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Jihadist movements have claimed that they are merely vehicles for the
application of God’s word, distancing themselves from politics, which they
call dirty and manmade. Yet on closer examination, jihadist movements
are immersed in politics, negotiating political relationships not just with
the forces surrounding them, but also within their own ranks. Drawing on
case studies from North Africa and the Sahel - including Algeria, Libya,
Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mauritania - this study examines jihadist
movements from the inside, uncovering their activities and internal
struggles over the past three decades. Highlighting the calculations that
jihadist field commanders and clerics make, Alexander Thurston shows
how leaders improvise, both politically and religiously, as they adjust to
fast-moving conflicts. Featuring critical analysis of Arabic-language jiha-
dist statements, this book offers unique insights into the inner workings of
jihadist organisations and sheds new light on the phenomenon of mass-
based jihadist movements and proto-states.
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and Boko Haram: The History of an African Jibadist Movement (2018)
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was a finalist for the African Studies Association’s Book Prize in 2019.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

Jihadists of North Africa
and the Sahel

Local Politics and Rebel Groups

ALEXANDER THURSTON

University of Cincinnati

] CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel

Alexander Thurston
Frontmatter
More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi — 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06-04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
DOI: 10.1017/9781108771160

© Alexander Thurston 2020

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2020
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Thurston, Alexander, author.
Title: Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel : local politics and rebel groups / Alexander
Thurston.
Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge University Press,
2020. | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2020002777 (print) | LCCN 2020002778 (ebook) |
ISBN 9781108488662 (hardback) | ISBN 9781108726863 (paperback) |
ISBN 9781108771160 (epub)
Subjects: LCSH: Islam and politics—Africa, North. | Islam and politics-Sahel. |
Islamic fundamentalism—Africa, North. | Islamic fundamentalism-Sahel. |
Terrorist organizations—Africa, North. | Terrorist organizations—Sahel. | Jihad.
Classification: LCC BP173.7 .T54 2020 (print) | LCC BP173.7 (ebook) |
DDC 320.557-dc23
LC record available at https:/lcen.loc.gov/2020002777
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020002778

ISBN 978-1-108-48866-2 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-108-72686-3 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel

Alexander Thurston
Frontmatter
More Information

Contents

List of Maps
Acknowledgments
Introduction
1 Algeria: The GIA from Incorporation to Tyranny

2 The GSPC/AQIM: Schism, Coup, and a Broken Triangle
in the Sahara

3 Northern Mali: Dialectics of Local Support
4 Central Mali: The Possibilities and Limits of Incorporation

5 The Mali-Niger-Burkina Faso Borderlands:
Incorporation and Accommodation at the Peripheries

6 Libya: Fratricide in Derna
7 Mauritania: Post-Jihadism?
Conclusion: Northwest Africa and the War on Terror

Bibliography

Index

page vi
vii

1
27

63
102
147

192
233
264
311

319
343

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

Maps

1 Northwest Africa page 1
2 Northern Mali 102
3 Central Mali 147
4 The Mali-Niger-Burkina Faso Borderlands 192

vi

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgments

This book emerges from more than a decade of thinking, researching,
and writing about North Africa and the Sahel. Many people and
institutions have helped me along the way. The book was built on
their generosity.

Most proximately, the inspiration for this project grew out of my
work as a research advisor at the CNA Corporation, primarily in
2016-2017. In that role, I benefited tremendously from the mentor-
ship, collegiality, and insights of Jonathan Schroden, Julia McQuaid,
Pamela Faber, and David Knoll. I also thank Patrick Johnston of the
RAND Corporation and Daniel Byman of Georgetown University
(and Lawfare) for giving me opportunities to present some of my early
thinking on Libya in different venues during the same period.

During the 2017-2018 academic year, I was extremely fortunate to
have a residential fellowship at the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars, a beautiful and enriching environment in which
to write and think. I thank Monde Muyangwa, Hannah Akuiyibo,
Shahrazad Hired, Kimberly Conner, and Arlyn Charles for the many
ways they welcomed and supported me. Members of my cohort at
Wilson provided intellectual companionship and inspiration; in par-
ticular, I thank Elizabeth Stanley for her feedback on my project.
Research interns at the Wilson Center, Naomi Sand and Pierre Phi-
lipps, went above and beyond in assembling and analyzing important
sources for me.

During the same period, I was a nonresident fellow with the Ameri-
can Council for Learned Societies’ Program on Religion, Journalism,
and International Affairs, an opportunity made possible by the Luce
Foundation. I thank John Paul Christy, Valerie Popp, and Cindy
Mueller for all of their support. I was lucky to be part of another
incredible cohort of scholars through the ACLS program, and partici-
pation in two rich events organized by ACLS helped shape my thinking
and research. In particular, the ACLS program made clear to me how

vil

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

viii Acknowledgments

dependent I am on the work of local journalists in the Sahel and North
Africa, and made me a more self-aware consumer of journalistic
expertise.

Multiple institutions provided funding for the field research con-
nected with this book. My previous employer, Georgetown University,
covered research trips to Mali and Mauritania. Funding for another
trip to Mali, as well as for research in Burkina Faso, came from the
Rosa Luxemburg Foundation; I thank Armin Osmanovic and his staff
for making those opportunities possible. ACLS provided funds that
assisted with another of my trips to Mali, as well as with the purchase
of other vital materials for this project. Georgetown’s Mortara Center
for International Studies graciously offered not only financial support
but also physical space in which to host a book manuscript workshop
in May 2018. I thank Alex Phelan and Moira Todd of Mortara for
their work in organizing the event. And special thanks go to the
colleagues who provided invaluable feedback during the workshop:
Alexis Arieff, Judd Devermont, Alice Friend, Barak Mendelsohn, and
Frederic Wehrey. The book you hold in your hands is much different,
and better, than the draft they were shown, and much of that improve-
ment is due to their expert advice, keen suggestions, and probing
questions. Thanks also go to Garrett Hinck for his careful note-taking
and valuable comments at that workshop.

Beyond the institutional support I have received, I have benefited
from the mentorship and friendship of numerous colleagues. Among
Georgetown colleagues, I thank Jonathan A. C. Brown, Scott Taylor,
Lahra Smith, and Kennedy Opalo; and from Miami University, Patrick
Haney, Bryan Marshall, Hannah Chapman, Jim Hanges, Nathan
French, and Mahmud Khan. The final draft of this book was com-
pleted during my first semester at the University of Cincinnati, and
I thank Richard Harknett, Laura Jenkins, Robert Haug, Elizabeth
Frierson, Greg Winger, and many others for welcoming me to this
fantastic institution.

I am lucky to be connected to a network of scholars whose expertise
on the Sahel humbles and teaches me. Benjamin Soares, Leonardo
Villalén, and Terje @stebe have been intellectual inspirations and
gracious mentors; the University of Florida’s Sahel Research Group
as a whole, including its alumni, have profoundly shaped my thinking
on northwest Africa, especially the work of Ibrahim Yahaya Ibrahim
and Dan Eizenga. Other scholars and analysts of the Sahel and North

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgments ix

Africa have also indelibly marked the way I think about the region.
I owe intellectual debts to Andy Morgan, Adam Sandor, Philippe
Frowd, Yvan Guichaoua, Cédric Jourde, Geoff Porter, Fred Wehrey,
Louis Audet-Gosselin, and many others. Many of these scholars also
generously shared their contacts with me and gave precious advice
about the logistics of field research. As with other projects, I am
indebted to Aaron Zelin’s meticulous collection of jihadist materials
at his Jihadology website; with this project, I am also indebted to Héni
Nsaibia’s incredibly fine-tuned collection and analysis of materials
related to armed groups in northwest Africa, much of which he curates
through his MENASTREAM consultancy. Finally, I have benefited
immeasurably from my ongoing conversations with Andrew Lebovich,
who was also a welcome friendly face in Bamako on several occasions.

In Mali, Mauritania, and Burkina Faso, I thank the many interlocu-
tors who gave their time and discussed controversial and grim events,
bearing my questions patiently and responding thoughtfully. I thank
all of those interviewees named throughout this book, as well as
several not named because their particular positions necessitate ano-
nymity. In Mauritania, special thanks go to Professor Mohamedou
Meyine and the CEROS research center, the kindest hosts one could
imagine. In Mali, warm thanks go to Phil Paoletta and the staff of the
Sleeping Camel Hotel.

At Cambridge University Press, the editors and staff have made the
publication process thorough and smooth. I thank Maria Marsh,
Daniel Brown, and Atifa Jiwa for giving this project a chance and for
shepherding it to completion. I thank Shaheer Husanne and Kevin
Hughes for their careful work during the pre-production process.
I also thank the anonymous reviewers who provided critical and
important feedback at multiple points in the writing process.

Finally, I thank my beloved family. My parents, Robert Thurston
and Margaret Ziolkowski, have been the greatest sources of support
and kindness that anyone could ask for; Lara Thurston and Tom
Bellamy remind me to have fun, which is a priceless gift; and my
grandparents, Theodore and Yetta Ziolkowski, anchor me in who
I am and where I come from, as do the wider Thurston and Ziolkowski
clans. Josh Nelson and his family, along with Lance Steagall and his
family, are family to me as well.

My son, Jack, was not yet born when this project started — and now
he is my favorite conversation partner and most intrepid companion,

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-48866-2 — Jihadists of North Africa and the Sahel
Alexander Thurston

Frontmatter

More Information

x Acknowledgments

my funniest friend and most creative playmate, and my guide to worlds
of literature and imagination that I had never before known. The
subject matter of this book is mostly grim; it is about people killing,
hurting, and betraying one another, people in positions of power who
say one thing and then do another, as well as people who threaten
terrible things and then carry them out. It is my hope that by the time
Jack grows up, the world will look different and better, for people in
northwest Africa, for people in our own country, and for human
beings around the globe. And in that hope, I dedicate this book to him.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108488662
www.cambridge.org

