs. If, in contrast, local resis-
tance leaders are unable or unwilling to localize the outsider-driven frame, res-
onance is less likely to occur, with the result that a “frame dispute” emerges
between the foreign and local framing of the struggle.41 Such frame disputes—
which can emerge around identiªcation of both the problem and the solution
in the struggle—are a source of intra-movement divisions in their own right
and also weaken the movement’s ability to mobilize supporters.

tactical innovation and backlash

Just as framing inºuences a movement’s ability to mobilize supporters and
foster organizational cohesion, so does its repertoire of actions—be they tactics
such as strikes, nonviolent protests, or acts of violence.42 In particular, tactical
innovation, which refers to a movement’s turn to new tactical forms, is impor-
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tant for encouraging collective action in the ªrst place (and gaining conces-
sions from the state).43 A long-standing claim in the social movement literature
maintains that movements that resort to noninstitutionalized or so-called radi-
cal tactics are more likely to be effective than movements that operate within
the bounds of normal politics.44 Yet, there is a ªne balance between tactics that
are threatening to a movement’s adversary (and, thus, potentially effective)
and nonthreatening to its supporters.45 Indeed, to the degree that tactical inno-
vation reºects the introduction of tactics that appear threatening or somehow
too radical to a movement’s local support base or causes disagreement within
the movement about effective and appropriate means, such innovation can
alienate supporters and detract from organizational cohesion.46 Thus, theoreti-
cally, it is most interesting to explore what happens when transnational insur-
gents promote tactical innovation in a radical direction. Moreover, from a
policy perspective, one of the major worries about transnational insurgents is
that they radicalize the domestic movement’s tactics toward means that are
considered unacceptable by the international community, including the inten-
tional targeting of civilians, hostage takings, extrajudicial killings, and degrad-
ing acts of violence. So although it is possible that transnational insurgents can
shape tactical innovation in a nonradical direction, I focus on radicalization.47

As with framing, transnational insurgents can encourage a radicalization
of tactics among the domestic insurgent leaders through learning or emula-
tion. The motivation of the domestic resistance leaders can, again, be based on
either ideational or instrumental reasons, most likely a mix. If radical tactics
are considered morally acceptable and prove effective toward achieving the
movement’s goals, local leaders are likely to look favorably upon these tac-
tics.48 Similarly, if the tactics are considered successful at bringing in resources,
domestic resistance leaders will likely embrace them, trying to “sell” the tactics
to the local population by highlighting their ªt with local practices or norms.

Tactical innovation toward more radical forms of action can backªre, how-
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ever, if it fails to resonate with local norms for appropriate behavior or assess-
ments of effective methods, as such costing the movement domestic support.
Movements are situated within larger societal contexts, including a “cultural
stock of how to protest.”49 As with framing, acceptance of new tactics by the
local population is more likely to take place if local resistance leaders can por-
tray the new tactics as both effective and consistent with local practices and
norms. In particular, for a tactic to be accepted by the local population, it helps
that it be perceived as effective for addressing the movement’s stated goal, and
as an appropriate and proportionate response to the state’s tactics. Indeed, if
the use of radical tactics on the part of the insurgents hardens the state’s posi-
tion on the issue at stake or provokes it to resort to more repressive tactics,
such as indiscriminate violence against civilians, the local population may not
look favorably upon the tactics of the insurgents ªghting their battle.50 Thus, if
local resistance leaders cannot foster resonance for radicalization of tactics,
such tactical innovation is likely to adversely affect the movement’s strength
by alienating the local support base. To the degree that the local population
does not welcome the introduction of radical tactics, it is easier for potential
factions of the movement opposed to the new tactics to sustain such a stance,
thus solidifying movement divisions.

In sum, scholars need to consider that a change in a domestic insurgent
movement’s framing or a change toward more radical tactics may cause local
resistance, which adversely affects movement strength. Even if the leaders
of the domestic movement accept the transnational insurgents’ framing or tac-
tics, the local population may resist the change, which reduces the movement’s
potential supporters and fosters social divisions that make it harder to main-
tain organizational cohesion. Acceptance is more likely to take place when lo-
cal resistance leaders can foster resonance through a process of localization.
The research task is twofold. The ªrst task, which is the subject of a previous
study,51 is to examine whether shifts in framing and tactics have taken place,
and establish whether such changes can be traced back to diffusion from trans-
national insurgents. The second task, which is the focus in this study, is to ex-
amine the processes through which shifts in the framing of goals and tactical
innovation are accepted or resisted by the local population in whose name the
movement is ªghting.
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Research Design

Analyzing the argument presented here requires a process-tracing approach.52

I examine Chechnya’s conºict with the Russian federal government over time.
The conºict began with the Chechen declaration of independence in 1991,
turned into a war in 1994, came to an end with a cease-ªre in 1996, reignited in
1999 when Russian forces again entered the republic, and today has come to an
uneasy stalemate, with violence dwindling since 2005. The case itself is of in-
trinsic importance, given that the conºict is yet to be resolved and has spread
to the wider North Caucasus region53—and, reportedly, has fostered some in-
surgents ªghting in Syria.54 It has also been fairly well documented that both
framing and tactics have changed over time,55 which helps make it a research-
able case—a nontrivial concern given the challenges inherent in conducting
process tracing on violent and, thus, often data-scarce cases.56 Moreover, al-
though transnational insurgents cannot alone be credited for the observed
changes, as local factors also play a role, they have proved critical,57 allowing
me to consider how they have inºuenced the domestic insurgent movement
over time. The analysis covers the years after the entry of the transnational in-
surgents, focusing particularly on the interwar years (1997–99), when the
inºux of transnational insurgents was the greatest.

Key to the argument is the role of local resistance leaders. In the time period
under study, the leaders of the movement were as follows: Zelimkhan
Yandarbiyev, who was one of the founders of the separatist movement in the
early 1990s and brieºy took over as leader after the movement’s ªrst elected
leader, President Dzhokhar Dudayev, was killed in 1996; Aslan Maskhadov,
who, after serving as a prominent ªeld commander in the 1994–96 war, was
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elected Chechnya’s president in 1997; Abdul-Halim Sadulayev, the successor
after Maskhadov was killed in 2005, who was himself killed after only a year
in power;58 Doku Umarov, since 2005 the leader of the movement’s now-
dominant Islamist branch; and Akhmed Zakayev, since 2007 the leader of the
movement’s nationalist branch. In addition, I consider Shamil Basayev, a
larger-than-life hero from the ªrst Chechen war (he led the operation to retake
Grozny, the Chechen capital, from the Russian forces), who continued to be a
dominant commander in the movement until he was killed by Russian secu-
rity forces in 2006.

As regards framing, the Chechen struggle began as a nationalist struggle
similar to those of other regions in the “parade of sovereignties” in Russia in
the early 1990s. It remained so throughout the ªrst war, focusing on independ-
ence for the Chechen republic. In the period between the ªrst and second wars,
Chechen leaders began to make references to the establishment of an Islamic
state, which became more prevalent in the second war. In recent years, some
ªgures in the Chechen resistance movement have framed the struggle in terms
of nationalism and self-determination, while the dominant faction under
Umarov has considered it part of a broader struggle for an Islamic emirate
in the North Caucasus. As for tactical innovation, a new feature associated
with the second Chechen war was large-scale terrorist attacks outside
Chechnya’s border. Such attacks were not absent from the ªrst war, but they
appeared more purposeful in the second war. Another infamous characteristic
associated with the second war was a turn to suicide terrorism, which was ab-
sent from the ªrst war. These trends suggest that the tactics of the Chechen re-
sistance movement have changed over time, turning more radical in the sense
that civilians increasingly have become targets of violence.

I have elsewhere analyzed the framing and tactics brought along by the
transnational insurgents, and the process through which they inºuenced
the Chechen insurgent leaders’ framing and tactics (for example, by the estab-
lishment of training camps).59 The task here is to assess how the outsiders’
frames and tactics were (or were not) localized by the local leaders through
grafting and pruning, and the consequences for local acceptance and resis-
tance. There are four steps to the empirical analysis.

I discuss framing and tactical innovation in separate sections, beginning
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with an overview of how each changed over time. Then, in each section, I as-
sess the degree to which the outsiders’ framing or new tactics resonated with
the original framing of the struggle, prevailing beliefs relevant to the new
framing, and views on appropriate and effective tactics. To do so, I use a three-
point scale proposed by Jeffrey Checkel in a study on norm diffusion in
Europe.60 I can observe the degree to which (1) the new framing or new tactics
are congruent with the original framing of the struggle, local beliefs, and views
on tactics, (2) whether there are no obvious contradictions, and (3) whether
there is no congruence at all.61 The third step is to consider whether localiza-
tion took place by examining what local resistance leaders say about the new
framing and tactics. Do they graft or prune the new framing or arguments
about new tactics to match the original framing of the struggle, local beliefs
central to the struggle, and local views on appropriate and effective tactics?
The fourth step is to examine the consequences. If local resistance leaders do
engage in localization and these efforts succeed—in the sense that the new
framing or tactics are made to match the local context—one may observe that
the local population echoes some of the arguments made by the resistance
leaders. One might also observe whether initially hesitant factions of the do-
mestic movement, which might not have been fully convinced based on the
new framing’s content or tactics’ appropriateness or effectiveness, embrace
the new frame or new tactics in an attempt to co-opt something that seems to
have local resonance. If, in contrast, local resistance leaders are unable or un-
willing to localize the new framing or tactics—or elite-level disagreement is
evident—one would observe the local opposition articulating resistance and a
deepening of movement divisions.

In trying to overcome the challenges inherent in collecting process-tracing
evidence from a conºict setting, I rely on a mix of sources to assess what move-
ment leaders say and do and local reactions. These include academic and bio-
graphical articles and books; monitoring of local Chechen papers by the
International Institute for Humanities and Political Studies, which is a unique
and untapped resource; the publications of the Jamestown Foundation, an in-
dependent research institute with extensive coverage of the North Caucasus;
reports from the Institute of War and Peace Reporting, including inde-
pendent coverage by Chechen journalists; news searches via LexisNexis; the
Islamist website Kavkaz Center and the separatist website Chechenpress;
the documentary/propaganda ªlm The Life and Times of Khattab, which con-
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tains interviews and footage of the most important transnational insurgent in
Chechnya;62 and the British Channel 4 documentary Chechnya: The Dirty War.63

Transnational Insurgents in Chechnya

Most accounts suggest that the number of transnational insurgents in
Chechnya was higher in the initial years of the second war than in the ªrst
war, reaching a peak in the interwar years (1997–99).64 Although it is impossi-
ble to get precise data on the number of transnational insurgents at any given
point—and the Russian authorities may have sought to inºate the numbers—
it has been suggested that over the course of the two wars, 500 to 700
transnational insurgents, including members of the diaspora,65 have fought
in Chechnya.66

The ªrst transnational insurgents entered Chechnya in February 1995, just a
couple of months into the ªrst war, as a contingent led by the ªghter known as
Emir Khattab.67 Of Saudi Arabian or Jordanian origin, Khattab had previously
fought in the civil wars in Afghanistan and Tajikistan. The foreign ªghters in
Chechnya have primarily been Arabs from the Middle East, though some have
come from North Africa, Turkey, and possibly Pakistan, and others from
Central Asia.68

These outsiders have contributed to the Chechen resistance movement’s re-
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source mobilization by bringing along recruits, weapons, combat expertise,
and access to ªnancial support, primarily from sources in the Middle East.69

The Life and Times of Khattab features Khattab saying that after the ªrst war, he
was invited by the Chechen leadership to help train insurgents. In 1996
Khattab and his ªghters established training camps in Serzhen’-Yurt, a village
in the mountainous eastern part of the republic. Reportedly, hundreds of
young men passed through these camps, many of whom went on to become
ªghters in the second war.70 The question here is how local resistance leaders
helped shape acceptance or resistance among the local population for the new
framing and new tactics brought along by the foreigners.

From Nationalist to Islamist Framing

The Chechen resistance movement is today dominated by an Islamist fram-
ing of the struggle, where the Chechen plight is seen as part of a wider
Muslim struggle. Yet the movement initially emerged as a nationalist strug-
gle in the waning days of the Soviet Union.71 In the fall of 1991, the national-
ist leader Dzhokhar Dudayev came to power and declared the republic
independent. The declaration was followed by years of unsuccessful nego-
tiations with Moscow, and by the end of 1994 the ªrst Chechen war had
broken out.
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The nationalists mobilized the population around an image of a state that
consistently had imposed suffering on them, emphasizing centuries of both
political and economic discrimination.72 Although not a particularly religious
man, Dudayev was not opposed to Islam and used religion as a tool for mobi-
lizing the Chechens. Since the eighteenth century, the majority of the Muslim
population in Chechnya has belonged to the “mystical” branch of Suªsm. In
the early days of the separatist movement, the traditional Suª dance known as
zikr came to function as an independence dance in the central square of
Grozny, the Chechen capital.73 Nonetheless, Dudayev favored a secular state,
arguing that the introduction of sharia law could have damaging conse-
quences.74 In the spring of 1995, Dudayev formed a commission to look into
the establishment of sharia courts, but the legal system in the republic re-
mained secular until after his death in 1996. Indeed, despite calls for an Islamic
state in the early 1990s,75 the initial quest for independence in Chechnya had
little to do with religion, and was framed instead as a nationalist struggle
for independence.

The message of independence resonated with many Chechens’ view of the
state. Soviet leader Joseph Stalin’s deportation of nearly the entire Chechen
population in February 1944 had become central to people’s collective mem-
ory, part of a repeated history of repression.76 In 2005 a Chechen man ex-
plained to me that the heart of the Chechen question is that with regular
intervals, Russia has occupied Chechnya—the czarist forces, the Bolsheviks,
Stalin, and now the current post-Soviet regime. His wife elaborated, noting
that Moscow was never willing to let Chechnya try independence. Instead, she
said, every ªfty to sixty years, Moscow tried to crush the Chechens.77 Al-
though not every Chechen wanted outright independence in the early 1990s,
many believed that Chechnya would be better off with more autonomy.

When Dudayev was killed in April 1996, his successor, Zelimkhan
Yandarbiyev, called for the introduction of sharia criminal code based on a

International Security 38:4 168

72. Tishkov, Chechnya; and Scott Radnitz, “Look Who’s Talking! Islamic Discourse in the Chechen
Wars,” Nationalities Papers, Vol. 34, No. 2 (2006), pp. 237–256.
73. Gall and de Waal, Chechnya, pp. 32–33.
74. Tishkov, Chechnya, p. 169.
75. Tracey C. German, Russia’s Chechen War (New York: Routledge Curzon, 2003), p. 31; and
Moore and Tumelty, “Assessing the Unholy Alliances in Chechnya,” p. 83.
76. Brian Glyn Williams, “Commemorating ‘The Deportation’: The Role of Memorialization and
Collective Memory in the 1994–96 Chechen War,” Memory and History, Vol. 12, No. 1 (Spring/
Summer 2000), pp. 101–134; Tishkov, Chechnya, p. 50–54; and Mara Ânova Ustinova, The Chechen
Conºict in the Eyes of Prominent Chechen Intellectuals: An Oral History Approach (Moscow: Institute
for Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian Academy of Sciences, 2004).
77. Personal communication, Moscow, June 11, 2005.



similar code in Sudan.78 His justiªcation for sharia law showed signs of both
a nationalist and an Islamist frame. For instance, he argued that “[w]e are
ªghting to protect our independence and to defend the honor and dignity of
the free people under the banner of Islam.”79 Yandarbiyev’s three most serious
contenders in the January 1997 presidential elections—Aslan Maskhadov,
Shamil Basayev, and Movladi Udugov—all made reference to Islam, but to
varying degrees.80 Maskhadov, the ªeld commander who had negotiated the
1996 peace accord with Moscow, advocated the most secular agenda yet
viewed Chechnya’s Islamic customs favorably.81

Since the outbreak of the second war in 1999, the struggle has moved from a
secular and Chechen-centered vision to one in which Islamist (Salaª) goals
have come to play a signiªcant role. Although Dudayev, too, had embraced
Islamic practices as a means to mobilize people, the shift in framing toward a
jihadist struggle followed the entry of transnational insurgents. Important here
was Khattab’s personal relationship to the prominent ªeld commander Shamil
Basayev, who in the spring of 1998 allegedly appointed Khattab his foreign se-
curity adviser.82 Khattab had never seen Chechnya as an isolated struggle but,
as part of a wider Muslim struggle against oppression, and Basayev’s framing
came to reºect a similar outlook.83

The dominant branch of the Chechen resistance movement has gone beyond
the aim of creating an independent Chechen state. President Maskhadov was
killed in a Russian special forces operation in 2005, and both of his successors,
Abdul-Halim Sadulayev, who was killed after only a year in power, and Doku
Umarov, who since 2005 (has) led the Islamist branch, have framed the strug-
gle in more Islamist terms. Whereas Sadulayev’s framing of the struggle con-
tained elements of both nationalism and Islamism,84 Umarov’s struggle has
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been more clearly Islamist. In 2007 Umarov declared that the struggle in
Chechnya was in the name of a uniªed and Islamic Caucasian emirate, not just
self-determination for any one ethnic group.85

resonance

The observed change in framing is about both identiªcation of the problem
and the proposed solution. Both the nationalist and the Islamist framing’s di-
agnosis is that Chechnya as part of the Russian Federation is a problem, but
the Islamist framing places this as part of a larger problem, the oppression of
Muslims. The prognosis, which is about solving the problem, differs to the de-
gree that the nationalist framing considers Chechen independence to be the so-
lution, whereas the Islamist framing sees the establishment of a larger Islamic
emirate as the solution. Clearly, in terms of assessing resonance,86 there is not
complete congruence between these frames, but neither can one claim there is
no congruence at all.

In addition, a key point of contention between the external framing of the
struggle and the local context concerns beliefs about how to practice Islam.
Since the eighteenth century, the majority of the Muslim population in the
North Caucasus has belonged to Suªsm, in Chechnya particularly its
Qadyriya and Naqshbandiya orders. Suªsm, which is known as Islamic mysti-
cism, includes the worship of saints, the ritual zikr dance (thought to help
cleanse the participants of their unclean social environment), and the use of
amulets. Chechen society has historically been a clan-based society character-
ized by traditional codes of conduct (including respect for ancestors, elders,
and women), and Suªsm became integrated into the local clan structure and
practices.87 Today, Suªsm in Chechnya does not emphasize the creation of an
Islamic state, but this was not always so. During Imam Shamil’s uprising
against the czarist Russian state in the 1800s, the Naqshbandiya order helped
mobilize people in what is known locally as “the great gazavat”—the struggle
for an Islamic state in the North Caucasus, based on sharia law.88 Note, how-
ever, that Shamil’s attempt at introducing sharia law led to a localized version
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of sharia, adapted to Chechen customary law.89 In the post-Soviet era, the
dominant version of Suªsm in the North Caucasus has moved away from a
demand for an Islamic state toward a demand for re-Islamization within a sec-
ular framework.90 This differs from the Salaª version of Islam introduced to
the region in the 1990s.

The Salaª version of Islam, locally known as Wahhabism and brought to
Chechnya with the transnational insurgents in the mid-1990s, considers Suª
practices as a deviation from pure Islam.91 Wahhabis reject the mysticism of
Suªsm, oppose the worship of saints, see some of the Suª practices as pagan,
and look unfavorably upon Suªsm’s ªt with Chechnya’s clan structure, which
they believe divides the religious community. Importantly, Salaª Islamists see
jihad as an armed struggle aimed at spreading Islam and a core element of
Islam, whereas the Suªs in the North Caucasus consider jihad to be about “the
spiritual self-perfection of a Muslim,”92 and not necessarily a struggle toward
an Islamic state. Thus there is common ground between local beliefs and reli-
gious values inherent in the Islamist framing of the struggle, but there is
disagreement about how to practice Islam.

localization: grafting and pruning

Early in his leadership tenure, Maskhadov, who was elected Chechen presi-
dent in 1997, was opposed to the Islamist framing of the struggle—and the
Islamist presence more generally. Yet other key ªgures in the Chechen resis-
tance movement accepted the Islamist framing for a mix of ideational and
instrumental reasons. Yandarbiyev, who served as Chechen president immedi-
ately after Dudayev’s death, from 1995 to 1996, was known to already be fa-
vorably disposed toward the creation of an Islamic state, and Sadulayev, who
led the resistance movement from 2005 to 2006, had in his university days
sought out Islamic inºuences, suggesting ideational motivation.93 At least in
Yandarbiyev’s case, there were also instrumental motives at work: “Islamic
fundamentalism is not dangerous. It is partnership, international relations.
You do not consider it a problem if Western investors tour Russia, do you? One
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cannot divide help into help from Wahhabis and help from others.”94 This
comparison of Islamic fundamentalism to investors clearly suggests instru-
mental motives. As for Basayev, who was a key ªgure in the resistance move-
ment from the ªrst war until his death in 2006, it is difªcult to assess whether
his shift in framing, which emerged out of his close association with Khattab,
happened for ideational or instrumental reasons. Scott Radnitz’s analysis of
Islamic discourse in the Chechen wars reveals that resistance leaders may have
targeted their message toward their audience, suggesting a degree of instru-
mentalism.95 Islamic rhetoric would be more prominent when speaking pri-
vately than in public forums that could reach a Western audience. Even
Umarov, who since 2005 (has) headed the dominant Islamist branch of the
movement, appears aware of the need to target his message toward his audi-
ence, again suggesting that one cannot rule out instrumental motives for a
movement’s choice of framing.96 Indeed, the prevailing view is that the main
motivation for the turn to an Islamist framing of the Chechen struggle was ac-
cess to recruits and funding sources in the Middle East,97 which would be key
for the movement’s resource mobilization. Regardless of local resistance lead-
ers’ motivation, the purpose here is to consider whether and how they en-
gaged in localization efforts.

Consistent with Acharya’s argument about how local elites prune or graft
foreign norms to make them ªt the local culture,98 the Chechen resistance lead-
ers who accepted the Islamist framing continued to refer to nationalist goals.
For instance, in communicating with his supporters, Basayev paired his
Islamist frame with rhetoric commonly associated with self-determination
struggles.99 He also took care to model his vision of an Islamic state on the
nineteenth-century self-proclaimed Caucasian Imamate (1824–59), which cov-
ered the territory of present-day Chechnya, Ingushetia, and Dagestan and at
its height was ruled by Imam Shamil. Shamil is the region’s hero from the
Caucasian War (1817–64) and belonged to the Naqshbandiya order of Suªsm.
By modeling his vision of an Islamic state on Shamil’s Imamate, Basayev incor-
porated a key period and ªgure in the Chechens’ collective memory of persis-
tent struggle and repression into his own framing of the struggle. Similarly,
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both Yandarbiyev and, later, Sadulayev made reference to the historical prece-
dent of a holy war aimed at creating an Islamic state in the Caucasus,100 thus
grafting their message to resonate with the notion of a continued struggle
against the central rulers. In a 2005 interview given to a Polish newspaper but
posted on the separatist website Chechenpress, Sadulayev made the point that
the present-day jihad in Chechnya is of the same kind as the historical gazavat
in the region: “There are two types of Jihad or Gazavat in the Muslim religion:
one of defence and one of attack. A Jihad of defence is one that defends the fa-
therland from the invasion of an external enemy and liberates the motherland
from the occupiers, establishing true freedom on its soil. That sort of Jihad has
its place in Chechnya. This is not concealed from anyone. . . . The war in
Chechnya is a Jihad, then, and we are not hiding this. . . . We have never devi-
ated from this path and we will never do so. The term ‘war of defence’ and
‘Gazavat’ (‘Jihad’) mean the same thing, and we do not conceal that the war in
Chechnya is a Gazavat.”101

Umarov’s 2007 declaration of the Caucasus emirate also resonates with this
historical precedent,102 but Umarov has explicitly distanced himself from the
nationalist branch of the movement, even claiming that it is little more than a
Western puppet.103 In fact, since Umarov’s declaration of a Caucasus emirate
in the fall of 2007, the Chechen resistance movement has been clearly divided
between a nationalist branch, headed by the London-based Akhmed Zakayev,
and an Islamist branch, headed by Umarov. Umarov has done less grafting
and gone further in the Islamist direction than other leaders adopting the
Islamist framing, declaring that anyone waging wars against Muslims is the
enemy and expressing solidarity with “brothers” ªghting in Afghanistan, Iraq,
Somalia, and Palestine.104 In contrast, Yandarbiyev was careful to state that his
model of an Islamic state was not a religious state along the lines of the Taliban
in Afghanistan, but a Western European state based on Christian values,
which is more consistent with secularism and Suªsm than with Salaªsm.105 In-
deed, as noted above, even Imam Shamil’s attempt at introducing sharia law
in the nineteenth century had to adapt to Chechen customary law.106

In sum, the Chechen resistance leaders who accepted the Islamist framing
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have, to varying degrees, grafted this new framing to match the local culture,
historical precedents, or nationalist framing of the struggle, highlighting com-
mon ground. As I elaborate below, however, given that Maskhadov, as the
elected leader of the movement, held on to a nationalist framing of the struggle
while the powerful ªeld commander Basayev adopted an Islamist framing, the
1997–99 period was characterized by an elite-level frame dispute. So how did
the local population react?

acceptance and resistance

Segments of the population did accept the Islamist framing. To some, the reli-
gious message helped justify the losses of the war and provided a sense of sta-
bility. To others, the Islamists’ appeal was fueled by Chechen poverty and the
appeal of outsiders’ access to ªnancial patronage abroad, and to others again,
the Islamists presented a simpler religious message than the republic’s tradi-
tional Suª brotherhoods.107 A Chechen man explained his support for the
“Arabs” in the following terms: “I liked those people. They said they had come
to us to correct our religion. I was glad that they simpliªed prayers. . . . And
the Chechens honor many saints; they also revere their elders, living and dead,
and always stand up when any of the elders come near them. The Arabs said
none of that follows from our religion. I liked what they said. I found it all con-
venient, because I am a busy man.”108 This quote articulates a wholesale accep-
tance of the Islamist framing, regardless of whether the message is grafted to
ªt with local culture and the nationalist frame. In contrast, the following quote
references “the great gazavat,” the term Chechens use to refer to Imam Shamil’s
struggle against czarist Russia, suggesting that local agents’ grafting of the
Islamist frame may have succeeded in establishing a link to a local precedent:
“I liked it that the Arabs want to go on making war until they liberate the
whole world from giaours [inªdels]. Some of our people disagreed with
that. But the Arabs said that the ghazavat [holy war] should go until all the
Christians are converted. That is the great ghazavat.”109

The presence of segments of the local population accepting the new frame
made it difªcult for the government under Maskhadov not to turn to Islam as
well—especially as he was increasingly accused of being a Moscow sellout by
his local opponents, the most powerful of whom was Basayev. Not a propo-
nent of an Islamic state, Maskhadov held on to the nationalist framing of the
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struggle and even sought to expel all Wahhabis from Chechnya. The fact that
he won the 1997 presidential elections suggests a popular rejection of the more
Islamist agenda promoted by his opponents. Nevertheless, Maskhadov was
gradually compelled to establish sharia courts across the republic,110 and in
February 1999 he implemented full sharia law.111 As early as 1998, though,
learning Arabic and the foundations of Islam, including sharia law, had been
introduced in schools; adherence to Islamic rules was emphasized in the
armed forces; and an Islamic university and Islamic centers for children had
opened in Grozny.112 Maskhadov’s government also aimed to establish an
Islamic code of conduct for schoolchildren, including a dress code and separa-
tion of girls and boys.113 In a 1998 interview, Maskhadov justiªed the turn to
Islamic principles based on their ability to create order: “The only thing we
have is a belief in Allah. And this people can submit only to Allah’s laws and
build a state here. There is no other way.”114 Thus, Maskhadov turned toward
Islamic practices to try to avoid a nationalist versus Islamist schism in the
Chechen movement and keep support among segments of his constituents
who looked favorably upon the assistance provided by the Wahhabis. It was
an attempt at instrumentally co-opting the framing accepted by his local oppo-
nents, particularly Basayev, as that framing resonated with segments of the
population.115 Yet Maskhadov continued to frame the struggle in terms of self-
determination, motivated by the Chechens’ quest to defend themselves against
the Russians.116 Importantly, he opposed framing the struggle as a wider
Islamist struggle in the North Caucasus. In other words, he tried to simulta-
neously please the Islamists by his policies and provide a frame resonant with
the nationalists. Thus, in the interwar years (1997–99), not only was there a

Help Wanted? 175

110. Vladimir Bobrovnikov, “Al-Azhar and Shari’a Courts in Twentieth-Century Caucasus,” Mid-
dle Eastern Studies, Vol. 37, No. 4 (October 2001), pp. 1–24.
111. Timur Muzayev, “Chechenskaja Respublika Ichkerija” [The Chechen Republic of Ichkeria],
report (Russia: Institute for Humanities and Political Studies [IGPI], February 1999), http://
igpi.ru/monitoring/north_caucas.
112. Muzayev, “Chechenskaja Respublika Ichkerija,” report (IGPI, January 1998); Muzayev,
“Chechenskaja Respublika Ichkerija,” report (IGPI, June 1998); Muzayev, “Chechenskaja
Respublika Ichkerija,” report (IGPI, November 1998); Muzayev, “Chechenskaja Respublika
Ichkerija,” report (IGPI, December 1998); and Muzayev, “Chechenskaja Respublika Ichkerija,” re-
port (IGPI, May 1999).
113. Sokirianskaia, “Governing Fragmented Societies,” p. 222.
114. Quoted in Radnitz, “Look Who’s Talking!” p. 246.
115. Maskhadov may have also incorporated Islamism into the struggle as a means to gain access
to ªnancial funds, as suggested by Moore and Tumelty, “Foreign Fighters and the Case of
Chechnya.” The Chechen economy was devastated at the end of the ªrst war, and the Russian
government never delivered the reconstruction funds it had promised.
116. Elise Giuliano, “Islamic Identity and Political Mobilization in Russia: Chechnya and
Dagestan Compared,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, Vol. 11, No. 2 (2005), pp. 195–220; and
Radnitz, “Look Who’s Talking!” p. 250.



frame dispute between Mashkadov and Basayev, but Maskhadov’s practices
and framing were not necessarily internally consistent.

As a result, the shift in framing toward an Islamist struggle was not ac-
cepted by all segments of the local population. Some Chechens found that “the
Arabs” imposed on them a lifestyle and customs that were alien, such as
women wearing veils and belonging in the home.117 Nor did people necessar-
ily associate the Islamist inºuence with “true” religion. The Chechen surgeon
Khassan Baiev, who worked in Chechnya during the ªrst war and early stages
of the second war, describes his feelings about the ªeld commander Arbi
Barayev, who supported the Wahhabis and was responsible for a number of
kidnappings in Chechnya, as follows: “Barayev claimed to be religious and
during the war he grew a beard. However, nothing would convince me that a
killer like him, who had caused so much suffering was a true Muslim. I viewed
him and his followers as opportunistic thugs who exploited Islam for their
own purpose, and that purpose was power and wealth. He was an insult to
our faith.”118

The same kind of resistance transferred to the Maskhadov government’s at-
tempt at co-opting the Islamist agenda. After the introduction of sharia law in
February 1999, one of the founders of the Chechen nationalist movement ar-
gued, “If we want to create a nation-state, if we want to avoid degradation of
the nation . . . we must refrain from attempting to implement in our lives and
in our laws such rules and laws that do not correspond to the Chechen na-
tional traditions, values.”119 Another opponent to the introduction of sharia
law in Chechnya, which was inspired by the Sudanese penal code, wrote a
poem entitled “The African Laws,” to demonstrate the non-Chechen charac-
teristic of such laws.120 Similarly, the move toward Islam in schools provoked
local resistance, even claims that the danger to the Chechen language and cul-
ture was no longer Russian but Arabic.121 A 1999 survey of Chechens in four
districts demonstrates that only in one was the majority in favor of a sharia
state.122 Thus, while to the Islamists Maskhadov did not go far enough, to the
nationalists, he went too far. The result was movement weakness: Maskhadov
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was increasingly confronted by former ªeld commanders, Islamist militants
from Dagestan, segments of the local population, members of the Jordanian-
Chechen diaspora, and foreign ªghters.123 According to one account, there
were eighteen major armed forces and private armies in Chechnya in the spring
and summer of 1998.124 Indeed, Maskhadov’s inability to control the different
military (and political) factions within the republic, all acting in the name of the
Chechen resistance movement, was key to the outbreak of the second war:
Basayev and Khattab’s attack into Dagestan in September 1999, unsanctioned by
Maskhadov, gave Moscow added motive for reinvading Chechnya.

Although the Chechen movement, like many resistance movements, was al-
ways prone to fragmentation for a variety of reasons, including the relatively
autonomous power given to the ªeld commanders during the ªrst war,125 the
entry of an Islamist framing of the struggle led to a clear split between a
nationalist and Islamist branch of the insurgent movement. Indeed, even though
the movement was fragmented, prior to Umarov’s declaration of a Caucasus
emirate in the fall of 2007, the movement operated with one ofªcial leader. Since
then, both the nationalist London-based Akhmed Zakayev and Umarov have
claimed to be its head—Zakayev with the title prime minster of the Ichkeria
government in exile, and Umarov with the title emir of the Caucasus emirate.

The Islamists’ framing also led to outright defections from the resistance
movement and the emergence of a pro-Moscow camp, today in power in the
republic. In 1999–2000, the Suª establishment in Chechnya, led by Akhmad
Kadyrov, turned against Maskhadov. Kadyrov had been a ªeld commander
under Dudayev in the ªrst war, but he disapproved of the growing Wahhabi
inºuence, as the following quote from 1998, when Kadyrov was still a
Maskhadov ally, illustrates: “During the war in Chechnya, units of Wahhabi
volunteers from Arab countries came to help us. These units were very well
armed, so our Chechens willingly joined them. Many of them became adher-
ents of that doctrine, and tried to teach it to us, saying that we were distorting
Islam. . . . We tried to make peace with the ‘Wahhabis’—we told them: ‘Do
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what you like, but don’t try to impose your convictions on us. Don’t accuse us
of heresy.’ But unfortunately, nothing came of the dialogue.”126

In May 2000, Russian President Vladimir Putin placed Chechnya under cen-
tral control and appointed Kadyrov the administrative head of the republic,
which meant that Maskhadov, despite being the elected president of the re-
public, was no longer recognized as its chief executive (i.e., he was only leader
of the resistance movement). Kadyrov was killed four years later, but his
son, Ramzan Kadyrov, who is today the pro-Moscow elected president in
Chechnya, has since 2005 tried to use Suªsm as a means to mobilize support
for his pro-Moscow position.127

Thus, while the transnational insurgents who arrived in Chechnya may
have strengthened the insurgent movement’s resource mobilization effort in
its ªght against Moscow, they have also contributed to a split of the original
movement into an Islamist branch and a nationalist branch, as well as defec-
tions to the Russian side (under Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov). Indeed,
just as the Islamist framing in the 1990s received a mixed response from the lo-
cal population, so, too, did Umarov’s declaration of a Caucasus emirate in the
fall of 2007.128 The result is that the violent struggle in Chechnya is now char-
acterized as much by Chechen-on-Chechen violence as it is by violence be-
tween Russians and Chechens.

Tactical Innovation: Radicalization

When Russian troops rolled into Grozny in the ªnal days of 1994, the
Chechens, who had inherited weapons from the Soviet army, were to some ex-
tent equipped to ªght a conventional war. Soon, however, they had to retreat
into the mountains and resort to guerrilla warfare, as air strikes gave the
Russians the upper hand. Whereas the ªrst war saw large-scale hostage at-
tacks, notably the siege at a hospital in Budennovsk in June 1995 and the
Kizlyar-Pervomayskoye hostage crisis in January 1996 (both in Dagestan), tac-
tics explicitly aimed at civilians became more common in the interwar period
and during the second war. Indeed, the second war was the scene of infamous
large-scale attacks such as the Dubrovka/Nord-Ost theater siege in Moscow in
October 2002, where more than 800 people were held hostage (129 killed,
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mostly in the rescue operation), and the Beslan school siege in September 2004,
where more than 1,100 people were held hostage, most of them children
(334 killed, again many in the rescue operation). The Beslan hostage crisis was
orchestrated by Basayev, who remained a commander in the Chechen insur-
gent movement until he was killed. Suicide bombings, which were absent
from the ªrst war and have never been part of the tradition of Chechen resis-
tance, began in the summer of 2000 and peaked between 2003 and 2004.129

Although the attacks were initially directed only at military targets, begin-
ning in 2002, they also began to target civilians. In the last few years, suicide
attacks have also been employed by citizens of other North Caucasus regions
under the umbrella of Umarov’s Islamist struggle, including the bombings of
Moscow’s metro in March 2010 and the December 2013 Volgograd bombings.130

Although it is harder to make a case for transnational insurgents driving a
move toward radical tactics than it is to make the case for these outsiders driv-
ing shifts in framing—as radical tactics had been used in the early 1990s—
there is evidence to suggest they brought such tactics to Chechnya via the
training camps in Serzhen’-Yurt.131 In particular, given that suicide terrorism
was never part of the local repertoire of tactics, its introduction to the region
after the inºux of foreign ªghters strongly suggests that this was an imported
tactic. Yet, as Cerwyn Moore and Paul Tumelty point out, the decision to em-
ploy radical tactics ultimately rested with local resistance leaders.132

resonance

In terms of assessing the match between local and external practices, one can-
not claim there is complete congruence, as there was no use of suicide terror in
the ªrst war. This does not mean, however, that congruence was totally absent,
as some of the Chechen insurgents, including Basayev, had already in the ªrst
war been willing to target civilians in hostage takings. Rather, while the trans-
national insurgents advocated tactics that were not used in the ªrst war, such
innovations did not wholly contradict local views on what was acceptable. In-
deed, as regards hostage taking, there is a historical precedent in the region,
going back to the North Caucasus people’s resistance to Russian annexation in
the 1700 and 1800s.133 Traditional local norms, however, which dictate that

Help Wanted? 179

129. Anne Nivat, “The Black Widows: Chechen Women Join the Fight for Independence—and Al-
lah,” Studies in Conºict and Terrorism, Vol. 28, No. 5 (May 2005), pp. 413–419; and Speckhard and
Ahkmedova, “The Making of a Martyr.”
130. Kathrin Hille, “Militant Group Claims Responsibility for Volgograd Attack,” Financial Times,
January 20, 2014.
131. Bakke, “Copying and Learning from Outsiders?”
132. Moore and Tumelty, “Foreign Fighters and the Case of Chechnya,” pp. 426–427.
133. Thomas M. Barrett, “Lines of Uncertainty: The Frontiers of the North Caucasus,” Slavic Re-



women and girls be respected and sheltered,134 would prohibit the killing of
women and children135—who were those targeted at School No. 1 in Beslan.

localization: grafting and pruning

Not all key ªgures in the Chechen resistance movement have embraced radical
tactics. Maskhadov opposed the use of terrorist tactics, as did his immediate
successor, Sadulayev. Indeed, although Sadulayev was more inºuenced
by Wahhabism than Maskhadov and sought to broaden the struggle to en-
compass other regions of the North Caucasus, he was opposed to the use of
terrorism and hostage takings. Such tactics, he argued, do not belong in
Islam.136 Similarly, after the Beslan school hostage crisis, in a statement posted
on Chechenpress, Maskhadov called for Basayev to be put on trial for such “il-
legal acts.”137 These leaders’ resistance to radical tactics seemed to be driven
by a concern for the tactics’ appropriateness—or lack thereof. Both Sadulayev
and Maskhadov wanted the Chechen resistance movement to operate within
the realm of international law, which was at least partly a result of instrumen-
tal considerations. Maskhadov clearly favored negotiations with Russia and a
political solution to the war, and he wanted the Chechen resistance movement
to “look good” in the West, as he would need Western support for a political
solution. He was acutely aware that the use of terror played right into the
hands of President Putin, backing his claim that the Chechen resistance move-
ment was only a piece in the puzzle called international terrorism,138 and
hence not worthy of a seat at the negotiation table. The same is true of
Zakayev, who in a statement on Chechenpress in March 2006 argued that “if
the Chechen Resistance ignores the norms of international law, Chechens will
be seen by many as merely bandits, robbers and murderers, something the
Kremlin centre of international terrorism would want very much.”139

Yet other key ªgures in the resistance movement have accepted the use of
radical tactics, including Basayev and Umarov. Both the Dubrovka/Nord-Ost
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theater siege and the Beslan school hostage crisis were, observers argue, used
for fundraising. In both cases, the hostage takers created and released a video
meant to attract funding from external sources in the Middle East by demon-
strating their Islamist credentials.140 Hence, the choice of tactics served instru-
mental considerations. The turn toward radical tactics, however, is also a result
of such tactics being considered effective and appropriate in a ªght against a
much stronger adversary willing to target civilians. Indeed, the second war
was characterized by a brutal campaign, including civilian targeting, on the
part of the Russian forces141—an angle not lost on Chechen insurgents.

In a 2005 interview with the British Channel 4, Basayev reminded viewers
that the civilians killed in the Beslan school hostage crisis died in the Russian
rescue operation, yet justiªed the targeting of Russian civilians based on
how these tactics were an appropriate response to tactics employed by the
Russians: “We are planning Beslan-type operations in the future because we
are forced to do so. Today our citizens are disappearing. Our girls disappear
without a trace. They can take anyone. In order to stop this chaos we have to
respond in the same way.”142

Similarly, Umarov, who condemned the Beslan attack in 2005 and renounced
the use of civilian targets in 2006,143 has since 2008–09 condoned the targeting of
Russian civilians as a response to the killing of Chechen civilians.144 In a Kavkaz
Center interview in February 2010, Umarov warned that the war would hit the
Russian streets, alluding to the effectiveness of such tactics: “Blood will no
longer be limited to our (Caucasus) cities and towns. The war is coming to their
cities. If Russians think the war only happens on television, somewhere far
away in the Caucasus where it can’t reach them, inshaAllah (God willing), we
plan to show them that the war will return to their homes.”145
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In sum, just as there was a frame dispute between Maskhadov and Basayev
in the 1997–99 period, these local leaders also had divergent views on the tac-
tical innovation introduced by the transnational insurgents, with Basayev
trying to justify the appropriateness of these tactics in light of local circum-
stances. This disagreement persisted until Maskhadov’s death in 2005. Also
Maskhadov’s successor, Sadulayev, was opposed to Basayev’s acceptance of
radicalization of tactics, and the elite-level dispute over tactics has persisted
even after Basayev’s and Sadylayev’s deaths, with Zakayev and Umarov
taking different positions, and Umarov trying to create resonance through
grafting and pruning efforts.

acceptance and resistance

Although it is unrealistic to expect a whole population to embrace tactics that
target civilians, Basayev’s and Umarov’s justiªcation of the use of radical tac-
tics, portraying the tactics as appropriate given the Russian government’s use
of violence, helped the tactics resonate with segments of the population, as
such enabling acceptance. Indeed, Anne Speckhard and Khapta Ahkmedova
ªnd that the primary individual motivation for suicide terrorists in Chechnya
was trauma caused by experiences of violence at the hands of Russian forces,
as well as a wish to seek revenge for the deaths of loved ones.146 Their study is
based on psychological autopsies of thirty-four suicide terrorist between 2000
and 2005—interviews with family members, neighbors, friends, teachers, and
hostages. For twenty-seven of the thirty-four suicide terrorists studied, they
ªnd that the personal experience of trauma—either witnessing the brutal
deaths of loved ones or experiences of torture—preceded joining a religious
group or training camp. The Wahhabi ideology, they argue, became a “psycho-
logical ªrst-aid to redress the trauma caused by the war.”147 Others have ar-
gued that the Russian forces’ strategy of targeting Chechen civilians in so-
called cleansing operations is to blame for the emergence of suicide terrorism
in the second war.148 Similarly, a Chechen rank-and-ªle rebel interviewed
in the Channel 4 documentary Chechnya: The Dirty War expressed little sympa-
thy for the victims in the Beslan school siege, pointing out that the deaths
were caused by the Russian forces—and Chechens had long experience with
Russian forces killing civilians. “The Russians killed in Beslan just as they
kill in Chechnya,” he said. “What is the difference between Chechnya and
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Beslan?” A Chechen journalist reported in 2002 that local nongovernmental or-
ganizations estimate that 10 percent of the Chechen population supported the
hard-line Islamists. Although support dropped in the interwar years, it in-
creased with the outbreak of the second war, as the Wahhabis offered people
the chance to seek revenge for the deaths of their loved ones.149 Such reports
suggest that tactical innovation in a radical direction, though inºuenced
by transnational insurgents, cannot be understood in isolation from local con-
ditions that made segments of the local population disposed to accept these
tactics. In a related fashion, Monica Duffy Toft and Yuri Zhukov argue that
Chechen villages that have recently experienced selective government vio-
lence are more prone to Islamist mobilization than villages not subject to such
treatment.150 Local experiences enabled an acceptance of more radical tactics—
and the local insurgent leaders resorting to radical tactics knew how to graft
their message accordingly.

Despite acceptance of more radical tactics among Chechens who have di-
rectly suffered and experienced losses in the wars, suicide terrorism has not
been widely supported in Chechen society. For instance, there has been little or
no community celebration of suicide terrorists as heroes.151 Indeed, Speckhard
and Ahkmedova ªnd that the relatives of Chechen suicide bombers were hard-
pressed to express outright support for these acts of family members or friends
(although one can think of many reasons why they would be afraid to do so,
such as government repression).152 Rather, tactics such as terrorism and hos-
tage taking have fostered local resistance to the inºuence of the Wahhabis, in
part because the tactics have indirectly harmed Chechen civilians by delegit-
imizing the Chechen resistance movement and legitimizing and intensifying
the counterinsurgency campaign directed at civilians under the umbrella “war
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on terror”153—and in part because Chechen civilians, too, have been victims in
suicide attacks and other attacks seen as inºuenced by the Wahhabis.154 Poli-
tically, the Beslan school hostage crisis was followed by a period of increased
centralization within the Russian Federation. Thus radical tactics have not
been effective toward achieving the movement’s goal—be it Chechen inde-
pendence or a broader Caucasus emirate. In his memoir, Khassan Baiev, who
ºed to the United States after the second war broke out, writes about the
Dubrovka theater siege: “Like many other people, I feared this terrible act of
violence would trigger even worse reprisals against Chechens and play into
the hands of President Putin, who is trying to convince the world that
Chechens are all terrorists supported by al-Qaeda.”155

Although most Chechens are appalled by the counterinsurgency campaign
carried out by the Russian federal forces and pro-Moscow President Ramzan
Kadyrov, which targets civilians in mop-op operations and indiscriminate
shelling attacks, they do not necessarily consider radical tactics appropriate for
the insurgents. In a statement to the Chechen journalist Ruslan Isayev in 2007,
a young Chechen man likened Wahhabi-inºuenced Chechen guerrillas to ban-
dits: “What are the guerrillas trying to prove? They’re going to die, and the
likelihood is that they will take others with them. They’re real bandits now. . . .
Don’t they realize that they’ve lost? Perhaps all that Wahhabi doctrine has
muddled their heads. If so, then it’s better to destroy them than to let them go,
as Wahhabism has never done the Chechens any good.”156 Despite the dif-
ªculty of making assessments about what share of the Chechen population
thought one way or the other, the local population’s support for Maskhadov,
who until his death advocated the route of negotiation and insisted on avoid-
ing civilian casualties, indicates that radical strategies were seen by many as
unacceptable—for reasons related to either effectiveness or appropriateness.

In contrast to the new framing of the Chechen struggle, where many of the
key ªgures in the nationalist movement grafted or pruned the outsiders’ fram-
ing to ªt the local context, tactical innovation in a radical direction was not
adapted by all resistance leaders. Rather, it was outright rejected by key resis-
tance leaders both on the nationalist (Maskhadov) and the Islamist sides
(Sadulayev). Such a dispute over tactics at the elite level may explain why the
change in framing seems to have garnered more support among the local pop-
ulation than did tactical innovation in a radical direction.
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Conclusion

The argument and evidence in this study point to the multifaceted inºuence
that transnational insurgents have on domestic insurgent movements. Indeed,
while transnational insurgents might boost a domestic insurgent movement’s
strength by bringing along ªghters, weapons, know-how, and ªnancial re-
sources (which is typically why they are invited in the ªrst place), they can
also jeopardize a domestic movement’s strength. Transnational insurgents
may bring with them new ideas about the meaning of the struggle and how it
should be fought—processes that social movement scholars refer to as framing
and tactical innovation—but these ideas may or may not be welcomed by the
local population. If the local population resists the foreign ideas, transnational
insurgents can inadvertently hurt the domestic movement’s strength by di-
minishing its ability to garner public support and maintain organizational co-
hesion—both of which are integral to an insurgent movement’s strength. The
bad news for domestic insurgent movements is that if transnational insurgents
contribute to movement divisions, it is not a given that the added resources
they bring will do much good for the movement’s collective action.157 Given
the growing body of work pointing to how weak and fragmented insurgent
movements are likely to encourage wartime violence, lengthen conºict dura-
tion, and complicate mediation and negotiation efforts, this is also bad news
for states ªghting insurgencies within their borders and for actors in the inter-
national community interested in conºict resolution.

The study is anchored in an empirical analysis of the Chechen wars, demon-
strating how ideas and tactics brought along by foreign ªghters have fueled
movement divisions and a popular backlash, but such dynamics appear to be
at work elsewhere, too. In the ongoing civil war in Syria, there is growing ten-
sion between the Islamist foreign ªghters and the domestic rebels, whose orig-
inal aim of overthrowing Bashar al-Assad’s regime is not entirely congruent
with that of the foreign jihadists, who are ªghting for an Islamic caliphate
across the Muslim world. Reports suggest that not only has the inºux of
jihadists led to outright clashes between foreign and local groups, but the in-
ºuence of the jihadists, who have tried to impose strict Islamic codes and
public executions, has alienated the local population. Even though the transna-
tional insurgents’ added resources were initially welcomed by the Syrian
rebels, their inºuence has created a cleavage in a domestic movement already
fraught with internal divisions.158 Along the lines in this study, a fuller under-
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standing of how Islamist ªghters have inºuenced the Syrian struggle requires
detailed analysis of how local resistance leaders have (or, seemingly, have not)
tried to localize the foreigners’ ideas. Indeed, from a policy perspective, an im-
portant implication of the study is that agency rests with local resistance lead-
ers. To the degree that it is in the power of local resistance leaders to “sell”
goals and tactics brought along by outsiders to the local population—and local
support matters for the domestic movement’s strength—international policy-
makers concerned about the role of foreign ªghters should focus their efforts
on alleviating both the wish and the need for such outside help among local
resistance leaders.

Although a focus on transnational insurgents is, as argued here, embedded
in the wider research program on transnational relations, scholars have only
recently begun to analyze the role of such outsiders, focusing on the conditions
under which they will enter a domestic struggle, as well as their motivation,
origin, and destination. Indeed, although policy debates show concern about
the various ways in which transnational insurgents can inºuence domestic
struggles, little scholarship has focused on how outsiders shape the local
insurgents—and whether they, indeed, strengthen them. Theoretically, the
study advances research on the “violent” side of transnational relations, thus
far dominated by large-n studies, by emphasizing causal mechanisms.159 It
does so by combining insights from literatures on norm diffusion, social move-
ments, and civil wars. These insights yield two theoretical implications—
beyond extending the scope of the literatures on norm diffusion and social
movements to demonstrate their relevance also in nonpeaceful settings.

First, the combination of these literatures allows for a comprehensive ap-
proach to studying resonance, opening avenues for further research. Although
the social movement literature long has emphasized the importance of reso-
nance, there has been relatively little work on how it actually occurs in the dif-
fusion process, and Acharya’s work on the role of local elites helps drive
research on resonance forward.160 Indeed, there is a triadic relationship be-
tween foreign norm entrepreneurs, local norm-takers, and the local popula-
tion. The theoretical discussion in this study emphasizes how foreign ideas
about goals and tactics come to resonate among the locals depending on the lo-
calization effort of domestic insurgent leaders—their efforts at grafting and
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pruning new ideas and tactics to ªt the local context. A fruitful avenue for fur-
ther research would be to examine the possibility of a reciprocal relationship,
probing whether, how, or under which conditions foreigner ªghters adapt
their framing and tactical innovation to the local context. In a related vein,
further research might also examine whether it makes a difference how and
how well the outsiders are integrated into the local context. In the case of
transnational insurgents, how are they integrated into the domestic insurgent
movement? Does it matter whether they enter the struggle as solo ªghters,
serve under the command of domestic insurgent leaders, have leadership posi-
tions, or form independent units—and, if so, how? These are questions that
can further advance analyses of how foreign ideas and tactics come to resonate
among the local population.

Second, the study has implications for research of civil wars. A growing
body of work has pointed to the consequences of fragmented domestic insur-
gent movements—for conºict occurrence, violence, duration, and resolution—
but scholars know less about the causes of fragmentation. The Chechen
movement, like many insurgent movements, was fragmented before the trans-
national insurgents entered, but the movement’s major split between the na-
tionalist and Islamist branch—and Kadyrov’s outright defection—cannot be
understood in isolation from the transnational context. Indeed, although schol-
ars’ understanding of civil wars has beneªted greatly from two separate trends
in the research program in the last few years—a turn toward focusing on the
transnational aspects of domestic struggles and a turn toward examining
micro dynamics and intra-group relations—this study points to the impor-
tance of integrating these trends.
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