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After a long cab ride through a seedy neighborhood of East Amman, the other 
student volunteers guided me into a building full of the sounds of children. I 

was directed to a room whose walls were lined with cribs, each decorated with a 
handwritten name tag and inhabited by a baby under twelve months old. After re-
moving my shoes, I sat down on the rug in the center of the room and started play-
ing with the baby who was lying in the middle of a few colorful toys. In the corner, 
a woman wearing a hijab sat in a rocking chair silently bottle-feeding an infant. 
After a few minutes, she handed me a bottle and pointed out a baby who was ready 
to eat. For an hour or so, I fed babies one by one and replaced them in their cribs.

This place was nothing like the orphanages I had seen in films or read about 
in Dickens novels—crammed with malnourished, lice-infested children and super-
vised by a single wiry woman with a penchant for corporal punishment. Instead, 
it was full of noise and smiling women, and all the children were properly dressed 
and fed. And yet, during the entirety of my visit, I was fighting tears. I knew that 
each of these tiny, smiling babies would move from institution to institution until 
their eighteenth birthday, when they would be sent out into the world on their 
own with no family to support them. I knew that no matter how many toys were 
donated or how many outfits filled the laundry baskets of the orphanage, most of 
the children would possess nothing of their own except a first name. And I knew 
that every day, the generous caregivers would return home at the end of their 
shifts to be daughters, mothers, wives, and sisters in their own families, while 
these children would be passed into the arms of another employee. In a culture as 
family focused as Jordan’s, why are these children deprived of families?

While adoption in the Western sense is widely regarded as forbidden in 
Islam, caring for orphans in sanctioned ways is a well-known and vital teaching. 

Barriers Unveiled
The Impact of Veiling on the 
Social Integration of Jordanian Orphans 

Caroline Saulls
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The Prophet Muhammad lost his father at a young age and taught the impor-
tance of caring for orphans in contrast to the exploitative practices of pre-Islam-
ic Arabia. Islamic doctrine sets out provisions for the protection of the yatim (pl. 
yatama), a child whose father has died, and encourages charity toward him:1 “be 
kind to parents, relatives, orphans (yatama), the poor, near and distant neigh-
bours, close friends, needy travellers, and those bondspeople in your possession.”2 
Immediately following the instruction to care for one’s “parents” and “relatives,” 
a central teaching of Islam, comes the command to “be kind to . . . orphans.” 
Considering that Islam is the foundation of Jordanian society and law, orphan 
care should be an important value to Jordanians as well.3 

Despite the enduring emphasis on orphan care in Islam, adapting traditional 
systems to the needs of abandoned children in the modern state has proved chal-
lenging. The robust safety net for orphans (yatama) built into classical Islamic 
law continues to adequately provide for most children whose parents are unable 
to care for them. As I will discuss later, however, foundlings (laqit, pl. luqata’)—
those abandoned or otherwise lacking knowledge of their lineage—have fallen 
through the cracks of Islamic legal protection due to their unique social posi-
tion, a shift toward centralized government, and the ambiguity of pertinent legal 
rulings. While all orphans face emotional, social, and practical difficulties, the 
hardship is compounded for children of unknown lineage in the contemporary 
Islamic world. 

According to international guidelines for orphan care, the state of Jordan 
should meet the needs of orphans by administering their placement in family 
homes, regardless of their lineage status. Foster care is indeed endorsed by Islam, 
and the structure for its implementation exists within the Jordanian govern-
ment. Children of unknown lineage, who may also be referred to as “foundlings” 
or “abandoned children,” should therefore be joined with families eager to care 
for them. Nonetheless, instances of official foster care remain scarce because of 
the complex implications of veiling in the context of foster care. According to 
Islamic custom in Jordan, a woman must wear the veil in the presence of males 
outside her biological family. Hence, caring for orphans of unknown lineage 

1	 See E. Chaumont and R. Shaham, “Yatīm,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. P. Bear-
man et al. (Brill, April 24, 2012), https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/
encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/yatim-COM_1362?s.num=0&s.f.s2_parent=s.f.book.
encyclopaedia-of-islam-2&s.q=orphan+care.

2	 Mustafa Khattab, trans., “Quran 4:36,” Quran.com, accessed April 24, 2024, 
https://quran.com/an-nisa. Also see Sahih al-Bukhari 6005, a famous hadith 
regarding the care of orphans.

3	 For more information about the relationship between Jordanian law and Islam, 
see Dörthe Engelcke, “Jordan,” in Filiation and the Protection of Parentless Children: 
Towards a Social Definition of the Family in Muslim Jurisdictions, ed. Nadjma Yassari, 
Lena-Maria Möller, and Marie-Claude Najm (The Hague: T.M.C. Asser Press, 
2019), 136–37, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6265-311-5_6.
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requires veiling between foster parent and child, which deters Jordanian families 
from foster care. The convergence of the seemingly disparate concepts of Islamic 
kinship and veiling have resulted in the prevention of social integration among 
Jordanian children of unknown lineage.

The Problem: Jordanian Orphan Care 

Legal, Administrative, and Social Impediments to Jordanian Children 
of Unknown Lineage

The dire situation of abandoned children in Jordan must be exposed in 
order to understand the importance of addressing their needs. First, Jordanian 
law contains few mentions of children of unknown lineage, which only serve to 
reinforce their social isolation. Orphan care falls within the realm of family law 
in Jordan, so it is overseen by religious courts usually based on classical Islamic 
law and methodology.4 Personal Status Law of 2019 is the most recent set of laws 
to include provisions for orphans.5 There are two clauses within the document 
that mention children of unknown lineage, who are termed walad majhoul al-
nasab, literally “child of unknown lineage.” The term first appears in article 160, 
which describes how a father may claim the paternity of a child whose parent-
age was formerly unknown. The second reference is in article 162, which states 
that a child under the care of a non-biological family may not assume his or her 
adopted parents’ lineage, even if the child’s own lineage is unknown. Thus, the 
law allows abandoned children to join an existing family only if a biological tie is 
proven; otherwise, it confirms that the children may not become complete family 
members in a legal sense. Jordanian law, therefore, maintains the marginalization 
of the child of unknown lineage from Jordanian society.

As Jordanian family law provides little commentary on the issue of caring for 
children of unknown lineage, the responsibility falls to government administra-
tors. Jordanian religious courts are involved in only a few select kinds of deci-
sions surrounding abandoned children, leaving the Ministry of Social Develop-
ment largely autonomous in facilitating the orphans’ care.6 Children of unknown 
lineage in Jordan are generally brought up in publicly funded orphanages,7 small 
group homes run by the NGO SOS Children’s Villages,8 or, in rare cases, the 

4	 Engelcke, 138–40.
5	 “Jordan: Personal Status Law No. 15 of 2019” (2019), https://www.refworld.org/

docid/5ffdcdc84.html.
6	 Engelcke, “Jordan,” 138–40.
7	 “Al-Aman Fund for the Future of Orphans,” Queen Rania Foundation, accessed 

April 5, 2024, https://www.qrf.org/en/who-we-are/affiliated-organisations/al-
aman-fund-future-orphans.

8	 “Our Work,” SOS Children’s Villages, accessed April 5, 2024, https://www.sos-
childrensvillages.org/our-work.
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ihtidan system. Ihtidan is a social program that matches children of unknown 
parentage with foster families and is currently regulated by official instructions 
published by the Ministry of Social Development in 2013.9 However, even if an 
orphan is granted the unusual privilege of being placed in a foster family, his or 
her situation is subject to the arbitrary oversight of the Ministry of Social De-
velopment. Children of unknown lineage are currently recipients of government 
aid, but their care is not protected by law.

A number of additional legal barriers emphasize the need to address unfair-
ness toward Jordanian orphans of unknown lineage. In their article published in 
Global Studies of Childhood, authors Farahat and Cheney highlighted the follow-
ing as evidence of legal discrimination against Jordanian children of unknown 
lineage: discriminatory government naming practices, the assignment of a 
recognizable national number, the distinction of female orphans holding their 
own family registry books, and the limitations of orphan women’s claims on their 
children.10 Each of these practices widens the gap between children of unknown 
lineage and the rest of society and maintains their exclusion from family con-
nection. Jordanian naming conventions, for example, dictate that children of 
unknown lineage receive random surnames selected by the Department of Civil 
Status and Passports without the customary prefix or suffix indicating that they 
are members of a particular family.11 As a result, children of unknown parentage 
possess names that highlight their individuality and reinforce their exclusion 
from a society of families and connections. Their lack of a prefix will signal that 
they do not belong to a traditional family for the rest of their lives. Jordanian 
government practices like this naming convention hinder the incorporation of 
children of unknown lineage into society.

Likewise, the social implications of abandoned children’s conspicuous legal 
individuality contribute to their isolation. Opportunities for employment, hous-
ing, friendship, and marriage are all reasonable expectations that are unreason-
ably difficult for Jordanians without family ties. As a result, many feel alienated 
from society.12 Perhaps the most effective solution for an orphan to improve his 

9	 “Ta’leemat al-Ihtidan li-Sanat 2013” (Wizarat al-Tanmiyah al-Ijtimaiyah, 2013), 
https://mosd.gov.jo/ebv4.0/root_storage/ar/eb_list_page/%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%
84%D9%8A%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%
AA%D8%B6%D8%A7%D9%86_%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%86%D8%A9_2013-1.pdf

10	 Hind Farahat and Kristen E Cheney, “A Facade of Democracy: Negotiating the 
Rights of Orphans in Jordan,” Global Studies of Childhood 5, no. 2 (May 21, 2015): 
146–57, https://doi.org/10.1177/2043610615586101.

11	 Engelcke, “Jordan,” 162; Farahat and Cheney, “A Facade of Democracy,” 149.
12	 Farahat and Cheney, “A Facade of Democracy,” 151–53; Rawan W. Ibrahim and 

David Howe, “The Experience of Jordanian Care Leavers Making the Transi-
tion from Residential Care to Adulthood: The Influence of a Patriarchal and 
Collectivist Culture,” Children and Youth Services Review, Young People’s Transi-
tions from Care to Adulthood, 33, no. 12 (December 1, 2011): 2469–74, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.08.019.
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or her situation is through marriage, as it provides family connections through 
which one can engage in society. However, marriage to another Jordanian is 
unrealistic for most people without known lineage. As one orphan stated when 
interviewed by Farahat and Cheney, “If I’m a good person, educated and with 
good manners, but frankly, and let’s face it, I’m labeled a ‘bastard,’ would [a fa-
ther] accept me to marry [his] daughter? There is no way.”13 Some orphan women 
are married off to foreign men to bypass Jordanian marriage expectations, but 
then their children cannot receive Jordanian citizenship, and their custody rights 
are weak at best.14 Thus, the very method by which an orphan could escape his 
rootlessness is prevented to him because of it, and the cycle of isolation contin-
ues. The legal and social barriers associated with a lack of lineage keep orphans 
from leading full lives as Jordanian citizens. As will become clear, these barriers 
are rooted in the centrality of kinship in Jordanian culture and amplified by veil-
ing obligations. 

The Patriarchal Structure of Islamic Orphan Care
The legal and social barriers for abandoned children in Jordan arise from the 

patriarchal values and structures underpinning Arab Islamic society. It is well 
documented that Muslim-majority states tend toward higher levels of patriar-
chal values.15 Suad Joseph argued that the concept of patriarchy extends beyond 
the prioritization of men in activity outside the home and includes religiously-
endorsed ideas of kinship.16 In Arab culture, kinship and patriarchal connections 
are relied upon to administer all aspects of life—economic, social, religious, and 
political. For example, citizenship rights in much of the Arab world, including 
Jordan, are inherited and accessed through one’s father or husband. Additionally, 
the best credential for obtaining a position in the Arab job market is a family 
connection with the employer.17 The result of this system is a vast network of 
individuals linked through the prominent men and elders in their families, and 
lineage (nasb) is a core component of identity. 

The Islamic ban of adoption fortifies the patriarchal kinship network in 
Islamic culture but has inadvertently contributed to the exclusion of aban-
doned children from family life. The prohibition of adoption originates from an 
instance recorded in the Qur’an in which the Prophet Muhammad was inspired 
to revoke some of the rights bestowed on his adopted son Zayd. From the 

13	 Quoted in Farahat and Cheney, “A Facade of Democracy,” 152.
14	 Farahat and Cheney, 151.
15	 See Amy C. Alexander and Christian Welzel, “Islam and Patriarchy: How Robust 

Is Muslim Support for Patriarchal Values?,” International Review of Sociology 21, no. 
2 (July 1, 2011): 249–76, https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.581801.

16	 See Amy C. Alexander and Christian Welzel, “Islam and Patriarchy: How Robust 
Is Muslim Support for Patriarchal Values?,” International Review of Sociology 21, no. 
2 (July 1, 2011): 249–76, https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2011.581801.

17	 Joseph, 15–16.
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relevant Qur’an verses and mentions in the hadith, the vast majority of Islamic 
scholars agree that adoption should be forbidden in the sense that a father may 
not bestow his name and lineage on a non-biological child.18 Following that 
injunction, a child taken in by a non-biological family is entitled to and may 
only receive an inheritance from his biological parents. In addition, he must be 
considered an eligible marriage partner to all individuals of the opposite sex in 
the non-biological family with whom he resides. These three conditions regard-
ing naming, inheritance, and marriageability serve to reinforce the cultural 
primacy of patriarchal relationships and protect children’s genealogical and 
financial inheritance. Moreover, so long as the three conditions are respected, 
caring for orphans in one’s home is encouraged by Islam. For clarity, I will refer 
to Islamically-sanctioned orphan care as “foster care.”19 At its core, the Islamic 
ruling against adoption is a method of maintaining social order, sealing the ties 
of natural families, and safeguarding children’s inheritances. Above all, it ensures 
that children retain their roots and identity within the patriarchal structure that 
is so vital in Islamic culture.

In most cases, the rigid filial organization of Islam forms an extensive safety 
net for orphans by providing a network of family members available to care for 
them, and the Islamic stipulations about naming, inheritance, and marriage-
ability have minimal impact on the child’s upbringing. Classical Islamic jurispru-
dence thoroughly outlines who is responsible for the care of a child in the case 
of losing a parent. Ideally, the child should be cared for by his or her mother, but 
if the mother is unable for some reason, then the child’s maternal grandmother 
or great-grandmother is designated as the most suitable caregiver. Each school 
of thought has determined the next most appropriate custodians, who might be 
the child’s father and then the paternal grandmother, and so on, forming a long 
list of family members.20 Islamic law is therefore comprehensive in protecting 
orphans and utilizing the kinship network to ensure a safe family upbringing for 
them. At the same time, the aforementioned requirements of proper orphan care 
are honored, as the orphan simply retains her name and inheritance rights from 
her biological parents while living with kin who are already considered ineligible 
to her for marriage. In this case, the ruling against adoption acts as a protection 

18	 E. Chaumont, “Tabannin,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition (Brill, 2012), 
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/taban-
nin-SIM_8913?s.num=16.

19	 For more discussion on the intricacies of the term “adoption” in Islamic law 
and history, see Nadjma Yassari, “Adding by Choice: Adoption and Functional 
Equivalents in Islamic and Middle Eastern Law,” The American Journal of Compara-
tive Law 63, no. 4 (2015): 927–62.

20	 Ibrahim bin Muhammad bin Salem bin Dhuyan, Manar al-Sabeel fi Sarh al-Daleel, 
1378, 310–13; Lynn Welchman, “Parents and Children,” in Women and Muslim Fam-
ily Laws in Arab States: A Comparative Overview of Textual Development and Advocacy 
(Amsterdam University Press, 2007), 137, https://doi.org/10.5117/9789053569740.
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of the child’s right to know her family background and maintain the rights to her 
inheritance.21

The Incongruity of Islam and Children of Unknown Lineage
However, there is a group of children beyond the reach of the Islamic kinship 

care network. Children have no access to family members’ protection if they 
have been abandoned or separated from their parents due to financial difficulty, 
the child’s disability, humanitarian crises, or the shame of parental infidelity or 
fornication. Every aspect of an abandoned child’s situation insults the standards 
of Islam—he may have been conceived out of wedlock; he was likely abandoned 
by the people whom God appointed for his care; and he has no family to guide 
him on the path of Islam. The very existence of abandoned children represents 
an unnatural combination of multiple unsanctioned phenomena and escapes 
the framework of Islamic order. It is no wonder, then, that children of unknown 
lineage struggle to find a place in Islamic society and face considerable stigma.22

That being said, some provisions for “foundlings” (luqata’) do exist within 
traditional Islamic law, but they are mainly concerned with financial rather than 
custodial maintenance. The principal discussions about foundlings in classi-
cal law are concerned with the duties of the finder, the assumed status of the 
foundling as a Muslim, the procedure for a father to reclaim his abandoned child, 
and the legal and financial responsibility of the Islamic Treasury for the child.23 
Similarly detailed rules for how to address the child’s need for nurture are nota-
bly absent from the literature, leaving the decision of who will raise the child to 
the discretion of a local religious authority.24

Localized authority for all aspects of a foundling’s care is incompatible with 
the requirements of the modern state system. In a society of ID numbers, public 
education, social services, and so on, children’s identities and treatment must be 
consistently managed across the state. As a result, national governments, rather 
than local religious leaders, are responsible for defining standard procedures 
for the care of children of unknown parentage. States whose law is based on the 
sharia may implement its instructions regarding foundlings’ financial and legal 
upkeep, but they have no guidelines for addressing the children’s physical and 
emotional care. Therefore, children of unknown lineage are not only a cultural 
anomaly in Islamic society, but their upbringing is also a legal anomaly in the 
modern practice of sharia. The dual irregularity of abandoned children’s existence 
naturally leads to social and legal hurdles to their integration in Islamic society. 

21	 Welchman, “Parents and Children,” 145–47.
22	 Farahat and Cheney, “A Facade of Democracy”; Ibrahim and Howe, “The Experi-

ence of Jordanian Care Leavers Making the Transition from Residential Care to 
Adulthood.”

23	 Ibid.
24	 Sujimon, “The Treatment of the Foundling (al-Laqīṭ) According to the Ḥanafīs,” 

364.
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While home-based care would likely improve their social position, veiling im-
pedes its execution and thwarts efforts for positive change. 

A Flawed Solution: The Incompatibility of 
Foster Care with Current Veiling Practices 

The Need for Foster Care in Jordan 
Jordan’s response to the ambiguity of Islamic law surrounding the custody 

of children of unknown lineage is widespread institution-based orphan care, 
which persists in many countries contrary to international childcare guidelines. 
The damaging effects of institutional care underscore the need to reexamine 
reasons for Jordanian resistance to foster care. For the purposes of this paper, an 
institution can be understood to mean a group home of any size with paid staff 
caring for children rather than a family. Considering the infeasibility of Western-
style adoption as an alternative to institutional care in Islamic society, the two 
following methods of home-based care are relevant to the Jordanian context: 
kinship care—placing the orphan, formally or informally, in the home of a rela-
tive; and foster care—the temporary or permanent placement of the orphan with 
an unrelated family or individual. In the Muslim context, both forms of care may 
also be called kafala. Some Muslims and Arabic speakers loosely refer to them 
as “adoption,” although this term seems to represent different ideas to different 
people. Jordan’s official system for the foster care of children of unknown lineage 
is called ihtidan, as discussed previously, and there is a separate program for 
orphans of known lineage.25

It is difficult to determine the number of children of unknown lineage in 
the Jordanian care system, but it is apparent that institutions form the primary 
method of addressing their needs. A research study in 2015 by Ismail et al. on 
the management of Jordanian care centers provided a handful of specific figures 
on children in orphan care, citing data from the Jordanian Ministry of Social 
Development.26 The publication reported that 822 children were residing in care 
centers, including institutions and SOS Villages, with 348 of them classified as 
born out of wedlock and having unknown lineage.27 In contrast, 61 children were 

25	 For more information on foster care for orphans of known lineage, called the 
Program of Alternative Foster Families, see Engelcke, “Jordan,” 137–38.

26	 Loiy Bani Ismail et al., “The Key to Successful Management of Child Care 
Centres in Jordan,” International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy 12, no. 1 
(February 13, 2018): 3, https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-018-0042-5. I was unable to 
find the cited document from the Ministry of Social Development.

27	 Based on the categories of children in care presented in the study, it appears that 
the Ministry of Social Development labelled all children of unknown lineage as 
“born out of wedlock.” I have not been able to locate the cited document contain-
ing this information.
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placed in foster care in 2021, and only seven of those were part of the ihtidan pro-
gram and thus of unknown lineage.28 In fact, the Ministry’s current web page for 
ihtidan reports only 1,218 cases of ihtidan in the span of the program’s existence 
from 1967 to 2021.29 The Jordanian government has undertaken steps to improve 
both its institutional and alternative care programs, but the cases of foster care 
are still few and far between.

Based on a wide pool of theoretical and practical evidence, the United Na-
tions officially recommended that states transition to home-based orphan care 
in 2009.30 This begs the question of why, 15 years later, institutions are still the 
main form of care for children of unknown lineage in Jordan. In general, grow-
ing up in an institution is associated with poorer physical, social, cognitive, and 
emotional health and development than growing up in foster care or adop-
tion.31 Findings from orphanages within the Middle East corroborate the global 
evidence against institutional care.32 Similarly, young adults leaving orphanages 
are ill-prepared for the social and practical demands of daily life in the modern 
world, as reflected in interviews with Jordanian care leavers reported by Ibrahim 
and Howe in 2011.33 42 of the individuals interviewed had spent significant time 
in institutions and mentioned a range of profound challenges upon leaving care, 
including a high risk of unemployment, difficulty securing housing, and social 
disconnectedness. The Jordanian government and nonprofit organizations have 
responded to these difficulties in recent years by providing transitional services 
for orphans graduating from institutional care. However, many of the pragmatic 

28	 Madiriyyat al-Tatwir al-Mu’assasi, “Al-Taqreer al-Ihsa’i al-Sanawi li-A’mal Wizarat 
al-Tanmiyah al-Ijtimaiyah li-Aam 2021” (Al-Mamlakah al-Urduniyyah al-Hashi-
miyyah, 2021), 31, https://mosd.gov.jo/ebv4.0/root_storage/ar/eb_list_page/%D8%
A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3
%D9%86%D9%88%D9%8A_2021_compressed.pdf.

29	 “Barnaamij al-Ihtidan,” Wizarat al-Tanmiyah al-Ijtimaiyah, accessed April 3, 2024, 
https://mosd.gov.jo/Ar/Pages/%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%85%D8%A
C_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%B6%D8%A7%D9%86.

30	 “Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children” (2010), https://digitallibrary.
un.org/record/673583.

31	 See Elizabeth Harlow, “Children’s Rights, Deinstitutionalisation and the Devel-
opment of Foster Care Services across the World,” Practice: Social Work in Action 
34, no. 3 (2022): 171–83, https://doi.org/10.1080/09503153.2021.1909719; Jennifer 
C. Davidson et al., “Developing Family-Based Care: Complexities in Implement-
ing the UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children,” European Journal of 
Social Work 20, no. 5 (September 3, 2017): 754–69, https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.
2016.1255591.

32	 See Michael J. MacKenzie et al., “Child Mental Health in Jordanian Orphanages: 
Effect of Placement Change on Behavior and Caregiving,” BMC Pediatrics 14, no. 1 
(December 21, 2014): 316, https://doi.org/10.1186/s12887-014-0316-1.

33	 See Ibrahim and Howe, “The Experience of Jordanian Care Leavers Making the 
Transition from Residential Care to Adulthood.”
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and emotional obstacles present during orphans’ transition out of care could 
be better managed by securing a family environment for their upbringing. 
For example, young adults with the support of a family would have no need to 
bring negative attention to themselves by seeking housing as single individuals, 
and, if they did, they would have connections within Jordan’s patriarchal social 
structure to legitimize their social standing to a potential landlord.34 In addition 
to practical support, a foster family could provide emotional guidance to young 
adults seeking a positive future. Foster care is an evidence-backed opportunity to 
fill the need gap of children of unknown lineage, helping them become func-
tional members of society.

Despite the significant need for home-based care, change is lagging in Jordan. 
The transition away from a primarily institutional system poses challenges for all 
states and organizations: it requires drastically reorganizing charitable funding 
systems, training social care professionals, and addressing cultural mispercep-
tions about foster care.35 Furthermore, Jordan must contend with the stigma 
resulting from Islamic kinship culture and the practical obstacle of veiling 
requirements. These difficulties compound the resistance against implementing 
home-based care and keep Jordan’s abandoned children ostracized. 

 The Implications of Veiling in the Context of Foster Care 
Home-based care for abandoned children is uncommon in Jordan despite Is-

lamic doctrinal encouragement of orphan care, the existence of a state foster care 
system, and the cogency of international recommendations. Therefore, although 
relatively unexplored by current scholarship, there must be sociocultural barriers 
standing in the way of foster care. Reasonable inference, anecdotal experience, 
and limited empirical evidence suggest that veiling, whose requirements are 
prescribed by Islamic family customs, is a component of Jordanian resistance to 
foster care. 

The typical deterrents to foster care are intensified by the inconvenience 
of fostering in accordance with veiling rules determined by the structure of 
the Muslim family. The general approach to veiling in the modern Middle East 
requires that women cover themselves and avoid being alone with any male who 
is not considered her mahram.36 A mahram refers to a man in the woman’s pre-
scribed circle of kin whom she is ineligible to marry, including her father, sons, 
uncles, and other close male relatives.37 Because her nephew is her mahram, for 
instance, she need not wear the hijab around him. As is clarified by Islamic law, 

34	 See Ibrahim and Howe, 2471.
35	 Davidson et al., “Developing Family-Based Care,” 178.
36	 The specific areas of the body that must be covered vary by school of thought.
37	 See Qur’an 24:31 and Soraya Altorki, “Milk-Kinship in Arab Society: An Un-

explored Problem in the Ethnography of Marriage,” Ethnology 19, no. 2 (1980): 
235–36, https://doi.org/10.2307/3773273.
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however, a male foundling brought into a woman’s home is not a mahram to her, 
and thus, she must respect the associated modesty guidelines once he has reached 
the age of puberty, as she would in front of any other man outside her family. 
Likewise, a female foundling foster child must wear the hijab around her foster 
father and brothers once she has reached puberty.38

Upon first glance, the need to veil in the presence of an unrelated child may 
seem a trivial barrier to foster care, but consider the full scope of its impact. Re-
gardless of their familiar relationship, a foster daughter is not permitted to reveal 
her full appearance to her father and brothers, placing a literal and symbolic 
partition between her and her foster family. When a woman returns home after a 
walk in the hot Jordanian summer, she cannot cool off by removing her veil if her 
foster son is at home. Despite years of raising him from infancy, once the child 
reaches puberty, his foster mother must treat him as a stranger. She is not even 
allowed to be in a room with him unless someone else is present. The veil imposes 
both physical and emotional distance between the foster child and his or her 
family and creates significant inconvenience for women. 

It is important to note that these rules apply only to orphans of unknown 
lineage. If a woman were to take in an orphaned boy from her close extended 
family, he would be considered her mahram, so she would be unaffected by mod-
esty restrictions. On the other hand, an orphan girl of unknown lineage is forced 
to remain veiled like a stranger in her own home because of her lack of famil-
ial connection. Not only is she disadvantaged by her place outside the Islamic 
kinship network, but she is also unable to create a place for herself within it, a 
phenomenon physically reinforced by her requirement to veil. 

As far as I have found, there is only one scholarly source directly connect-
ing the practice of veiling with opposition to fostering abandoned children. In 
Jomana Bima’s 2023 dissertation submitted at the University of Washington, 
she conducted interviews about the perceived obstacles to foster care among 53 
Saudi Arabian people from three groups: orphan care workers, members of foster 
families, and members of families considering foster care.39 The majority (60%) 
of participants identified the mahramiyah (the relationship between mahram 
individuals) and its associated rules as a legal factor discouraging families from 
participating in foster care.40 Bima’s research merits further investigation, partic-
ularly in Jordan. The only other direct evidence is found in unscholarly sources, 

38	 See Yusuf Shabbir, “Adoption and Hijab,” Islamic Portal, March 17, 2017, https://
islamicportal.co.uk/adoption-and-hijab/. This is an example of modern Islamic 
scholarly commentary based on traditional Hanafi fatawa.

39	 Jomana Talal Bima, “The Concept of Kafalat Al-Yateem and Its Application on 
Children With Unknown Parents in Saudi Arabia” (PhD diss., University of 
Washington, 2023), https://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/2838180699
/8A13B91FC4274314PQ/18?accountid=4488&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20
Theses.

40	 Bima, 153–54.
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such as a 2012 newspaper article that anecdotally reported the complications of 
veiling as a deterrent to fostering boys of unknown lineage in the UAE.41

Indirect evidence of the impact of veiling on foster care can be uncovered in 
studies related to induced lactation, a practice found in some Muslim countries. 
According to Islamic law, breastfeeding a non-mahram child under certain condi-
tions creates mahramiyah between the child and the nursing mother’s family. This 
practice is known in English as “milk-kinship” and in Arabic as rida’a.42 The utili-
zation of milk-kinship in the context of adoption or foster care, documented in 
Saudi Arabia and Malaysia, suggests that women and religious leaders recognize 
the logistical and emotional difficulty of caring for non-mahram children. For 
instance, a 2022 exploratory study among ten women who participated in Saudi 
Arabia’s induced lactation adoption program revealed that establishing a mahram 
relationship with the foster child was a motivation for inducing lactation.43 A 
literature review including articles from 1956 to 2019 about induced lactation 
likewise named the creation of mahramiyah as a source of satisfaction for breast-
feeding a foster child.44 Evidence in favor of adoptive breastfeeding demonstrates 
that veiling affects Muslim women’s choices surrounding foster care. It can be 
reasonably concluded that veiling plays a role in Jordanian families’ decisions to 
provide foster services to children of unknown lineage.

Conclusion and Future Research 
An interdisciplinary doctrinal, political, and cultural analysis reveals that 

veiling, whose rules stem from the Islamic family paradigm, impedes the imple-
mentation of home-based care for children of unknown lineage and consequently 
inhibits their successful integration into Jordanian society. The purpose of my 
research is to draw attention to the needs of an understudied demographic group 
and propose veiling as a contributing factor to their continued marginalization. 
Future research should examine efforts to execute foster care in Jordan, where 
veiling and other cultural factors hinder its efficacy. Likewise, studies on the 
social outcomes of children of unknown lineage are desperately needed to effect 

41	 Vivian Nereim, “Homes Hard to Find in UAE for Abandoned Baby Boys,” The 
National, September 19, 2012, https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/homes-hard-
to-find-in-uae-for-abandoned-baby-boys-1.606061.

42	 Altorki, “Milk-Kinship in Arab Society,” 233–44.
43	 Razaz Mohammed Wali and Anas Essam Koshak, “The Experience of Adoptive 

Mothers in Saudi Arabia with the Child Adoption and Induced Lactation Pro-
grams: A Qualitative Study with a Focus Group,” Australasian Medical Journal 15, 
no. 8 (2022): 440, https://doi.org/10.21767/AMJ.2022.3887.

44	 Shahirah Mohd Hassan, Zaharah Sulaiman, and Tengku Alina Tengku Ismail, 
“Experiences of Women Who Underwent Induced Lactation: A Literature Re-
view,” Malaysian Family Physician : The Official Journal of the Academy of Family Phy-
sicians of Malaysia 16, no. 1 (March 25, 2021): 23, https://doi.org/10.51866/rv0997.
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positive change on their behalf. For now, policymakers and nonprofit organiza-
tions must consider the complex role of veiling as they seek to develop foster care 
in Jordan.
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I don’t remember exactly when and where I was born. But then again, who does? 
We’re not born remembering: eventually, we learn to learn, and the knowledge 

of our past is passed down to us by parents, siblings, uncles, aunts. In my case, 
this is what I’ve gathered. 

One of my parents is from Mecca, the other from Medina. Somewhere be-
tween the years 610 and 632 CE, they both came to live under the guardianship of 
the Qur’an, chastely housed eleven surahs apart (Qur’an 37:35, 48:29). With time, 
they were introduced, in what all regarded as an affectionate match. Out of their 
union, I emerged. 

Like all children, I began as only an entity, a mere idea, linking my parents 
together. Like most children, I realized that I could not rely forever on my par-
ents’ sense of history and purpose. I had to grow into my own. 

My fledgling self yearned for an identity linked to legacy, an impact that 
would come from being remembered. And in order to be remembered, I needed a 
name. And so, I set out seeking the one I knew could help me. After a childhood 
spent wandering from mind to mind, I eventually found my way to the Prophet. 
He kept me close within his thoughts, carefully waiting for the proper 

moment. And then, when the time was right, he uttered me to his compan-
ions as part of the Hadith of Gabriel (Sahih al-Bukhari 8). 

I consider this my coming of age, and it was no small thing. The Prophet did 
not merely mention me in passing. He named me Shahada and placed me first, 
an honored position, in his five-point definition of Islam (Sahih al-Bukhari 8). 
He put me on a pedestal—a pillar, if you will. 

My name secured, I expected life to become somewhat simpler. However, as 
an adolescent, new and stronger desires came to the forefront. Having a name 

The Witness
Rachel Gammon
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was no longer enough. I needed people to know my name. And so, with that 
aim in mind, I began to make friends. These friends took me and imprinted me 
on coins, carved me on buildings, etched me into tombstones, plastered me all 
over all sorts of impure and profane places (Bacharach 2). At first, I was elated. 
After wandering so long in anonymity, existing only in the world of thoughts, I 
was pleased to find myself everywhere. It was not long before the whole Muslim 
world knew me (Bacharach 16). 

Although this was exactly what I’d wanted and popularity was exhilarating, I 
eventually tired of the fame. I longed for the dignified pages of the Qur’an where 
my parents now lived, longed to be beautifully, rhythmically recited as they were, 
longed to be reverenced and hallowed as the literal word of God (Wegner 57).

Instead, I was passed from grubby hand to grubby hand, seen as mere decora-
tion, a symbol of the burgeoning empire—if I was given much thought at all 
(Bacharach 3). I became weatherbeaten and worn where I was used as exterior 
design on buildings. With panic, I saw the letters that spelled my cherished name 
begin to wear away under the strain and stress. Like the quintessential teenager, 
I became insecure. Could I keep up with the trends? What if I went out of vogue 
and my so-called friends decided I was no longer of use? I had never had a home 
with my parents in the Qur’an, the only place that guaranteed permanence in 
my world. My childhood trepidations revived, I feared being forgotten. And this 
time, there would be no Prophet to help me. 

Fortunately, I had other wise mentors whose guidance during this tumultu-
ous time helped me embrace other ways of creating a legacy. One of these was 
‘Umar, the second of the Rashidun caliphs. During his reign, between 634 and 
644 CE, he instituted adhan, the call to prayer and gave me a place in it (Bednar-
kiewicz 32). In this role, I was recited not once, not twice, but five times a day, all 
over the Muslim world (Lee 86). I became ubiquitous in spiritual contexts and 
this anchored me. This protected position in the popular consciousness is where I 
felt I truly belonged. 

As I entered adulthood, I began to see this as the beginning of my life’s mis-
sion, the legacy I would create. My early years had been marked with a search for 
identity. I had struggled as an anonymous thought, quaked at the idea of being 
forgotten, and puzzled over my use as a secular symbol, despite my religious 
heritage. Now, with my place secured in such a central part of worship, it became 
my work to protect the umma, the community of believers, from these crises that 
I had endured. I wanted them to always remember who they truly were. 

This was easy enough for most of my life, when Muslims were mostly under 
Muslim rule, concentrated in the Middle East (Acim 28). I did not find it diffi-
cult to shape and protect identity when the people I was shaping and protecting 
seemed to nearly always find themselves in the majority. 

But as the years have passed, my people have dispersed. I worry most about 
those who live in Europe and America—the West. Many people there are respect-
ful of their faith, but there are others who define themselves against Islam, view 
my people as barbaric, backwards, evil (Acim 29). In these places, they often face 
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discrimination, prejudice, scorn (Acim 40). Muslim parents worry about their 
teenagers, unsure of or unwilling to claim their rich heritage, insecure about 
the language and traditions of their ancestors (Rudnicka-Kassem 255). And who 
could blame them? I was once a teenager myself. I understand their struggles and 
I know it is not easy. And so, in these melting pots of Western civilizations, they 
coalesce around me as a primary marker of their identity, look to me so they can 
know themselves (Rudnicka-Kassem 255).

I am the thread that binds all believers together. It is me who is gently 
murmured in the ears of newborn babies in the arms of their Muslim parents, me 
who is whispered from the lips of aged Muslims on their deathbeds. It is me who 
calls all Muslims to prayer, me who is the first thing many people learn about 
Islam. And it is me who ushers in all new believers. It is me that they recite with 
sincerity in order to become Muslim (Al-Azhari). 

In turn, some of the rejection that my people face is borne by me as well. 
Those who want to destroy Islam feel that that can only happen if they destroy 
me as well. This mentality hurts, but I’m not the impressionable, insecure child 
I once was. I’m an adult now. I know my purpose and I’m creating my legacy. I 
understand that I was not meant to tell the Western story. I was meant to tell my 
own story, and the story of my people. My identity and purpose are to help them 
know theirs. 

When they see me, hear me, write me, think me, they remember: 
There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the messenger of God (Sahih 

al-Bukhari 8). I am shahada, the witness.
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This paper will be exploring how the popularity of extremist groups influences 
modern democratic governance. It’s a bit of a truism to say that popularity 

influences governmental behavior. For the purposes of this paper, this state-
ment will be expanded. A group’s ability to embed itself into popular discourse, 
through factors including birth rates, pop culture influence, and vote share, is 
positively linked to its ability to influence policy formation in the government 
of a given state. The ability to be embedded into discourse will be referred to as 
“cultural salience”; the ability to influence policy will be referred to as “institu-
tional capture.” These concepts will be vitally important as this paper explores 
the interplay between the forces of government and ultranationalist violent 
groups.

Concerns about extremism and the influence of violent nonstate actors on 
the functions of state institutions are current topics that resonate deeply in the 
study of political science. Globally, democracies are experiencing backsliding. 
Major political figures, even in Western style democratic politics, have begun 
either cooperating with or rhetorically flirting with ultranationalist groups and 
movements that have violent overtones and associations. Therefore, it seems sen-
sible to explore how these associations take effect, how they impact the ability of 
political institutions to operate, and what mechanism causes violent ultranation-
alist nonstate groups to wield influence in the political state.

In a review of several cases of both failure and success in the capture of state 
institutions, it seems that one common factor, at least in democratic cases, is the 
degree of salience that the terrorist group wields culturally within the targeted 
polity. This salience seems to lead to an ability to act as an electoral spoiler, 
which in turn leads to a powerbroker role that leads to the surrender of state 

Captured by Culture
Ultranationalist Nonstate Actors 
and State Institutions 

Ben Beckstrom
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institutions to these salient groups. In different contexts, this salience may take 
different forms but can generally be ascertained from items such as group mem-
bership, popular approval, and general historical treatments.

Given this, it seems worthwhile to draw on the literature of various sub-
disciplines in political science, including research in the realms of clientelism, 
terrorism studies, ethnic politics, administrative law, and comparative politics. 
Naturally, a lot of the research also intersects with historical research, particu-
larly in the case of American politics and the Ku Klux Klan. Acknowledging this, 
perhaps it would be helpful to restate and detail the research question and the 
definitions that I’m using.

Research Question
At what point does the cultural salience of violent ultranationalist nonstate 

actors predict institutional capture in democratic settings? In other words, how 
do ultranationalist terrorist groups manipulate cultural conflicts in order to 
build institutional support? I will review data including opinion polling, mem-
bership statistics, and similar sources of information, as well as identify condi-
tions indicative of state capture; predominantly, I will compare the rise of the 
Ku Klux Klan in the early twentieth century, the less successful effort by white 
nationalists in the contemporary era to capture American institutions, the initial 
failure of Kahanistic actors to move the needle on capturing state powers in 
Israel, and the contemporary rise of Kahanism in Israel. The first American case, 
that of the KKK in the 1900’s, demonstrates how broad popularity translates into 
influence electorally and among policy makers. Meir Kahane’s career demon-
strates how unpopularity, even given electoral success, can limit ultranationalist 
influence in government. White nationalists in the contemporary US reinforce 
that case, and also show that a “loser” categorization can be detrimental to policy 
and electoral influence. Modern Kahanists reinforce the lessons we can draw 
from the KKK and also show how vitally important the electoral spoiler mecha-
nism is—the Netanyahu government is more or less dictated by the demands 
of its coalition partners. I have attempted to use these cases, particularly as 
influenced by the below review of the literature, to demonstrate the mechanism 
here—of popularity, writ broadly, leading to political puissance.

Literature Review
Given the ambitious scope of this paper, I have separated sources into two 

broad themes. I have organized the general thrusts of these themes as follows: 
“Cultural Salience” and “Institutional Capture.” Several sources will “double-dip” 
so to speak, but will have different emphases in different sections. 



27

AL-BUHUUTH	 Ben Beckstrom

Cultural Salience
“Cultural salience” can be difficult to measure. As I discussed in the intro-

duction, this can be influenced by broad factors including demography, popular 
culture, and civic needs. It’s difficult to say which of these is most important, but 
the influence of demographics on popularity seems to be one of the strongest. I 
will outline how this may work below.

In Israel, the population of ultra-Orthodox Jews is growing rapidly, and the 
expanding minority feels “an increasing sense of alienation from the rest of the 
population,” which in turn feeds associations with extremists and violent actors 
(Trachtengot et al., 2023). This alienation coupled with growth is similar to the 
sense of “klannishness” that the Ku Klux Klan used to great effect among the 
merchant and laborer classes of Oregon and other states during its 1920’s heyday 
of political influence (Horowitz 1989). While current white nationalists in the 
United States share this sense of alienation, their lack of growth and popular-
ity negatively affects their sway even on online forums like Twitter and Reddit, 
incentivizing the usage of less popular applications like Gab in order to find a 
sense of community (Kor-Sins 2023). Meir Kahane and his movement initially 
only appealed to a narrow band of ultra-Orthodox and only briefly held sway 
in the Knesset, although Kach was able to inspire violent messianists to murder 
Arabs and the Prime Minister of Israel (Sprinzak 2000). It seems reasonable to 
draw a connection, therefore, between the cultural salience of an ultranationalist 
group and the ability of its violence and electoral sway to impact elections and 
the capture of state institutions. 

Key authors seem to support this. For example, in their useful examination of 
Alabaman senatorial politics in the early twentieth century, Gary Alan Fine and 
Claire Whitinger argue that the Ku Klux Klan behaved as a civic organization 
that permeated the cultural milieu of Alabama at the time, as a bloc comparable 
only with the economic elites and therefore a power that Alabaman politicians 
had to cooperate with or contend with. In that paper, the independent variable is 
the identity of the successful Senatorial candidate, and the dependent variable is 
their relationship with the local Klan (Fine and Whitinger 2023). Similarly, Yuval 
Feinstein and Uri Ben-Eliezer argues that Kach’s limited (at best) success, com-
bined with a broadening potential audience in both ultra-Orthodox populations 
and a population beset with increasingly intense security dilemmas involving 
Palestinians, helped set the stage for growing trends of illiberalism in the Israeli 
political universe. Feinstein further points out that the anti-Arab coalition has 
grown stronger in particular with regards to the military and the dominant 
Israeli political party, Likud (Feinstein and Ben Eliezer 2018). Reyna, Bellovary, 
and Harris highlight declining American influence, increasing levels of integra-
tion, and targeted usage of social media as potentially causal in the psychological 
appeal of white nationalism to certain demographics. They argue that remedies 
include messaging and general counter-extremism and counter-terrorism so-
cially scaled policies (Reyna et al., 2022). Again, Horowitz, Trachtenberg et al., 
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Kor-Sins, and Sprinzak are also important for this, particularly as they give an 
overview of the historical, political and communications dimensions of ultrana-
tionalist cultural salience. 

Generally speaking, therefore, it seems to be established in the literature that 
cultural salience is at least a factor in the electoral power and general influence of 
ultranationalist actors, regardless of the levels of their involvement with political 
violence. 

Institutional Capture
Again, this is a difficult concept to measure. For the purposes of this paper, 

it essentially is the ability of these groups to influence policy formation and 
execution. 

Petrovic, in his analysis of how rogue intelligence agencies help to establish 
authoritarian regimes, argues that one party domination is related to institution-
al capture by rogue groups; considering the similarity of some terrorist groups 
to some intelligence agencies in their structure and behavior and considering 
how the environment for capture in two of our cases is accompanied by the 
domination of one political party, this is a very useful source. Petrovic also notes 
that intelligence agency-driven state capture is more common in transitioning 
democracies, normally when they are very young, so this paper serves in part to 
test a similar theory in more robust democratic systems (Petrovic 2023). Similar-
ly, Chesterley and Roberti and Deepen and Kurtenbach delve pretty deeply into 
the mechanics of populism and nonstate armed actors in state capture, from the 
respective perspectives of electoral politics and counterinsurgency studies. 

Bubala, Ariely, Dávid-Barrett, and Kumbamu also contribute helpfully.

Definitions
Terrorist groups, violent ultranationalist nonstate actors, and similar terms are 

used interchangeably to refer to groups that lack official governmental sanction, 
use ethnic or nationalist rhetoric as their predominant political communica-
tion, and engage in acts of violence, including, but not limited to, extrajudicial 
killings, kidnappings, bombings, arson, and other violent activities intended to 
spur political support for their cultural and political goals. I should note as well 
that, although these groups are not directly run by the state, and technically are 
separate from it, in some cases they cooperate with legitimate political author-
ity without actually assuming that legitimate authority. Occasionally, individual 
actors will hold political office or be employed in a capacity where they are 
acting as the arm of the state and authorized to use violence in certain capacities. 
While this may be the case, their extra-official behavior and affiliation with other 
violent individual actors in a group or coalition still designate them as terrorists 
or nonstate actors for the purposes of this qualitative paper. Further, their affili-
ation with these groups may be indicative of institutional capture—an example 
would be Itamar Ben-Gvir, who is the National Security Minister of Israel and 
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has been linked to the Kach party and Kahanist movement and in particular has 
linkages to the ideological environment that led to Rabin’s assassination. 

Cultural salience is a tricky variable to define. Acknowledging this, the base 
assumption is that political traction depends on cultural linkages, particularly 
with regards to ultranationalist nonstate actors. Salience may also be influenced 
by things like birth rate (especially among Orthodox Jews in the Israel case), 
as well as pressures from immigration, internal migration, and the influence 
of popular culture (particularly in the earlier American case). For example, in 
Modi’s India, the ultranationalist ideology of Hindutva revolves around concerns 
of ethnicity, land, and religion and covers itself in what appears, at first blush, to 
be normal patriotism and standard Hindu practice. It distinguishes itself with 
its exclusionary approach—an approach notable for its violence and anti-Muslim 
character (Kumbamu). 

Institutional capture is also a messy variable to measure, but it is somewhat 
easier to define. Dávid-Barrett defines it as follows: 

State capture is similar to regulatory capture but broader in scope. What is 
captured is not just regulation but core state functions, including the ability 
to shape the rules of the game through constitutional and legislative reform, 
but also the power of patronage which facilitates appointments to key 
power-holding or scrutiny bodies, and the power to distribute state assets 
and public money, and powers to regulate the space in which other oversight 
bodies such as the media and civil society act. State capture occurs when 
those who are entrusted with these powers abuse them consistently to shape 
the rules, appointments, allocation of state funds and rights in ways that 
make them less public-interest serving and more tailored to benefit narrow 
interest groups. Moreover, as with regulatory capture, it is important to show 
some kind of intent and action on the part of the captor group, which distin-
guishes state capture from cases of governance that are merely incompetent.

Literature on this largely involves rogue intelligence agencies and other guerrilla 
groups; Petrovic and Deepan and Kurtenbach have produced research on this in 
weaker states like Serbia, Colombia, and Mali. State capture in an American or 
Israeli framework usually is only framed as a facet of regulatory capture, but this 
more political framing seems to accurately describe how, for example, interwar 
American politicians felt comfortable accepting endorsements from the violent 
actors of the Ku Klux Klan. Measuring this institutional capture will largely be 
executed by examining publicly reported connections particularly of elected of-
ficials to national legislatures, as well as other key figures. 	

Methodology and Data
This is a qualitative paper, mainly relying on tracing the development of 

ultranationalist nonstate actors and their influence on policymaking and execut-
ing apparati in the United States and Israel. Given the liquid and secretive nature 
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of ultranationalist nonstate actors, this is the easiest way to pursue this research. 
Where the influence may not be easily observable through sheer statistical 
models, this investigation of sources and polling should marshal the evidence in a 
convincing way, either to help my initial theory or the alternative explanation(s) 
that I’ve offered for the data. For flavor and context, I also add discussions of 
Hindutva in Indian politics and other groups. 

As indicated previously, I am deeply reliant on historical data, including 
hard numbers such as polls, but also on what records and histories are available 
to me. This is essentially the case for both variables, which does make things 
somewhat tricky. In most things, I rely on a mixture of sources contemporary to 
the cases and sources contemporary to the current moment. 

American Case #1: The Interwar Klan

Background
Commonly called the “second Klan,” the iteration of the Ku Klux Klan that 

appeared during the interwar period was at first closely tied with Birth of a Na-
tion and managed to expand beyond purely Southern regionalism by adopting 
characteristics of civic society organizations and expanding its racial politics 
to include anti-Catholicism and nativism (Blee and Latif). According to the 
“Kloran,” a handbook of meeting principles of the then-Klan, the “Terrors” (who 
were the officers of the fraternity) were mainly used to insure conformity insider 
the Klan, although there’s a clear expectation that intimidation tactics should 
be used against ethnic and religious minorities, as in the “Lecture No. 1,” to be 
given upon initiation, there is extensive praise of the original Reconstruction-era 
Klansmen who “rode forth to brave dangers and hardships unknown and to face 
death in a thousand forms” (Simmons, 50). 

For anyone with even a passing familiarity with extremist literature, this may 
sound very similar to the praise offered to martyrs in many extremist groups. 
While the Kloran itself contains largely standard adult fraternity quasi-Masonic 
practices, it, and the Klan that used it, departs from standard civic society by 
couching itself as a shadow government dedicated to reinstating white suprem-
acy and rolling back civil rights protections and modeling itself after a romanti-
cized rogue’s gallery of violent vigilantes (Simmons, 25-26, 40).

Cultural Salience and Electoral Meddling
Interestingly, the reformation of the Ku Klux Klan included a reconceptual-

ization of the ceremonial robes that were stock in trade for the group along the 
lines described in the novel The Clansman and portrayed in the film Birth of A 
Nation. Klan advertising explicitly linked itself to both popular pieces of media, 
capitalizing on racial and immigrant related tensions as well as helping create a 
sense of fraternity among white males nationwide (Lennard; Horowitz). 
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The Klan of the 1920s worked as an efficient weapon in political contests, 
helping to deny Roman Catholic liberal Al Smith the presidency. It also managed 
to “capture” law enforcement and legislators through recruitment and normal po-
litical activities, as well as through involvement in smaller scale terrorist activi-
ties than the other Klans—it helped shield these from public attention and legal 
retribution either through mob-based lynching-type tactics or through flexing its 
political muscles (Blee and Latif). Klansmen accomplished this cultural salience 
through emphasizing Protestantism, nativism, and, above all white supremacy 
in their rhetoric, tactics, recruitment, and charitable giving (Horowitz; Blee and 
Latif). 

This Klan managed to reach strength nationwide, not just in the Southern 
locales other iterations of the Klan depended on. In Indiana, the Klan captured 
the governorship (Blee and Latif). In Alabama, Senator Hugo Black (later a key 
liberal Supreme Court Justice) was elected in part due to an alliance with local 
Klansmen who were willing to both vote as a bloc and engage in voter suppres-
sion on Black’s behalf (Fine and Whitlinger). Even as far North and West as 
Oregon, the Klan’s political activities helped establish compulsory public school-
ing and helped elevate Walter M. Pierce to the governorship (Horowtiz). These 
political activities help illustrate how effectively this group managed to leverage 
both violence and coalition building to capture state institutions, particularly 
at the local level. By embracing preexisting culturally salient pretexts, becoming 
involved in culture war style issues of governance, and tactically using violence as 
a means of political suppression and organization, the Klan became arguably one 
of, if not the most, successful terrorist group in American political history as far 
as becoming involved with the actual levels of power. 

Interestingly, its fall from power appears linked to an attempt to gain too 
much influence too quickly. For example, when Walter M. Pierce of Oregon’s 
relationship with the Klan ruptured, the Klan’s ties to corrupt business practices 
seemed to discredit its populist credentials as moral crusaders for the oppressed 
whites of the state (Horowitz). Similar, Klannish identifications with politi-
cal elites served to discredit its ultranationalist credentials in Arkansas, among 
other states, and finally the second Klan crumbled completely under the weight 
of the Second World War and the nation’s new emphasis on a less racial, less 
sectarian national identity, with only a fraction of the Klan’s power remaining in 
disparate and fragmented splinter groups (Alexander). Thus we may see that the 
rapid cultural decline in the Klan’s salience was linked to its collapsing politi-
cal power and therefore its ability to engage in capture of legislatures and other 
institutions. 
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American Case #2: The Failure of the Alt-Right

Background
There was a bump in American support for white nationalist ideologies in 

the late 2010s and early 2020s, but it has largely been curtailed (Thompson and 
Hawley). Casey Bubala, in his master’s thesis for the Naval Postgraduate School, 
highlighted both a rise in this sentiment in the American armed forces as well as 
the fairly successful purges that occurred in the Defense Department in that time 
period (Bubala). While these may be concerning trends, it does not appear that 
they have successfully engaged in state capture.

Cultural Salience and Electoral Influence
While white nationalism and its violent characteristics certainly appeal to 

some groups, it is instructive to review how they are viewed in popular culture. 
There are not a lot of treatments expressly on how white supremacist rhetoric 
correlates with someone’s popularity among their peers. Acknowledging that, it 
is interesting to see its association with activities that have a high relationship 
with antisocial behavior, such as deep concerns with fandom and the fringes of 
black metal—two examples of this are found in the academic ties between the 
decade-old GamerGate scandal and the title of a dissertation on white national-
ist music and popular culture: “‘White Nationalism is for Basement Dwelling 
Losers’”(Rouse et al.; Fischer). These are the traits of a vicious subculture, not 
an electorally potent movement. Certainly, this is not intended to diminish the 
tragedies perpetuated by those who have been radicalized in white nationalist 
internet siloes. The fringeness of the belief clearly does not impact the violence of 
its holders. 

It’s also worth noting that Alt-Right political sway has plummeted recently. 
While there are still frequent attacks, such as those tied to the “Great Replace-
ment” theory driven by an increase in Hispanic immigration to the US, they are 
perpetuated by those who lurk on online forums (cf. Reyna et al.). This is also 
associated with the declining approval of alternative right-wing views in the US, 
which has accelerated post-Charlottesville after a brief association with elements 
aligned with the 2016 Trump campaign (Thompson and Hawley). While the 
alt-right is politically active, it seems that they are only electorally important in 
fringe cases, according to this analysis, and therefore cannot be truthfully said to 
successfully engage in state capture.

Israeli Case #1: The Rejection of Kach

Background
Meir Kahane was born to be a rabbi, with generations of intellectual and 

rabbinical talen in his family. During his youth in the tumultuous environment 
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of the American midcentury, he grew more radical, founding the Jewish Defense 
League in that country. Eventually, he was thrown in prison due to his plans for a 
bombing campaign (“Meir Kahane”). Embroiled in politics and the trauma of the 
Holocaust on the global Jewish community, he brought his terroristic philosophy 
to Israel (Cohen-Almagor). This was, of course, not the first introduction of ter-
rorism to the country, but it would be a particularly nasty type.

Israel itself was dealing with a burgeoning Israeli Arab population and 
significant regional tensions (cf Shavit; Cohen-Almagor). Arabs fit strangely 
into the state’s structure, with an Israeli Arab education program with heavily 
militaristic tones acting as an overall symbol of the interaction between Jews and 
Arabs (Levy). That being said, the establishment found Kahane deplorable, and 
his appeal was largely limited to being an outlet for the darker, less talked about 
elements of Israeli society more broadly (Cohen-Almagor).

Cultural Salience and Electoral Influence
Due to his zealous embrace of the role of violence in asserting the Jewish 

character of the state, and the availability of more moderate options with more 
practical concerns in the marketplace of ideas, Kahane struggled to build trac-
tion (Cohen-Almagor). That is not to say he did not have a devoted audience, 
but his political party only managed to elect a single Knesset member in its 
entire legal existence (“Kach”). In that limited way, it’s possible to read the case as 
institutional capture, but it was neither as widespread as the Ku Klux Klan in the 
American interwar nor as politically poignant as Otzma Yehudit and its allies in 
the later Israeli case. 

Israeli Case #2: The Ghost of Kahane

Background
Feinstein and Ben-Eliezer have demonstrated how security concerns and 

anti-Arab sentiment seems to have spurred the growth of Israeli radicals on 
the Right (Feinstein and Ben-Eliezer). Elevated birth rates among Haredim are 
linked to a growing right-wing exclusionary populism that manifests both in 
cultural framings of Jewish fraternity and general anti-Muslim and anti-Arab 
politics (Ben-Porat et al). Further, the nature of the Israeli state has a strong ten-
dency already towards an exclusive nationality (Ariely). The career of firebrand 
preacher and politician Meir Kahane certainly accelerated these tensions; after 
his assassination and funeral, the streets were filled with chants of “Death to the 
Arabs.” His political party Kach, initially unpopular, earned the rare distinction 
of being one of the few Jewish groups to be labeled as a terrorist group by the 
Israeli government (“Meir Kahane”).
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Cultural Salience and Electoral Influence
Due to the nature of Israeli Jewish and Israeli Arab relations, municipalities 

have only become more tense as they have been informed by the above back-
ground, as well as seemingly ever-increasing tensions with the Palestinian proto-
states and increasing Jewish settler violence. Increasing populations of both 
ultra-Orthodox and Arab minorities has made identitarian politics more popular 
among both groups (consider the rise of Ra’am [the only explicitly Islamist party 
in the Knesset] as well as Otzma Yehudit [which more or less explicitly ties itself 
to Kahane’s legacy]). National security experts have recommended some degree of 
multiculturalism, consociationalism, or cooperation, but have been largely unsuc-
cessful in implementing these prescriptions (Trachtengot et al). Interestingly, 
identitarian parties in Israel, both Kahanist and Arab, have risen at roughly the 
same rate in Knesset vote share (for example, Otzma Yehudit has only one more 
seat than Ra’am in the current parliament).

Itamar Ben-Gvir was banned from joining the military due to his association 
with organizations steeped in the ideology of Meir Kahane and the hilltop youth. 
Now, he has ascended to become National Security Minister while his party, 
Otzma Yehudit, explicitly embraces the legacy of the banned terrorist organiza-
tion and political party Kach (Margalit). It is notoriously difficult to prognosti-
cate Israeli politics,1 but the rise of the radical right and of Kahanist sentiment, 
fueled with anti-Arab cultural artifacts and demographic pressures, seems to 
have a robust near future. 

Results and Theory

Results
Based on an examination of the cases, it seems uncontroversial to assert 

that the cultural salience or relevance of an ultranationalist group in a Western 
democratic context is linked fairly closely to its success in capturing state institu-
tions. While some commentators argue that capture influences culture, it seems 
to fit better with the cases to assert that culture must either come first or have 
significant comorbidity with the political influence of ultranationalist sentiment; 
this capture, in turn, seems to provide political cover for ethnic violence and 
highly charged ethnic politics. This variable of cultural salience is, admittedly, 
difficult to nail down, but the many manifestations of cultural pressures—de-
mographic concerns (such as from immigration or high birth rates), pop-culture 
representations, and security problems are all ways that culture may appear, as 
discussed earlier—seem to stem from the same source of worries about a culture 
losing dominance and therefore translate into ultranationalist extrastate violence 

1	 The last time I tried, I predicted a moderate government would take the reins by 
the end of 2023. That did not occur.
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as well as cooperation with electoral blocs in order to capture institutions and 
accomplish policy goals as well as providing legal and political cover for violence. 
As far as institutional capture goes, the argument there is that an election with 
direct ties to an ultranationalist violent nonstate actor group constitutes capture; 
capture also occurs with national security forces, but that is of less interest than 
legislative influence in this paper. That being noted, security forces do play a 
major role in this transition to respectability or in the delegitimization of ultra-
nationalist movements. When security infrastructure becomes more sympathetic 
to these extremist ideas, the barrier against allowing them into government in 
general as in the KKK’s and Otzma Yehudit’s successes particularly in infiltrat-
ing law enforcement as well as the armed services. This is a very similar process 
to what Alexander Vucic has used, as outlined in the literature review (Petrovic). 
Conversely, when security services are opposed to extremist capture there is a 
weaker chance of institution’s bending to ultranationalist ends. Notably, the 
American Defense Department in particular has shown hostility to allowing 
white nationalism to grow unabated (Bubala); the Israeli security establishment 
distrusted Kahanism, but did not create strong enough barriers to stem sociolog-
ical trends (cf. Trachtengot et al). This frame, of security services as gatekeepers 
of democracy and legitimacy, has some resonance in both the American world 
after the events of January 6th and Turkish precedents. Unfortunately, I have not 
undertaken the explicit study of the relationship between security services and 
democracy, but I believe that the role of institutional leadership in institutional 
capture may play a key role. 

With variation in regime type, geography, demography, and time, there ap-
pears to be a strongly consistent relationship between the two variables. Cultural 
support builds until it becomes part of the political landscape, where, if salient 
enough, it becomes a spoiler electorally and therefore a bloc that can place its 
members inside key veto player institutions (particularly, in a Western demo-
cratic context, into legislative bodies). 

Theory
It seems that the mechanism goes as follows: if ultranationalist nonstate 

actors are culturally salient, then said ultranationalist violent groups exploit 
cleavages in cultural conflict in such a way that they build enough support to act 
as spoilers electorally. Once this barrier to entry is met, attempts at institutional 
capture become more broadly successful in democratic settings. That is, once 
a case of a political movement with terrorist tendencies becomes popular and 
widespread enough, its attempts at capturing state institutions will become more 
effective, echoing the structures of clientelism in other models. 

It’s possible that the capture of state institutions precedes cultural salience, 
as that would create bully pulpits from which the ultranationalist groups could 
build popular bases. Particularly, this would be more likely to be the case in less 
democratic cases, where the state leads culture rather than vice versa. Another 
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possible explanation could be an intelligence or security failure, which leads to 
a failure to contain or filter ultranationalist populations from the levers of state 
institutions and a failure to insulate public opinion from a negative program. 
This could theoretically cause both variables to change independently, although 
it’s less effective at explaining the Klan case and is also a better theory for less 
democratic cases.

Generally, however, it seems that when an actor is culturally potent enough 
to have electoral sway, institutional gatekeepers are less likely to push back on ul-
tranationalist elements, and so legislatures and security agencies (as well as pos-
sibly other state institutions) become viable targets for capture techniques. Of 
course, as with most theories in political science, this is not completely universal, 
but it seems to be the case in democratic regimes. For example, white supremacy 
in the America of the 1920’s was tied to economic elites, popular culture (Birth 
of a Nation being the most notable), and an attempt to reckon with a newly 
constructed world. White nationalism in the current day U.S. seems largely as-
sociated with economically frustrated and socially alienated people, or otherwise 
with uneducated and uncouth populations. While some politicians dabble in the 
rhetoric of the movement, it tends to be “color-blind,” as explicit racism is now 
politically not viable on a national scale. 

This theory could also be applied in cases where ultranationalist violent 
actors are replaced by other interest groups—in fact, my research has led me 
to speculate that perhaps they are best understood as simply political advocacy 
groups with a different mode of operation. Therefore, this understanding of 
cultural salience and sway leading to capture may be replicable in cases where 
even unarmed groups, if prepared to engage in economic, social, and electoral 
pressures, may effectively capture institutions.  

As we’ve demonstrated, an ultranationalist group is more likely to succeed in 
institutional capture when it is culturally salient. Largely, this cultural concern 
seems to derive from a sense of persecution as well as a sizable enough minority 
to compete electorally. Most of the time, the salience of a group also seems to 
depend on its populism—Otzma Yehudit’s platform, for example, decries what 
it views as preferential treatment of Arabs and elites in universities and employ-
ment (Otzma Yehudit). It is possible that there is reverse causality here, but that 
seems unlikely as one needs a base in order to be elected, generally speaking. 

It seems that the mechanism goes as follows: if ultranationalist nonstate 
actors are culturally salient, then said ultranationalist violent groups exploit 
cleavages in cultural conflict in such a way that they build enough support to act 
as a spoiler electorally. Once this barrier to entry is met, attempts at institutional 
capture become more broadly successful in democratic settings. That is, once a 
case of a political movement with terroristic tendencies becomes popular and 
widespread enough, its attempts at capturing state institutions will become more 
effective, echoing structures of clientelism in other models. 

It’s possible that capture of state institutions precedes cultural salience, as 
that would create bully pulpits from which the ultranationalist groups could 
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build popular bases. Particularly this would be more likely to be the case in less 
democratic cases, where the state leads culture rather than vice versa. Another 
possible explanation could be an intelligence or security failure, which leads to 
a failure to contain or filter ultranationalist populations from the levers of state 
institutions and failure to insulate public opinion from a negative program. This 
could theoretically cause both variables independently, although it’s less effective 
at explaining the Klan case and also is a better theory for less democratic cases.

Certainly, there is something noteworthy going on if comparable cases of 
institutional capture appear on two separate continents, a century apart, in two 
different constitutional systems, and if similar patterns of capture-rejection 
emerge in the same country with a separation of decades. The American cases, 
of course, take place in the Madisonian system, where becoming electorally 
important requires either massive concentration in one area or consistent levels 
of support nationally. The Israeli cases, as a proportional representation system, 
have a lower barrier of entry but are notable for their current influence in the 
Gaza conflict and domestic Arab Israeli policy. I anticipate that this type of 
analysis is replicable in both less democratic states, like Weimar Germany or 
contemporary India, and in other democracies where ethnic identity is salient 
and where ultranationalist terrorist groups operate. Similarly, I don’t anticipate 
broad replicability in nondemocratic states or in states like South Korea that are 
overwhelmingly ethnically homogenous.

As a further note, I think a model like this tying cultural and political incen-
tives together can pay dividends. It certainly is a difficult model as far as measur-
ing and defining variables, and perhaps requires more interdisciplinary (particu-
larly historiographical) work than necessary, but the holistic picture provided for 
the argument is very helpful. A holistic analysis like this is also helpful with such 
variation in regime types and other factors, as while the same pattern might not 
arise, similar incentives and logics seem to occur. 

This has relevance in a variety of applications. For example, this is a path to 
power and legitimacy used by many types of political advocates, not just terror-
ist groups and ultranationalist ideologues. Therefore, this paper contributes to 
the growing literature on terrorist groups as political action committees with 
a violent bent. This has interesting ramifications for counterterrorism, perhaps 
best expressed in a quote from William Wyler’s Ben Hur: “You ask how to fight an 
idea? . . . With another idea” (Wyler).

In another example, perhaps this can be a useful antecedent for future holis-
tic fusions of cultural and political imperatives in a variety of cases, but particu-
larly when considering electoral results and trends in diverse regional, temporal, 
and constitutional cases. Put differently, this process may be helpful for consider-
ing how similar yet disparate cultural pressures are brought to bear on electoral 
processes, particularly in the service of extremist movements. Overall, then, this 
may have application in a variety of contexts in comparative politics. 
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Conclusion
To summarize, the perhaps simplistic observation that the cultural relevance 

of a terrorist group, particularly the popularity of the parts of it linked to civil 
society and electoral competition, impacts the likelihood of becoming elector-
ally important in democracies does seem to bear fruit. Certainly, it appears to 
go some distance towards explaining the apparent cooperation of some violent 
groups with certain governmental factions. It also helps with framing concerns 
about violent groups cooperating with ultranationalists in perhaps more local 
cases.  

As far as next steps, perhaps it is prudent to consider how to build pro-lib-
eral, multicultural cultures in our democracies in order to minimize the likeli-
hood of violent groups using our divisions against us in order to seize power. As 
Trachtenberg et al point out, counterterrorism and national security are made 
significantly easier when our communities are robust, healthy, and can handle 
diversities of religion, ethnicity, and so forth. It’s also interesting to note how 
part of the political power of the Kach-connected ultranationalists in Israel is 
due to their exploitation of a sclerotic premiership avoiding prosecution. Also 
interesting is the need that the Ku Klux Klan appeared to fill as a joint political 
action committee/labor union/fraternity/terrorist groups. Perhaps combatting 
illiberalism can also take the form of combating loneliness and boredom. 

All in all, this was a fascinating study. A timely one as well—ethno-nation-
alism has been gaining in prominence and influence throughout the liberal 
democratic states that maintain a rules-based international order (Bilig). This is 
not the first time that such a state of affairs has existed; a strong wave of ethnic 
nationalist sentiment was also palpable in the interwar period, particularly in 
democratic states (Follmer). In both the US and Israel, hardline ultranationalists 
have managed to seize power in state institutions by exploiting cultural saliences 
and with a general approach of both terror and politicking. Both states have also 
managed to reject ultranationalists and their violent allies when they were able 
to culturally sideline the radicals who sought an electoral foothold. This pattern 
held true across a century, an ocean, and very different political environments. It 
will be interesting to see what comes next.
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Joe Schmo: Yooo Gachel, it’s been forever! What’s up? 

Gachel Rammon: Good things! How ‘bout you? 

Joe: I’m doing pretty good! Okay wait, you graduated last year, right? What did 
you study again? 

Gachel: Yeah! I ended up with double majors in Arabic and Middle Eastern 
Studies.

Joe: Wait . . . Middle Eastern Studies? So do you know about Islam, then?

Gachel: I mean . . . more than I did four years ago . . . 

Joe: Okay, okay. Because a couple months ago, I randomly got this one reel on my 
Instagram from a travel blogger in Morocco and I watched it and then I got more 
and more about the Middle East and then Muslims and stuff like that and now 
I’ve got some questions.

Gachel: Well, I’m not an expert by any means, but maybe I could help sort some 
things out for you. What exactly are you wondering about? 

Joe: Actually, it’s mostly just one thing . . . are you sure you don’t mind? 

Gachel: Not at all! Go for it. 

Joe: Okay, here’s what I’ve run into. Isn’t Islam, like, a copycat religion? Like, I 
saw this one reel that says the Qur’an just steals stuff from the Bible, like, they’ve 
even got Abraham in there, but somehow they’re not Christian? What’s up with 
that? 

The Origins of Islam
A friendly debate between Gachel 
Rammon (MESA graduate) and 
Joe Schmo (your average Joe) 

Rachel Gammon
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Gachel: I totally get why you think that, Joe, but that’s actually a very Western-
centric take.

Joe: Gachel, what the heck is a Western-centric take? 

Gachel: It’s just that the ideas you’re talking about go back a lot farther than In-
stagram reels. As the Islamic world and the European world began to clash, right 
around the eleventh century, Christian Europeans had a lot of problems with 
Islam. They viewed it exactly like you just said, a copycat of Christianity, and 
because of that, they tended to vilify Islam, and especially Muhammad, spreading 
misconceptions more than truth. Dante, in the Inferno, even depicted Muham-
mad as being tormented in hell (Saunders 15). 

Joe: Well, isn’t it true? They believe in one God, like us, but not Jesus Christ. They 
pray, like us, but facing Mecca instead of bowing to God in heaven (MET). And 
they do have Abraham in the Qur’an, don’t they? 

Gachel: Well yes, but sharing prophets doesn’t necessarily invalidate a reli-
gion. Christianity shares elements with Judaism, but people don’t tend to view 
Christianity as merely a corruption of Judaism. I think your question has more to 
do with how history is being told, the narratives of Islam that have been passed 
down to us. 

Joe: Can you give me an example? 

Gachel: Fairly recently, this idea was famously articulated by a scholar named 
Edward Said in his book called Orientalism. He wrote about how the West essen-
tialized the East, made Islam into almost a caricature, oversimplified its com-
plexities and painted it as simply a blasphemous form of Christianity (Said 6). 

Joe: I mean, I can see how that could be true, but you’re still not addressing the 
fact that there ARE elements of Christianity in Islam. If Islam really is authentic, 
how come it’s so similar in some ways? 

Gachel: Well, that has to do with context. Islam began on the Arabian Peninsula 
in the seventh century CE (Hughes 43). At that time, it was sandwiched right in 
between two empires: the Byzantine Empire—Christian—to the west, and the 
Sasanian Empire—Zoroastrian—to the east. Those religions, plus Judaism and 
polytheistic faiths already present on the peninsula, form the religious context 
within which Islam developed (Hughes 26–29). As it grew, it simultaneously con-
nected itself to the shared narratives of Christianity and Judaism, while reacting 
against the polytheism all around it (Hughes 13). Are you picking up what I’m 
putting down?

Joe: Until that last sentence, yes. What are you getting at with the whole “shared 
narratives” thing? 

Gachel: “Shared narratives” is what you were talking about with copycats. You 
see, starting a new religion is kinda hard. One of the things it’s gotta do is be rel-
evant to the people it wants to convert. Everyone comes with a history, a sense of 
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the past, an identity. If you want your new religion to gain traction, you have to 
connect to that history, make the religion relevant to what people already know 
and believe about themselves. 

Joe: So what does that have to do with Abraham? I don’t think they can appro-
priate our religious figures into their beliefs and then call themselves authentic. I 
want to know why they have our prophet! 

Gachel: Well, the existing Arab tribes on the Arabian Peninsula already had this 
idea that they were descendants of Abraham through his son Ishmael. Religious-
ly, though, they just didn’t do anything with that. And then, along came Islam. 
At first, as a brand-new religion, Islam carried no sense of cultural identity. 
That’s a problem, remember? If you want to convert people, you have to have 
a past, an identity that they can see themselves in. Early Muslims simply tied 
themselves into what Arab tribes already believed about themselves. Muslims are 
Arab and Arabs are descendants of Abraham, therefore Muslims are descendants 
of Abraham, and suddenly, the religion itself has become part of the rich cultural 
heritage of the Old Testament, a cultural heritage that Judaism and Christianity 
already share. That makes Islam more legitimate in the eyes of older religions; it’s 
easier for it to gain traction (Hughes 26).

Joe (who graduated with a major in math): Transitive property, but with reli-
gions? I get it now . . . But at the same time, I’m not sure I believe all the stuff 
you’re saying. We disagree about historical events that happened fifty years ago in 
this country! And all this that you’re talking about happened thousands of years 
ago . . . are you sure you got the facts straight? 

*crickets*

Gachel: Well . . . actually, now that you say that, what you just brought up is kind 
of a problem for modern scholars of Islam—

Joe: Hah! I knew there was a twist! 

Gachel: Hear me out. You see, the first people to write about the beginnings of 
Islam started writing about 150 years after things had happened. There are pre-
cious few primary sources from the time of Muhammad, and even the scholars 
who did begin to write all those years afterwards were all Muslim. They had 
pretty strong motives for presenting a certain narrative, one that justifies Islam 
(Amamou 68). For modern-day scholars, that presents a problem. Sure, it’s good 
to listen to what Muslims say about their origins, but an insider approach in any 
religion tends to be more theology and less history . . . (Ali 59). 

Joe: You see, that’s my problem. What we know isn’t trustworthy. What do 
outside sources say? You know, like archaeological evidence or other narratives to 
corroborate what the Muslim scholars left behind. 

Gachel: Well . . . that presents some slight difficulties as well. You see, there’s 
actually precious little of anything left over, from Muhammad’s lifetime all the 
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way up until the beginning of the Umayyad dynasty. And even then, everything 
is a secondary source, like a game of telephone. Someone writes that they heard 
someone else say that they witnessed something about Muhammad or his life or 
the beginnings of the religion, and that secondary source is passed down like his-
tory. But actually, it’s really hard to corroborate (Amamou 70). 

Joe: I almost don’t have to argue here, Gachel; you’re painting yourself into a cor-
ner. It seems to me that if there’s no primary sources and no way of corroborating 
secondary sources, how do we even know what we know? 

Gachel: Well, I’m not saying there was nobody. There were some historians pretty 
close to the time of Muhammad, historians who by all accounts worked pretty 
hard to get the facts straight. One of these was a guy named az-Zuhri. He was 
born around forty years after Muhammad died but in his efforts to compile a 
history, he talked to everybody—learned from what scholars had to say, house-
to-house contacted regular people, spoke with literally anyone who might have 
known anything about Muhammad, and he wrote it all down (Duri 2). 

Joe: I mean, that’s better than nothing, but still. Wasn’t this guy Muslim? 
Wouldn’t he have bias?

Gachel: Yes, but don’t we all? Our backgrounds, past experiences, and current 
belief systems influence each of us. I mean, it’s actually not possible to get histo-
rians without bias. What we seek for is a historian who tries to represent things 
fairly and who keeps their own personal opinions out of the way as much as 
possible. And ultimately, Joe, there’s no perfect view of the past. The only way for 
us to know for sure how things were is to have been there, and we weren’t. Right 
here, right now, all we can do is gather facts, weigh sources, and do our best to 
form intelligent opinions. 

Joe: Well, I guess that makes sense, Gachel. And I think I’ve begun to understand 
that being average Joe using Instagram reels as my main source of information is 
somehow not good enough anymore. Maybe I’ll have to take a class about all this 
and find out more for myself . . . 
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Summary
Radicalization is defined as the process of individuals or groups moving 

towards violent extremism. Individuals radicalize when they feel their expecta-
tions of another group are not being met. Of course, not all individuals with 
unmet expectations radicalize; there are other factors which indicate one’s 
susceptibility—for example, connection to radical organizations, or psychologi-
cal factors. Radicalization is in and of itself a social issue because it has negative 
consequences regardless of whether or not violence is committed. These negative 
consequences include economic disruption and social fragmentation. Because 
radicalization is fundamentally a group process—even when it is individuals who 
radicalize—the best interventions are community-based development programs.

Intro
Youth radicalization in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 

has become a subject of intense study and concern, particularly in the years 
following 9/11. Radicalization refers to the process of psychological change that 
may lead individuals to engage in terrorism1—a communication tactic2 that 

1	 McCauley, Clark, and Sophia Moskalenko. “Understanding Political Radicaliza-
tion: The Two-Pyramids Model.” American Psychologist 72, no. 3 (April 2017): 205. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000062.

2	 Okigbo, Charles, and Blessing E. Okafor. “Terrorism as Media Propaganda: A 
Theoretical Approach.” In Media in the Global Context, edited by Emmanuel K. 
Ngwainmbi, 3–4. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2019.

Radicalization of Youth in the 
MENA Region
Carter Johnson
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involves the deliberate use or threat of violence by individuals or non-state 
groups to achieve a political or social goal by instilling fear in a broader audience 
beyond the direct targets.3 It is important to distinguish between radicalization 
of opinion, also known as cognitive radicalization, and radicalization of action, 
or behavioral radicalization. Not all individuals who hold radical opinions go 
on to commit radical actions, and conversely, people may engage in radical acts 
without holding radical beliefs. Factors such as fear, love, and isolation can also 
motivate radical behavior.4

Researchers talk about cognitive radicalization and behavioral radicalization 
as two pyramids. Radicalization of opinion has, at its lowest level, those who 
do not care about political cause (neutral), then those who believe in a political 
cause and that change is necessary (sympathizers), then those who believe that 
violence is justifiable in the pursuit of said change (justifiers), then at the highest 
level of the opinion pyramid, those who feel a personal moral obligation to use 
violence to pursue change (obligor).5 As for radicalization of action, at the lowest 
level are people not doing anything for a cause (inert), then those who follow the 
legal processes for creating change (activists), then those who engage in illegal 
action for the cause (radicals), and finally at the apex of the action pyramid are 
those who engage in illegal actions aimed at civilians (terrorists).6

The MENA region is a focal point for studying radicalization due to the con-
tinued influence of radical groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda, whose ideologies persist 
despite significant territorial losses.7 While radicalization has global implications, 
much of its impact can be traced back to the MENA region. For example, 43.5% 
of foreign-born terrorists in the United States originate from this part of the 
world.8 Among the groups most susceptible to radicalization are Muslim male 
youth, defined as people between the ages of 15–24, who face significant transi-
tions during key life stages, including education, employment, and marriage.9 10 

3	 Sandler, Todd. “The Analytical Study of Terrorism: Taking Stock.” Journal of Peace 
Research 51, no. 2 (March 1, 2014): 257. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343313491277.

4	 Clark and Moskalenko, “Understanding Political Radicalization,” 205.
5	 Ibid. pp. 211–12.
6	 Ibid. pp. 212.
7	 “Developments in Violent Extremism in the Middle East and Beyond: Proceed-

ings of a Workshop–in Brief” at NAP.Edu. Accessed February 20, 2024. https://
doi.org/10.17226/25518.

8	 Cato Institute. “Terrorists by Immigration Status and Nationality: A Risk Analy-
sis, 1975–2017,” May 7, 2019. https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/
terrorists-immigration-status-nationality-risk-analysis-1975-201.

9	 Assaad, Ragui, and Farzaneh Roudi-Fahimi. “YOUTH IN THE MIDDLE EAST 
AND NORTH AFRICA: DEMOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITY OR CHAL-
LENGE?” Population Reference Bureau, 2004.

10	 Hutson, Royce, Taylor Long, and Michael Page. “Pathways to Violent 
Radicalisation in the Middle East: A Model for Future Studies of Transna-
tional Jihad.” The RUSI Journal 154, no. 2 (April 1, 2009): 18–26. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03071840902965570.
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This demographic is particularly vulnerable due to the formative nature of their 
political and social opinions during these years.11 Although male youth remain 
the most impacted group, the gap between male and female radicalization rates 
is narrowing as female radicalization continues to rise.12 It is worth noting that 
there is no standardized list of countries that make up the MENA region, and 
even various UN agencies differ on this classification.13 14 Due to this complica-
tion I have tried my best to standardize this list and include in all statistics refer-
ring to the region as a whole the following countries: Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, 
Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, 
Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, 
United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.

Religion, while often implicated in radicalization, functions more as a 
catalyst than a root cause. Religious rhetoric is frequently used by extremist 
recruiters to frame socio-political issues as a “cosmic war” between good and 
evil. This framing can legitimize violence as a form of righteous resistance, 
particularly when it intersects with economic or social vulnerabilities.15 However, 
religion alone is not sufficient to drive radicalization without the presence of 
other contributing factors, such as economic hardship or political instability.16 
Extreme ideologies, which sit on the ends of the ideological spectrum, play a 
significant role in this process. Those who hold extreme ideologies are often 
seeking to change the status quo, particularly in religious and political contexts. 
It is important to note that extreme ideologies are not inherently negative; for 
example, advocating for women’s suffrage in the early 20th century was consid-
ered extremist.17 

11	 Flanagan, Constance A., and Lonnie R. Sherrod. “Youth Political Development: 
An Introduction.” Journal of Social Issues 54, no. 3 (1998): 447–56. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1998.tb01229.x.

12	 Yon, Rachel, and Daniel Milton. “Simply Small Men? Examining Differences 
Between Females and Males Radicalized in the United States.” Women & Criminal 
Justice 29 (May 2, 2019): 1. https://doi.org/10.1080/08974454.2018.1543067.

13	 Laura van Waas. “The situation of stateless persons in the Middle East and North 
Africa.” UNHCR (October 2010): 2. https://www.unhcr.org/uk/media/situation-
stateless-persons-middle-east-and-north-africa-laura-van-waas.

14	 Davoodi, Mr Hamid R., and Mr George T. Abed. “Challenges of Growth and 
Globalization in the Middle East and North Africa.” International Monetary 
Fund, 2003. p. 2

15	 Juergensmeyer, Mark. “Cosmic War.” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Religion. 9 
May. 2016.

16	 State Department employee (name withheld), interview by author, Washington 
D.C. March 21, 2024.

17	 Hassan, Hareim, Léa Farine, Nick Kinnish, Daniel Mejía, and Christopher 
Tindale. “What Is Extremism? Advancing Definition in Political Argumentation.” 
Topoi 42, no. 2 (April 1, 2023): 573–81.
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The evolution of youth radicalization in the MENA region highlights the 
importance of understanding these underlying factors. The region’s significant 
youth bulge—a demographic phenomenon resulting from a decline in mortal-
ity rates in the late 19th century followed by a delayed decline in fertility rates 
around the 1970s—has led to a large increase in the youth population.18 Today, 
the MENA region has one of the youngest populations in the world, which has 
driven increased demands for education and employment that many states have 
struggled to meet. This failure has exacerbated economic and social frustrations 
among youth, potentially contributing to rising radicalization rates. Despite the 
loss of governance by groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda, their ideological influence 
remains strong, emphasizing the need to analyze the processes through which 
these organizations maintain their foothold.19

Furthermore, social cohesion, defined as the social bonds that make society 
function, is an important factor in understanding radicalization in the MENA 
region. Social cohesion in this context refers specifically to horizontal social 
cohesion (citizen-to-citizen relationships) rather than vertical social cohesion 
(citizen-to-state relationships). It is “characterized by a set of attitudes and 
norms that include trust, a sense of belonging, and the willingness to participate 
and help, as well as their behavioral manifestations.”20 When social cohesion is 
weak, the potential for various forms of conflict increases, creating an environ-
ment that extremist organizations can exploit.

This essay will explore the contributing factors and negative consequences of 
youth radicalization in the MENA region. It will examine current best practices 
for combating radicalization while identifying gaps between research and prac-
tice that must be addressed to develop more effective prevention strategies.

Contributing Factors

#1: Lack of opportunity (relative deprivation)
Citizens feel their government is failing them, because of the lack of oppor-

tunities for quality education and employment. This can lead them to form radi-
cal opinions. As they then seek ways to change their societies in accordance with 
these beliefs, they may be drawn to radical organizations. These organizations 
promise change and offer financial benefits which are very attractive to these 
disenfranchised citizens. Eventually these organizations encourage individuals 

18	 Assaad and Roudi-Fahimi. “YOUTH IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH 
AFRICA: DEMOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITY OR CHALLENGE?”

19	 “Developments in Violent Extremism in the Middle East and Beyond: Proceed-
ings of a Workshop–in Brief” at NAP.Edu.

20	 UNDP. “Developing a Social Cohesion Index for the Arab Region.” Accessed 
April 4, 2024. https://www.undp.org/arab-states/publications/developing-social-
cohesion-index-arab-region-0.
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that join them to commit radical and often violent acts.21 Youth in the MENA 
region become radicalized because they are pushed in that direction—that is to 
say they feel deprived of opportunities and radical organizations offer financial 
benefits as well as an avenue to change the status quo.22 Those who are not edu-
cated are not presented with education options that they feel will prepare them 
for employment. According to many education benchmark tests, countries in the 
MENA region are consistently underperforming when compared to their peers 
in other nations around the world. This underperformance combined with high 
rates of unemployment points to a skill mismatch, the skills with which people 
are graduating are not the skills which are needed in the job market.23 This is po-
tentially due to regional governments emphasizing STEM fields.24 However, most 
employers in the region rank more than a dozen soft skills above technical skills 
in importance when they are assessing a candidate’s qualifications for the job.25 
Many are aware of this and those without an education feel the government is 
not holding up their end of the social contract by providing citizens with educa-
tion that will prepare them for employment. Those who feel this disenfranchise-
ment are susceptible to recruitment from radical organizations, who will take 
advantage of people’s grievances and manipulate them towards radical opinion 
and action. Thus radical organizations seize this opportunity by recruiting in 
schools.26 The skill gap created by the poor education quality leads to people 
graduating with reasonable expectations for a job—they did get an education 
after all—but those expectations are not being met. This, “the absence of oppor-
tunities relative to expectations,” is what scholars call relative deprivation.27 They 

21	 Brookings. “How Do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent 
Extremism?” Accessed February 24, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/
how-do-education-and-unemployment-affect-support-for-violent-extremism/.

22	 -Social Causes of Arab Youth Radicalizing.” Journalism and Mass Com“ .البحري, نسرين
munication 6, no. 12 (December 1, 2016): 743–56.

23	 Jalbout, Maysa, and Samar Farah. “Will the Technology Disruption Widen or 
Close the Skills Gap in the Middle East and North Africa?” Brookings. https://
www.brookings.edu/articles/will-the-technology-disruption-widen-or-close-the-
skills-gap-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/

24	 Kayan-Fadlelmula, Fatma, Abdellatif Sellami, Nada Abdelkader, and Salman 
Umer. “A Systematic Review of STEM Education Research in the GCC Coun-
tries: Trends, Gaps and Barriers.” International Journal of STEM Education 9, no. 1 
(January 3, 2022): 2. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-021-00319-7.

25	 Maysa and Farah, “Will the Technology Disruption Widen or Close the Skills 
Gap in the Middle East and North Africa?”

26	 Sas, Marlies, Koen Ponnet, Genserik Reniers, and Wim Hardyns. “The Role 
of Education in the Prevention of Radicalization and Violent Extremism in 
Developing Countries.” Sustainability 12, no. 6 (March 16, 2020): 2320. https://doi.
org/10.3390/su12062320.

27	 Brookings, “How Do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent 
Extremism?”
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feel they have done their part, because they have worked hard in school, passed 
exams, and paid sometimes hefty prices for their education. They are disappoint-
ed and feel that the societal structures in which they live are failing to hold up 
their end of the social contract by not providing them with jobs.28 These people 
are very susceptible to radicalization, often coming to form radical opinions 
on their own, which are then exploited by radical organizations who also offer 
financial benefits and promise to work towards societal changes. 	

For the last 25 years the MENA region has had higher rates of youth unem-
ployment than any other region in the world with youth unemployment reaching 
about 30% in 2017, more than double the global average.29 This unemployment 
statistic includes those discussed earlier who are not equipped with relevant 
skills, but those who are equipped with in-demand skills are also going through 
long periods of unemployment and underemployment. Nearly 40% of youth 
who are employed are underemployed, meaning they are not “employed at their 
maximum potential or capacity.”30 This suggests that the problem is more than 
a mismatch between the skills desired by employers and the skills with which 
graduates are equipped.31 Though educational attainment is often cited as one of 
the most important factors to help youth contribute economically to society, in 
the MENA region, the problem is much more than just that. It is not uncommon 
for a highly qualified, educated person to be working as a cab driver or some 
other job way below their skill level.32 The private sector in the MENA region is 
very small and has been unable to create enough jobs for the population.33 Many 
of the challenges to private sector growth in the MENA region can be traced 
back to the fact that current policies in the MENA region favor a small number 
of politically connected firms34 which limit or entirely remove competition from 
their markets. Entrepreneurship is essential to growing a private sector which 

28	 Brookings, “How Do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent 
Extremism?”

29	 Brookings. “Youth Employment in the Middle East and North Africa: Revisiting 
and Reframing the Challenge.” Accessed April 15, 2024. https://www.brookings.
edu/articles/youth-employment-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa-revisiting-
and-reframing-the-challenge/.

30	 Silatech and Gallup. “Underemployment in the MENA Region,” December 2013. 
https://silatech.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/silatech-index-brief-underem-
ployment-in-the-mena-region.pdf#page=11.11.

31	 Brookings, “How Do Education and Unemployment Affect Support for Violent 
Extremism?”

32	 Silatech and Gallup, “Underemployment in the MENA Region.”
33	 World Bank. “Jobs or Privileges : Unleashing the Employment Potential of 

the Middle East and North Africa.” Accessed February 26, 2024. https://www.
worldbank.org/en/region/mena/publication/jobs-or-privileges-unleashing-the-
employment-potential-of-the-middle-east-and-north-africa.

34	 Ibid.
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can supply sufficient jobs for the population, but with current policies, the chal-
lenges facing entrepreneurs make that a near impossibility.35 Because of a small 
private sector and overcrowded public sector, people take jobs below their skill 
level in the informal sector. In the MENA region informal employment accounts 
for 68% of all employment. Not only are jobs in the informal sector way below 
their skill level, but the informal sector does not have the same job protections 
and perks as the private sector. This means that those who are working in the 
informal sector are not making consistent, predictable income.36 Again a lack of 
stable income as well as socio-political grievances can lead individuals to form 
radical opinions and makes them susceptible to recruitment from radical organi-
zations, which will entice them towards radical action.

#2: Psychological factors
More than just social factors there are also psychological factors which can 

increase the likelihood of any given person radicalizing. In the MENA region, de-
pending on the country, the proportion of individuals suffering from some form 
of mental illness ranges between 15.6% and 35.5%. The most prevalent mental dis-
orders are anxiety disorders, various of which are caused by psychotrauma related 
to conflict in the region, and mood disorders like depression.37 These statistics are 
particularly alarming, because individuals with some form of mental disorder, 
particularly those associated with psychotrauma are more susceptible to radical-
ization. This is because of the role that radical media can play in some people’s 
coping mechanisms38 like dissociation.39 Radical media provokes individuals into 
a dissociative state, which leads some individuals experiencing psychotrauma to 
seek out radical media. This media is designed by radical organizations to exploit 

35	 Brookings. “Entrepreneurship: An Engine for Job Creation and Inclusive Growth 
in the Arab World.” Accessed March 2, 2024. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/
entrepreneurship-an-engine-for-job-creation-and-inclusive-growth-in-the-arab-
world/.

36	 OECD and International Labour Organization. Tackling Vulnerability in the 
Informal Economy. Development Centre Studies. OECD, 2019. https://doi.
org/10.1787/939b7bcd-en.

37	 Ibrahim, Nahla Khamis. “Epidemiology of Mental Health Problems in the Middle 
East.” In Handbook of Healthcare in the Arab World, edited by Ismail Laher, 133–49. 
Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2021. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
36811-1_12.

38	 Rolling, Julie, Guillaume Corduan, Martin Roth, Carmen M. Schroder, and 
Amaury C. Mengin. “Violent Radicalization and Post-Traumatic Dissociation: 
Clinical Case of a Young Adolescent Girl Radicalized.” Frontiers in Psychiatry 
13 (2022). https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/
fpsyt.2022.793291.

39	 Van Der Kolk, B. A., and Onno Van Der Hart. “The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility 
of Memory and the Engraving of Trauma.” American Imago 48, no. 4 (1991): 425–54.
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this dissociation, because individuals in a dissociative state are more receptive 
to radical ideologies.40 This further complicates things because terrorism is the 
source of psychotrauma for some individuals41 who may then become radicalized, 
thus creating a cycle in which some people taking radical action increases the 
likelihood that others will too. There are several other psychological factors that 
may contribute to an individual’s likelihood of radicalizing. For example, a study 
found that young terrorists have higher rates of depression than other groups.42

There also exists in the MENA region a huge stigma around mental health. 
This means that there are less opportunities to get help for those who need it.43 
Also, where there are opportunities, they aren’t used, because the stigma makes 
people scared to ask for help. This could be one of the reasons why mental 
disorders are prevalent, but this also exacerbates the problems that come about 
because of the prevalence of mental disorders.44 Mental disorders lead to radical-
ization through several different pathways. For example, there is a widespread 
lack of public awareness concerning mental health, so those suffering from 
various mental disorders feel misunderstood in their interactions with friends or 
family members. To avoid feeling misunderstood, some individuals avoid social 
situations altogether. This combined with unreliable or nonexistent support 
systems causes people to feel lonely or isolated.45 In their isolation they may seek 
out groups that they can belong to or seek company online. In their internet 
searching they may stumble upon or seek out radical media. Radical organiza-
tions and recruiters also seek out and take advantage of these individuals in their 

40	 Rolling et al. “Violent Radicalization and Post-Traumatic Dissociation: Clinical 
Case of a Young Adolescent Girl Radicalized.”

41	 Gindt, Morgane, Arnaud Fernandez, Radia Zeghari, Marie-Line Ménard, Ophelie 
Nachon, Aurélien Richez, Philippe Auby, Michele Battista, and Florence Aske-
nazy. “A 3-Year Retrospective Study of 866 Children and Adolescent Outpatients 
Followed in the Nice Pediatric Psychotrauma Center Created after the 2016 Mass 
Terror Attack.” Frontiers in Psychiatry 13 (December 8, 2022): 1010957. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyt.2022.1010957.

42	 Duits, Nils, Daphne L. Alberda, and Maaike Kempes. “Psychopathology of 
Young Terrorist Offenders, and the Interaction With Ideology and Grievances.” 
Frontiers in Psychiatry 13 (2022). https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/
articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2022.801751.

43	 Batarseh, Yazan, Mariam Abukhalaf, Rula Fakhoury, Laith Alfalah, and Mayyada 
Wazaify. “Mental Health Literacy and Stigma towards Patients with Mental 
Health Disorders among Pharmacists in the MENA Region.” Journal of Phar-
maceutical Health Services Research 13, no. 2 (June 1, 2022): 143–50. https://doi.
org/10.1093/jphsr/rmac017.

44	 Ibrahim, “Epidemiology of Mental Health Problems in the Middle East.”
45	 Prizeman, Katie, Netta Weinstein, and Ciara McCabe. “Effects of Mental Health 

Stigma on Loneliness, Social Isolation, and Relationships in Young People with 
Depression Symptoms.” BMC Psychiatry 23, no. 1 (July 21, 2023): 527. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12888-023-04991-7.
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online recruiting.46 Because isolation contributes so much to radicalization, it is 
important to talk a little bit about migration and refugees here. There are 36.4 
million refugees around the world and 1/3 of those come from just 2 countries 
in the MENA region, Syria and Afghanistan, and more than half of those are 
youth.47 Furthermore, as of 2022 in the MENA region there were 16.2 million 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), which accounts for almost 1/4 of all IDPs 
around the world.48 There is a strong correlation between diaspora communities 
created by refugees or other forms of migration and radicalization. The theory is 
that this is due to the unique isolation that many feel when they leave their home 
country.49 There are similar theories about IDPs.50

#3: Connection to terrorist organizations
Throughout the last section there were several mentions of radical media; 

connections to radical/terrorist organizations, whether through the internet 
or through other social environments, is known to facilitate radicalization of 
individuals.51 Terrorist organizations aim to facilitate radicalization with the 
hopes of recruiting. They have developed methods that make use of various social 
settings including mosques, school, and social media. A lot of these methods rely 
on radical religious leaders. As was mentioned earlier, though religion itself does 
not cause radicalization, religious rhetoric is often utilized by recruiters who take 
advantage of the connections people make between political and religious ideas 
by framing it as a cosmic war.52 Such framing makes it possible for people to jus-
tify violence as a form of righteous resistance. There are two paths which create 

46	 Rivera, Janice. “The Role of Isolation in Radicalization: How Important Is It?” 
2013. http://hdl.handle.net/10945/38949.

47	 UNHCR. “UNHCR Refugee Data Finder.” UNHCR. Accessed April 16, 2024. 
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/.

48	 IOM. “Displacement Tracking Matrix - Regional Snapshot - Middle East & North 
Africa: Quarterly Report January 1- March 31, 2023 - Iraq, Libya, Sudan, and Ye-
men.” ReliefWeb,” June 23, 2023. https://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/displacement-
tracking-matrix-regional-snapshot-middle-east-north-africa-quarterly-report-
january-1-march-31-2023-iraq-libya-sudan-and-yemen

49	 Richardson, Louise, ed. The Roots of Terrorism. Democracy and Terrorism, vol. 1. 
New York, NY London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2006.

50	 Haider, Huma. “Refugee, IDP and Host Community Radicalisation.” GSDRC 
Applied Knowledge Services, 2014. https://gsdrc.org/publications/refugee-idp-
and-host-community-radicalisation/.

51	 Hafez, Mohammed, and Creighton Mullins. “The Radicalization Puzzle: A Theo-
retical Synthesis of Empirical Approaches to Homegrown Extremism.” Studies in 
Conflict & Terrorism 38, no. 11 (November 2, 2015): 958–75. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1057610X.2015.1051375.

52	 Schneider, Nathan. “Cosmic War on a Global Scale: An Interview with Mark 
Juergensmeyer.” SSRC The Immanent Frame, July 23, 2010. https://tif.ssrc.
org/2010/07/23/cosmic-war/.
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radical religious leaders. The first is where an individual first becomes radical 
and then becomes a religious leader. Becoming a religious leader is a very attrac-
tive option for a radical individual, because they are already enamored with the 
religious ideology used to justify violence. Becoming a religious leader also comes 
with higher status and influence.53 The other path is where a religious leader 
is radicalized. To understand this path it is important to know first that “for 
religious scholars, especially in the Middle East, professional advancement means 
jobs in government-sponsored academic institutions or in the public service.”54 
Thus the theory is that when a religious leader believes their professional ad-
vancement has been blocked, they would likely resent the state and potentially 
turn to radical ideologies as a way to prove their worth.55 This is important to 
understand, because there are some communities that have abnormally higher 
rates of radicalization than others like some specific cities in Libya, Tunisia, and 
Algeria. These are known as hotbeds and this happens due to radical religious 
leaders who run mosques and thus have a huge influence on the community, 
including the youth.56

Terrorist organizations like ISIS also have developed a very strong online 
presence, with 40,000 accounts actively posting on X.57 They post things like 
propaganda and educational content. The topics range from politics to religion 
to explosives and the posts are usually very emotionally engaging and tie in a lot 
of the elements discussed in the previous two contributing factors.58 They focus 
on just about anything that can create an echo chamber that would capture the 
interest of people who may be susceptible to radicalization. This works in large 
part because the sheer amount of posts they can make using their accounts alone 
(that is, not including posts made by their targets) is enough to build an online 
community which algorithms will pick up on and spread. The community aspect 
is important, because as mentioned before radicalization is fundamentally a 

53	 Nielsen, Richard A. Deadly Clerics: Blocked Ambition and the Paths to Jihad. Cam-
bridge Studies in Comparative Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017.

54	 Mendelsohn, Barak. Review of Review of Deadly Clerics: Blocked Ambition and the 
Path to Jihad, by Richard A. Nielsen. Middle East Journal 72, no. 4 (2018): 718–20.

55	 Nielsen, Deadly Clerics.
56	 Varvelli, Arturo, Ali H. Soufan, and Istituto per gli studi di politica inter-

nazionale (Milan, Italy), eds. Jihadist Hotbeds: Understanding Local Radicalization 
Processes. First edition. Milano : Novi Ligure (AL): ISPI ; Epoké, 2016.

57	 Porter, Geoff. “Tailored Online Interventions: The Islamic State’s Recruitment 
Strategy.” Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, October 23, 2015. https://
ctc.westpoint.edu/tailored-online-interventions-the-islamic-states-recruitment-
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58	 International Association of Chiefs of Police. 2014. “Online Radicalization to 
Violent Extremism.” Awareness Brief. Washington, DC: Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services.
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group process.59 They also have teams that utilize the private messaging systems 
on social media platforms.60 These teams have tactics which they tailor to indi-
viduals in private messages. They may share propaganda materials that would be 
banned in a public post that can pull at specific vulnerabilities they have learned 
about the person through casual conversations.61 They try slowly to change the 
person’s worldview by taking advantage of these vulnerabilities, sharing propa-
ganda, and emotional manipulation. Eventually they transition towards deter-
mining which actions the individual would be willing to take in support of ISIS 
and encouraging those actions.62 Eventually they encourage more and more dras-
tic action which they justify using religious ideas that are taken out of context.63 
This is particularly relevant to our demographic of interest because, depending 
on the country, the proportion of youth in the region who say they use social 
media every day ranges from 94%–99% of youth.64

Negative Consequences

#1: Violent Extremism
The term “radicalization” was coined to identify the process preceding terror-

ism, making it evident that terrorism emerges as a direct outcome of radicaliza-
tion.65 Though radicalization generally contributes to terrorism, this is particu-
larly true among youth in the MENA region. The MENA region is not only the 
origin of more foreign-born terrorists than anywhere else in the world,66 but it 
is also the region most affected by terrorist attacks.67 The relationships between 

59	 Gunton, Kate. “The Impact of the Internet and Social Media Platforms on 
Radicalisation to Terrorism and Violent Extremism.” In Privacy, Security and 
Forensics in The Internet of Things (IoT), edited by Reza Montasari, Fiona Carroll, 
Ian Mitchell, Sukhvinder Hara, and Rachel Bolton-King, 167–77. Cham: Springer 
International Publishing, 2022. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-91218-5_8.

60	 Porter, “Tailored Online Interventions.”
61	 Thompson, Robin. “Radicalization and the Use of Social Media.” Journal of Strate-

gic Security 4, no. 4 (2011): 167–90.
62	 Porter, “Tailored Online Interventions.”
63	 State Department employee (name withheld), interview by author, Washington 

D.C. March 21, 2024
64	 Raz, Daniella. “Youth in Middle East and North Africa.” Blog post, Arab Barom-

eter, August 2019. https://www.arabbarometer.org/2019/09/youth-in-the-middle-
east-and-north-africa/.

65	 McCauley and Moskalenko, “Understanding Political Radicalization.”
66	 Cato Institute. “Terrorists by Immigration Status and Nationality: A Risk Analy-

sis, 1975–2017,” May 7, 2019. https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/
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67	 Vision of Humanity. “Global Terrorism Index | Countries Most Impacted by 
Terrorism.” Accessed March 11, 2024. https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/
global-terrorism-index/.
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and within the countries of the region are rather complex and conflict-ridden. 
This is significant because of the intricate relationship between conflict and 
terrorism. In 2023, 98% of terrorism related deaths happened in conflict zones.68 
More specific to the MENA region is the Israel-Palestine conflict; a prevalent 
tactic that has emerged in this conflict is terrorism usually by suicide bomb.69 
Because of this both Israel and Palestine rank in the top 50 countries affected by 
terrorism.70 The terrorists carrying out these attacks are typically unemployed 
or underemployed youth.71 72 Since 2013, there have been 246,578 deaths caused 
by terrorism.73 Beyond the deaths, terrorism can cause significant psychological 
distress, including fear, anxiety, and trauma, not only among direct victims but 
also within affected communities and societies at large and the fear of future at-
tacks can lead to long-lasting psychological effects.74 Terrorism also hurts people 
indirectly by damaging living areas and infrastructure. Because of fear and dam-
aged infrastructure, terrorism also leads to mass displacement, especially in the 
MENA region, where in North Africa alone 2.8 million people are displaced for 
reasons related to terrorism.75

However, terrorism is not the only form of violent extremism. Violent 
extremism is defined as any violence motivated by extreme ideologies; this 
broad definition means that even governments can sometimes engage in violent 
extremism.76 An example of this in the MENA region would be Iran. Since 1979, 
there have been regularly recurring large-scale protests in Iran which have been 
faced with violent state suppression. This is because the structure of the Iranian 
government creates and preserves a tension between elected officials like the 
president who represents the voice of the people and unelected officials like 
the supreme leader who is responsible for enacting some rather radical views 
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concerning applications of Islam.77 This tension between elected and unelected 
(religious) officials is in a way also a tension between people and their govern-
ment; because the unelected officials have ultimate authority over the elected 
officials and the elected officials represent the people, so the people are essen-
tially mute. It is in the supreme leader’s interest to keep it that way and so when 
the people speak in an organized manner, like protests, he often uses violence to 
suppress them.78 Though the youth of today currently have very little say in what 
their governments do, that will not always be the case. One reason why youth 
radicalizing at rapid rates is alarming is because the more youth that radicalize 
today, the more likely it is that there will be a radical government in the future. 

#2: Social Fragmentation
High rates of radicalization in an area disrupt social cohesion in that area. 

This is because while radicalization does happen on the individual level at times, it 
is primarily a group process. Recruiters of radical organizations and radical lead-
ers employ arguments that are framed in a way to make group identity salient, cit-
ing socio-political grievances and saying things like “They didn’t happen to you by 
chance, they happen systematically to us as Muslims.”79 Sayings like these and oth-
ers are designed to make group identity salient and often scapegoat an outgroup 
shifting the blame for social problems onto them.80 This creates an “us versus 
them” mentality. When this happens, if the ingroup is perceived as strong it elicits 
anger but if the ingroup is perceived as weak it elicits fear.81 Through this process 
radicalization exacerbates already tenuous social divisions. This is observed as in-
dividuals sort themselves and form enclaves and echo chambers. These can be ac-
tual physical locations or online communities.82 As susceptible individuals spend 
time with radicals and others in the process of radicalization in these spaces, those 
harmful ideologies are perpetuated and opposing views are marginalized and 
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suppressed.83 As a consequence of this fragmentation into groups societal trust 
erodes and social interactions across group boundaries become strained. One 
manifestation of this is the generation gap, differences in worldviews between 
generations, which are amplified by radicalization. This is because youth are much 
more susceptible to radicalization than their parents.84 More than just widening 
the generation gap, many of the boundaries between groups are highlighted due to 
discrimination that finds its roots in radicalization.85 

Sectarian divisions exacerbated by radicalization impede efforts to resolve 
conflicts peacefully and constructively. This has been cited as something that has 
prolonged the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.86 Furthermore, it has led to extreme, 
sometimes even violent, opposition in Arab countries to normalizing relation-
ships with Israel and unrest in countries which have already normalized relation-
ships.87 Radicalization perpetuates conflict not just in the case of Israel/Palestine, 
but also in the Libyan civil war,88 Syrian civil war,89 and Lebanon.90 It also lays 
the groundwork for more indirect violence. For example, in the MENA region 
who gets a job or not is more dependent on who you know and are liked by than 
it is on your qualifications. The high levels of fear and anger towards outgroup 
members due to radicalization makes getting a job in the MENA region much 
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harder for those from certain groups. This is easily observed in Iraq, where 
thousands of Kurds flee from each year. Many of them cite difficulty finding a 
job due to a lack of social connections as one of the reasons for their migration.91 
The migration of qualified individuals from an area is known as “brain drain” 
and is a well-studied economic problem in the MENA region.92 Some countries 
in the MENA region—especially those with high rates of radicalization—score 
very high on the brain drain index which measures the economic impact of brain 
drain, like Syria which scored 8 (on a scale of 1–10). The disruption of social 
cohesion due to radicalization in the region also severely undermines the condi-
tions necessary for democracy but also just good governance more generally. For 
example the fragmentation of society into groups and the formation of enclaves 
and echo chambers limits consensus building which is necessary for democratic 
institutions to thrive. Furthermore the fear generated by high rates of radical-
ization distorts public dialogue, discredits moderate ideologies, and empowers 
political extremes. This distorted dialogue can lead to disillusionment of many 
and demotivate them from holding the government accountable, because they 
believe such efforts would be futile.93

#3: Economic Stagnation
When taking into account the costs of security efforts aimed at preventing 

terrorism and rebuilding infrastructure, as well as the revenue lost from reduced 
tourism and trade, terrorism cost the world economy $855 billion from 2000 to 
2018. $435 billion of that was in the MENA region.94 Important to note is that 
because of radicalization, terrorism has significant economic effects before it 
even happens. Because high rates of radicalization are correlated with terrorism, 
in areas with high rates of radicalization, governments invest in counterterror-
ism efforts; while this helps keep people safe, it also means that the governments 
have to divert resources away from areas which may lead to greater economic 
revitalization. Counterterrorism efforts can be rather expensive and include 
measures such as increased security personnel, intelligence gathering and analy-
sis, surveillance technology, border controls, counter-radicalization programs, 
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military operations, and international cooperation initiatives.95 A good example 
of this in the MENA region is Iraq. Iraq, the country that is second-most affected 
by terrorism, invests heavily into security.96 They have several security agen-
cies including Iraqi Security Forces (ISF), Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), 
National Security Services, among others, whose responsibilities overlap on the 
prevention of terrorist attacks. Iraq also participates in several international 
organizations to support counter terrorism efforts. On top of all this they have 
a couple intelligence agencies and the Counterterrorism Service (CTS) which is 
a part of the prime minister’s cabinet.97 Allocating resources to address immedi-
ate security concerns, comes at the expense of investing in long-term economic 
development. If radicalization were not a problem, Iraq would be free to invest 
in long-term economic development, for example through efforts to mitigate the 
effects of climate change. Seeing as Iraq is the 5th most vulnerable country in the 
world to climate change, it is reasonable to assume that if the government could, 
they would allocate more funds to combatting it and mitigating its effects.98 

Not only must governments spend more in areas with high rates of radicaliza-
tion, but businesses also face increased financial burdens. To attract employees 
to work in these areas, they must offer higher salaries. Additionally, operating 
in such environments results in higher insurance premiums due to the elevated 
level of risk.99 Furthermore, businesses often need to invest in extensive security 
measures to mitigate potential threats effectively. Not only do increased costs dis-
incentivize people from starting companies, but so does uncertainty. In business 
uncertainty is characterized by a lack of information about the future. This is dif-
ferent from risk, because risk is characterized by a chance of something undesir-
able happening as a result of a choice and can be calculated.100 Regions with high 
rates of radicalization have a lot of uncertainty, because there is a risk of terrorist 
attack and terrorist attacks are unpredictable.101 Terrorists may target businesses 
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directly or they may target important infrastructure such as roads or power plants 
which indirectly negatively impacts businesses which rely on such infrastructure.102

All of this has observable implications in the MENA region. In a report 
about the role of SMEs in the MENA region, the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) reports a lack of infrastructure because of regional conflicts and terror-
ism as a major obstacle faced by SMEs in the MENA region. They also mention 
a lack of investment in development as a major obstacle and while government 
budgets are not always accessible and we cannot be certain of what governments 
are spending on instead, in many countries of the region there is evidence that 
they spend a significant amount on counter terrorism.103 According to data col-
lected by the World Bank, the MENA region has the second-lowest levels of new 
business entry in the world;104 according to the Global Entrepreneurship Index, a 
big part of the reason for this is low levels of perceived opportunity due to very 
high levels of risk.105 A lot of these same things deter FDI with the exception of 
countries in which a lot is invested into counterterrorism. These countries such 
as Egypt and Israel do not experience many of the negative effects of radicaliza-
tion on FDI.106 However, it is important to note that in less-developed countries 
FDI can actually increase the likelihood of terrorist attacks due to the increased 
perception of clashing between traditionality and modernity and the increase in 
economic discrimination that comes with development.107 Stepping away from 
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the business world, these same issues incur costs on the tourism industry; for 
example the perceived risk of terrorism cost Turkey’s tourism industry $600 mil-
lion in 2006, whereas being actively engaged in war with a neighboring country 
had no effect on tourism.108 There are some broader implications of this as well. 
Because these things are super important, the increase in the difficulty of doing 
business109 and the decrease in FDI110 and tourism revenue111 make it very difficult 
for oil dependent economies, such as Iraq, to diversify. The difficulty of doing 
business leads to less job creation and thus more radicalization.112 Finally, there are 
consequences for civil society organizations as well. The increased costs of doing 
business carry over to this sector and anti-terrorism laws and policies in countries 
with high rates of radicalization are not only costly, but also vague. Both the cost 
of implementation and the vagueness of the legislation have unintended conse-
quences which may undermine the efforts of civil society organizations.113 114

Best Practices 

Community-based Development
Because radicalization is fundamentally a group phenomenon whose stron-

gest determinant is relative deprivation, the best approach to countering it 
seems to be community-based development programs. These programs are often 
attached to schools and because of that they target youth that are in school.115 
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Typically, participants in these programs are assigned something, like team 
sports to play or a social problem in the community to solve together. They are 
structured in a way that incorporates training relevant to the current job market, 
helps youth develop social connections, and teaches youth how to manage their 
emotions through therapy.116 These programs work because, although radicaliza-
tion is a complex issue, they employ a comprehensive approach that addresses 
many different factors which could contribute to radicalization.117 Morocco has 
been very successful in countering radicalization, in part due to their commu-
nity-based development programs.118 The Moroccan government has partnered 
with two NGOs, Tamkeen and Tibu, that implement such programs in Moroc-
can public schools. Tibu is a basketball-based program that helps youth develop 
in-demand soft skills through sports. Participants also get paired with a mentor 
to help them in other areas of their lives. Due to limited capacity these NGOs 
first determine which areas are most at-risk and target those communities, and 
together have served more than 300,000 youth in those areas.119 120

Impact
Though organizations which use these practices receive many awards for 

their impact, it is very difficult to find how impact was measured. This means 
that impact was probably measured at some point to determine their eligibil-
ity for awards, but it is very difficult to find any data at all—be it outputs, 
outcomes, or impact—on these practices. However, there are some numbers 
floating around for Tibu, one of the programs in Morocco, who won an Ashoka 
award. They say that 88% of kids in their program have increased grades since 
starting the program and that 66% of graduates have jobs 12 months after gradu-
ation. They also say that they have served more than 250,000 kids in 18 cities.121 
Unfortunately, it is really difficult to measure changes in radicalization rates or 
the negative consequences of radicalization, and so the measurements that 
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do exist do not measure an intervention’s effect on radicalization or its nega-
tive consequences, rather they measure its effects on the various contributing 
factors.122

Gaps
One of the biggest gaps is there is no agreed-upon definition for radicaliza-

tion and everyone uses different definitions.123 This is abused by governments 
in the region to make policies that are sometimes very repressive, restricting 
freedom of speech for example,124 or making the work of NGOs much more dif-
ficult.125 This also makes it really difficult to research, because you never really 
know what someone is researching when they say radicalization.126 Beyond a uni-
versally accepted definition is the problem of measurement. People have thought 
up some really clever ways to measure radicalization; however these are mostly 
being used in diaspora communities and not being implemented in the region 
itself.127 Despite these gaps in research there have been some really eye-opening 
findings in the last decade. For example, according to research done on relative 
deprivation we know that there is more than just a skill mismatch in the job 
market.128 Yet there are no interventions I was able to find that addressed those 
who have an education and relevant skills, but still can’t find jobs. Most interven-
tions targeted those who were preparing for jobs and worked to equip them with 
relevant skills.
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Key Takeaways
•	 Radicalization is fundamentally a group process.
•	 Radicalization is a social problem in and of itself, because it has negative 

consequences separate from violent extremism.
•	 Radicalization greatly disrupts economies.
•	 Radicalization is best combated with comprehensive, community-based 

interventions.


