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ABSTRACT 

Non-state armed actors (NSAAs) are the rising threat in multi-polar and multi-layered contemporary world. Its trans-national 

nature fed on by millennial goals and greed makes them an important threat for classical Weberian nation-state sovereignty and 

territoriality. On the other hand, they have also become one of the most critical matters of the security agenda in international 

politics. Today, the threat of non-state armed actors has impacted on a widespread security spectrum that bearing local, 

national, regional and international layers. In this manner, Salafist-jihadist groups have been very popular ones for last 

decades. These groups have impacted not only its local and nation-state layers but also international layers. At that point, the 

Western Balkans and Bosnia-Herzegovina in particular has significant strategic and ideological meanings for these groups to 

penetration. In this paper, the penetration strategies of these groups started with the Bosnian civil war until today will be 

evaluated. The harmony of the regional dynamics such as weak state conditions, economical grievances, identical and 

ideological matters and also the strategic penetration policies of these groups like foreign funding, propaganda, manipulation 

etc. will be revealed. And also, this paper will exhibit the unfair and biased arguments that frequently been used in the Western 

literature that claimed the direct correlations between the Bosnian Muslims and radicalization that happened within the context 

of accomplicity. It is obvious that there is a security threat in the region that effects all levels, nevertheless to avoid this threat 

in the first step, will be possible only with the understand the all of the dynamics that provide an eligible floor to strategic 

penetration of these groups to the region. And then there is a strong requirement that all of the local, regional and international 

actors should struggle with this multi-layered security threat together. 
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BOSNA-HERSEK'TE SELEFI-CIHATÇI DEVLET DIŞI SILAHLI 

AKTÖRLERIN YÜKSELIŞINE BÜTÜNSEL BIR YAKLAŞIM 

ÖZ 

Devlet dışı silahlı aktörler (NSAA'lar), çok kutuplu ve çok katmanlı çağdaş dünyada yükselen tehdittir. Bin yıllık 

hedefler ve açgözlülükle beslenen ulus-ötesi doğası, onları klasik Weberci ulus-devlet egemenliği ve bölgeselliği 

için önemli bir tehdit haline getiriyor. Öte yandan, uluslararası politikada da güvenlik gündeminin en kritik 

konularından biri haline geldiler. Günümüzde devlet dışı silahlı aktörlerin tehdidi yerel, ulusal, bölgesel ve 

uluslararası katmanları içeren geniş bir güvenlik yelpazesini etkilemiştir. Bu şekilde, Selefi-cihatçı gruplar son on 

yıllarda çok popüler gruplar olmuştur. Bu gruplar sadece yerel ve ulus-devlet katmanlarını değil, uluslararası 

katmanları da etkilemiştir. Bu noktada özellikle Batı Balkanlar ve Bosna-Hersek bu grupların nüfuz etmesi için 

önemli stratejik ve ideolojik anlamlar taşımaktadır. Bu çalışmada bu grupların Bosna iç savaşı ile başlayan bölgeye 

nüfuz etme stratejileri genel hatlarıyla günümüze kadar değerlendirilecektir. Zayıf devlet koşulları, ekonomik 

sıkıntılar, kimliksel ve ideolojik konuların bölgesel dinamiklerle uyumu ve bu grupların dış finansman, propaganda, 

manipülasyon vb. stratejik nüfuz politikaları ortaya çıkarılacaktır. Ayrıca bu makale, Batı literatüründe sıklıkla 

kullanılan Bosnalı Müslümanlar ile suç ortaklığı bağlamında meydana gelen radikalleşme arasındaki doğrudan 

ilişkiyi iddia eden haksız ve taraflı argümanları ortaya koyacaktır. Bölgede her kademeyi etkileyen bir güvenlik 

tehdidinin olduğu aşikardır, ancak bu tehdidi ilk adımda önlemek ancak bu grupların stratejik sızmasına uygun bir 

zemin sağlayan tüm dinamiklerin anlaşılmasıyla mümkün olacaktır. Ve sonra tüm yerel, bölgesel ve uluslararası 

aktörlerin bu çok katmanlı güvenlik tehdidiyle birlikte mücadele etmesi için güçlü bir gereklilik var 
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INTRODUCTION 

The diversification of actors in international politics is a highly distinctive feature of the 

contemporary world that makes it more ambiguous and complicated. While a number of actors have 

been offered as the bright actors that contribute to international peace, security, and development such 

as supra-national organizations, international companies, etc. on the flip side today several actors are 

threatening world security and order like terrorist organizations, radical movements and so on. These 

new actors are evaluated as great challengers of state sovereignties and territories as well.  

This article primarily scrutinizes the answer to how non-state armed actors, one of the most 

critical actors for security mentioned before, are undermining the state-sovereignties, territorialities, and 

what sort of avenues they are using to penetrate the targeted states and societies and to reach their 

planned regional or global objectives. Here, the Western Balkan region and the Bosnia-Herzegovina will 

be handled to analyze the penetration strategies of these groups to the region. The case in literature such 

a neglected one compared to the studies on non-state armed actors broadly located in the Middle East 

region. The region has style marks emanating from its historical and identical backgrounds that also 

permit to these actors engage in the region via divergent means.  

In this paper, after the get in touch with the logic of territoriality and sovereignty of these groups 

in general, at the following breath, how Salafist-radical Islamists have engaged in the Western Balkan 

region and Bosnia-Herzegovina in particular, will be assessed. In this paper, the spread of Islamic-

fundamentalist groups through the Western Balkan region and particularly Bosnia Herzegovina has been 

considered within the scope of within-case analysis method. The historical background and sociological 

architecture of the region have illustrated that the specific penetration strategies of these groups in the 

ongoing process, as an essential dependent variable, are the main fuel of these actors’ dissemination. In 

sum, while the socio-political structure of the region has been provided a prominent casual story within 

the case, the foreign intervention of these groups has been rigorously articulated in the story and struck 

a blow for the penetration.  

In the literature, the ongoing situation, that the Jihadist-Salafist groups are trying to be influential 

in the region, is associated with the Bosnian War and the Bosnian Muslims and politicians have been 

held responsible for the radicalization. However, both sociologically and politically it is obvious that 

this correlation has not been most likely, so, in this paper, the radicalization in the region should be 

analyzed within the part of penetration strategies of Salafist-Jihadist organizations. Because in the eyes 

of these extremist groups, engagement in the region is important in terms of both ideological, strategical, 

and tactical goals. There is a radicalization process in the region today. To understand its roots and the 

penetration strategies of these radical groups in the region and Bosnia-Herzegovina in particular, in the 

first part the components of the Bosnian war namely the Bosnian Muslims, politicians, mujahideen will 

be analyzed, and then which conditions could be provided an eligible floor to the extremist groups such 

as the weak state, economic turmoil, etc. will be discussed. Moreover, the penetration strategies of these 

groups such as the usage of new media apparatus, foreign funds, and also other factors such as the 

impacts of returnees over the society, the ideological and identical interrogation of the west and the 

Balkan identity will be revealed within this context. 

The Emergence of Non-State Armed Actors and Their Challenges with State Sovereignty 

and Territoriality in the Contemporary World 

The Undermining of the Classical State Sovereignty and Territoriality 

In the so-called Westphalian international order, the classical Weberian states’ monopoly in the 

legitimate use of violence has been assumed as a weakened argument in international politics and 

henceforward the rising of non-state powers has become the more markedly obvious phenomenon that 

challenges state authority, sovereignty, territoriality, etc. Particularly its violent variants have become 
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very capable to threaten all security fields of global affairs (Krause and Milliken, 2009). In other words, 

today there is a salient flow and also transformation from statehood to non-statehood in international 

politics and this has caused to enhancing of ambiguity in global politics because of the unpredictable 

nature of non-state actors unlike predictable nation states' actions generally bound with the concepts of 

deterrence, alliances, balances, etc. (Aydınlı, 2013).   

The emergence and pervade of these groups can be associated with contemporary developments 

in the world. In today's increasingly interconnected and globalized world, states' sovereignty, legitimacy, 

ability, and formation have changed due to globalization, transnational flows of people, ideas, and other 

factors. People become less linked to national states as a source of political support or social and 

economic claim-making and more linked to 'alternative imagined communities' as Davis called it. 

(2009). Non-state groups operating in new imagined communities are posing a threat to long-standing 

institutions of sovereignty based on citizen and armed force allegiance to the modern nation-state and 

the social contract between state and society. In this new era, Davis called the new sovereignty model 

'social sovereignty'. This new envisioned society seeks an alternative form of sovereignty (that is, people 

who follow superior sovereignties that are not limited to nation-states sovereignty.) This is not to say 

that imagined communities have vanished; rather, new imagined communities are evolving in terms of 

state scale and scope, overlapping and competing states, and sovereignties (Davis, 2009). So, alternatives 

that provide ultimate goals and their alignments who restricted with nation-state legacy have been an 

attractive phenomenon offered by non-state armed actors.  

Another attractive aspect of some of the non-state groups is to claim that territories unrelated to 

nation-states' would be re-interpreted and re-constructed according to the groups' identity, goals, etc. 

People who live in the space inevitably and throughout history have been organized their geographical 

lebensraum to reach individual or collective aims. Territoriality as a more complex concept rather than 

spatiality is with the definition of Robert Sack, "the attempt by an individual or group to affect, influence, 

or control people, phenomena, and relationships, by delimiting and asserting control over a geographic 

area'' in other words Sack argue that ''territoriality for humans is a powerful geographic strategy to 

control people and things by controlling area…Territoriality is a primary geographical expression of 

social power" (1986). So, in this manner, the logic of territoriality should be assessed as a socio-spatial 

thing and living organism the frame of which 'we' and 'other' is constituted rather than space, pre-given 

existence/geographical facts, or durable thing. Yet, the territoriality trap is not a prevailing phenomenon 

(Vollaard, 2009).  

Like being in ancient times or the pre-1648 world order, there were different territorial models 

like dynasties, city-states, imperials, etc., today the logic of territoriality is in a process of transformation 

or possibly transition post-mechanisms (Vollaard, 2009). Today, fragmentation of actors in all levels of 

the international system, from global to the local, lots of alternative logic of territoriality has come to 

agenda, etc. Especially non-state armed actors who have different territoriality assumptions have come 

into both in security and political agendas of classical Westphalian nation-states whose sovereignties 

collaterally are transforming. For instance, although the logic of the territoriality of the Islamic State of 

Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is seen as an Islamic understanding of territoriality or other actors from Taliban 

and Al-Qaeda to Hamas and Boko Haram have similar assumptions about territoriality, their methods, 

tactics such as terrorist activities, brutal violence reflect another motivation behind it. So, these cases 

also prove that due to the territoriality need a meaning-making, actors use or abuse these social-

construction processes for recruitment or other greed (Jabareen, 2015). 

Non-State Armed actors (NSAAs) as the most vicious challenger 

In this setting, the armed version of non-state groups has such particular importance that these 

groups are the biggest challenger of the contemporary world today.  Non-state armed groups can be 

defined as ‘‘an armed, non-state actor in contemporary wars . . . [with] a minimal degree of cohesiveness 
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as an organization (to be distinguished as an entity and to have a name, to have some kind of leadership) 

and a certain duration of its violent campaign’’ (Malthanner, 2007). To analyse and classify these groups, 

in literature analogies and typologies have been mounted. 

Krause and Milliken argue that (2009) five different groups can be classified as non-state armed 

groups which are; insurgent groups; militant groups; urban gangs and warlords; private militias, police 

forces, and security companies; and transnational groups (i.e. Al-Qaeda) and in this typology 

transnational groups are the salient one that networked and organized through in different territories, 

states, continents generally based on a community which devoted to millennial and religious or 

ideological purposes. Zohar (2016) also creates a typology that branched armed non-state actors into 

four categories namely; secessionist organizations (struggle for the federal regime or full independence), 

radical left revolutionary NSAAs that follow change the state and social structure to create a fair order, 

sectarian-based revolutionary NSAAs that aspire to take the heat and pressure off their sects, and for the 

Zohar most powerful and remarkable category is the global revolutionary organizations which are 

religious-based, jihadist, transnational and different terrorist techniques in practices. 

Frequently, these groups are classified under the frame of terrorist organizations as well. They 

also represent a new kind of terrorism wave in the literature. The main trigger of new terrorist groups’ 

attacks is shaped by millennial and apocalyptic ideologies originating from religious propositions while 

the old terrorists were often motivated by political ideology, national separation, ethnic grievances, etc. 

Also, the new terrorist groups are more prone to make systemic changes however they have uncertain 

aims. In this point of view, they dignify the importance of big destruction acts (Crenshaw, 2008). Within 

another classification, terrorism has been portrayed in the four waves and the last wave, defined by 

Rapoport (2001) as a religious wave, has started in 1979 with the Iranian revolution. In this period, not 

only Shia-based organizations but also other religions-based organizations such as Sikhs from Punjab, 

Jewish who killed Yitzhak Rabin, anti-abortion Christians, or Japanese the Aum Shinrikyo sects were in 

the ascendant ones. In this wave, using weapons of mass destruction and suicide bombing is a recent 

phenomenon to kill a great number of ordinary people. Finally, Al-Qaeda is the most famous terrorist 

organization of the fourth wave of terrorism.  

They are many features of these groups that make them original. According to these groups, their 

intellectual agendas have been nourished by so-called pure Islam and its unimpaired texts and orders 

that warped the way as far as radical forms. Revoultionarism is the main method of sectarian jihadist 

non-state armed actors that implement in failed and fragile states, especially in the Middle East. While 

they reject nation-state borders drawn with Sykes-Picot called artificial borders, they also follow to make 

a revolution (with the geopolitics of Jihad) all around the world that already sharply spat in half as dar-

ul harb and dar-ul Islam. However, the important thing is here that this distinction is made in a radical 

and sectarian way, that Kadercan (2019) emphasizes intentions of jihadists that seek ''to overthrow the 

existing world order… to convert all people to Islam; and to rule all Islamic lands and eventually the 

world according to its fundamentalist interpretation of Islam''. As mentioned before, the logic of 

territoriality is only bounded by sectarian populations. While the concept of Ummah as a trans-border 

characteristic/meaning among Muslims is abused by Sunni jihadists caught by limited sectarians. So, the 

Ummah as an imagined community in Islam, (and also, we should add the concept of the caliphate as an 

ultimate sovereign in the logic of territoriality offered by these groups) are alternatively narrated by these 

groups to de-territorializing and re-territorializing. So, it shows that their global motivations and 

discourses also reflect their logic of territoriality so for them the world imagined by these groups as 

‘populated with ideologies’ rather than being ‘merely a physical container.’  

The penetration strategies of these extremist groups have also been reshaped according to 

regional and global circumstances. For instance, Abu Musab Al Suri known as ‘‘the architect of the new 

Al-Qaeda’’ has manifested the new strategy of the organization after the 9/11. Al-Suri has indicated that 

the new strategy will be based on ‘individual acts of terrorism’, in other words, organization members 
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should activate within the frame of the doctrine of ‘system, not organization (nizam, la Tanzim)’. It 

refers to the un-hierarchical, decentralized, and autonomous settlement that enables members to avoid 

regional and global security monitors. This makes the organization more flexible to penetrate forward 

fronts (Cruickshank & Hage Ali, 2007 and European Eye on Radicalization, 2018). This strategy has 

gained importance within the frame of transborder operations and penetrations of these extremist groups. 

While the new strategy is making the groups more eligible for penetration, this also provides an 

opportunity for localized radicalization.  

Pathways to the Bosnian War: How the region has become an eligible floor for the 

extremists 

The Western Balkan (referring to post-Yugoslavia states) region has always been a sociologically 

controversial and geo-politically and geo-strategically significant region throughout history (Mackinder, 

1902, 1919). The region where Turks have been settled since the 6th was defined by the Ottomans as 

the word 'Balkans' which means the chain of mountains (İnalcık, 2013). The conquest and ruling strategy 

of the region by the Ottomans had dominated the region for almost five centuries and was also based on 

religious-based goals with the help of colonizer Turkish dervishes (Barkan, 1942). The conquest of the 

region had realized ‘smoothly’ (İnalcık, 2013). The biggest consequence of the spreading of Islam 

through the region and the Ottoman dominance for a long term constituted a great mosaic of religions, 

identities, ideologies, etc., and also additionally a theatre of power struggle throughout history because 

of its monument geopolitical importance (Mackinder, 1902, 1919). In this regard, the background of the 

region, namely the representation of Ottoman and Islamic characteristics (Sufi-oriented) and heritages 

and its multi-ethnic, multi-religious sociological consequences, has come with a lot of matters mentioned 

throughout the paper, that commented as an opportunistic floor for different Islamic fractions to 

engagement in the region especially during the 21st century. 

With the rise of nationalism in the Balkans throughout the 19th century, the weakening of the 

Ottoman Empire in the region, the Berlin Congress, the Balkan Wars, and the two World Wars that the 

turning points for the region map has changed dramatically for the bicentenary. However, conflicts, 

ethnic clashes, and chaos has continued with unique pictures in the region even for thirty years. Although 

for almost four hundred years the region had represented a kind of basin of peace and successful 

experience of la convivencia/the coexistence, (Ortaylı, 2007) ethnic rivalries, power struggles have 

become the chief characteristics of the region for a long time. 

Ongoing dynamics of the region have given a floor to Westerners that the region has always 

labelled with pejorative or passive connotations in the way of bad minded and biased views (such as a 

boiling cauldron, powder keg, bridge, buffer zone/protector against Eastern/barbarian harassments, etc.) 

by the Western countries (Todorovo, 1997). So much so that the Balkan region has been defined by the 

Europeans as the loser of its soul or degenerated one due to the Muslim-Ottoman ruling for centuries 

and also because of its Orthodox-Slavic notions (Todorovo, 1997). So, in general terms, the Balkans has 

not been accepted as organic European in terms of identity, cultural heritages, etc. (Greece can be exempt 

from being non-European amongst Balkan countries). As will be discussed later in this study that the 

otherization of the Balkans and Muslim society is claimed as one of the strongest reasons for the 

radicalization of especially youths in recent years. 

During the Cold War, Yugoslavia as a member of the non-alignment movement camp, yet mainly 

dominated by the Soviet regime, had ruined the region with the authoritarian legacy under the rule of 

Marshal Tito. Although ethnic and religious policies had suppressed by the regime, Serbian nationalism 

had been tolerated and Muslim identities had always been alienated. So, with the end of the Cold War, 

Western Balkans could not have eluded itself from the dissolution and re-increasing of ethnic clashes 

(Karpat, 2006). The state failure of Yugoslavia has started with the death of Tito, and the systemic 

changes in the bipolar world have deeply impacted the state and gotten drawn into an ethnic-based civil 
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war. The state has already been the country of the domestic political vacuum of ancient hatreds (Ramet, 

2005). So, the 21st century has started for the Western Balkans as a pathway for the emergence of weak 

states. In particular, before the conflicts started in 1991 43.7% of the Bosnia population was composed 

of Muslims and% 31.4 Serbs and% 17.3 were Croats (Burg and Shoup, 1999). So, the process has 

transformed the region into an appropriate theatre for the mutations of world politics. 

While the multi-ethnic Socialist Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina made up of the majority of 

Bosnian Muslims, Serbs, Croats have declared independence from Yugoslavia and Serbs did not accept 

the referendum of independence. The conflicts have escalated and turned into an unconventional inter-

state war or civil war and systemic massacre against Bosnian Muslims (see also Stathis and Sambanis 

2005 and Fearon and Laitin 2003). 

The trans-border character of the Bosnian war: Foreign fighters 

The end of the Cold War has caused major shifts in the region that provide an atmosphere for 

lots of national, regional, and transnational states, and also non-state actors engaged in the region. The 

Bosnian and then the Kosovo crises have both changed the map of the region and also given lots of 

international actors to intervene in the region. During the Bosnian war each faction in the war namely 

Bosnians allegiant to the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croats to the Croatian Republic of 

Herzeg-Bosnia and Croatia, and Serbs loyal to the República Srpska and FR Yugoslavia. So, in these 

interpenetrating territorialities, each ethnic group has reposed upon to their national basis. Also, at that 

point, foreign volunteers have formed an important proponent of each faction. Lots of paramilitary 

groups got involved in the war; the Serb and Croat paramilitaries formed by Serbia and Croatia 

volunteers whose combat motivations differed from religious-ethnic to economic ones, Eastern 

Orthodox and Christian Slavic fighters from varied by especially their nationalistic political parties, in 

addition, individual fighters and organized extremist rightist groups such as Neo-Nazis and also its Greek 

fractions have operated the war on behalf of Serbs and Croats (Thomas, Mikulan, Pavlović, 2006 and 

Lukic, Lynch 1996). In the meantime, Bosnian Muslims have demanded support from Islamic countries 

in general. 

The characteristics of the wars reflect on the international public with its all brutality have also 

provided rising attention to Muslim countries' engagement in the region via different methods. In this 

regard, apart from the support of Muslim states, the war also has been evaluated by the non-state armed 

actors such as Al-Qaeda as a window of opportunity to spread through the region that represents the 

most eligible door to close European states to reach their transnational goals.  

Bosnian Muslims have been supported during the war by mujahedeen fighters some of them were 

aligned with Al-Qaeda and Hezbollah who experienced conflicts with the Soviet Union in Afghanistan 

whose goals were even not to take over the state and transform it into a radical Islamic state namely so-

called create a kind of Balkan Caliphate but to protect Muslim brothers and create a kind of headquarter 

or springboard to realize further operations against Western Europeans represent archaic antagonist for 

the Islam (Tziampiris, 2009). However, the primary motivation of these mujahideen comes from 

different countries such as Egypt, Syria, Sudan, Algeria, Turkey, Tunisia, and Russia were to protect 

Muslims from the cruelty of Serb and Croats nationalists, in other words, the combat motivations of the 

mujahedeen were described as a jihad action meant that ‘to make [Allah’s] word supreme, not for a 

nationalistic cause, a tribal cause, a group feeling, or for any other cause’’ (Mustapha, 2013). 

So, in this environment, the military aid of the mujahedeen and their support during the warfare 

were not meant to evaluations of the Bosnian Muslims as likely to be extremist/radical Islamists. In other 

words, ''while Bosnians may have welcomed foreign fighters in their struggle against the Serbs, that did 

not necessarily mean that they were embracing the mujahedin's version of Islam'' (Charles, 2005). 

Although the Bosnian Muslims due to their remedilessly acceptance of the support of mujahedeen who 

are trained, equipped, and skilled, an organic bond cannot be created amongst each other. It can be 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_of_Bosnia_and_Herzegovina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_of_Bosnia_and_Herzegovina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_Republic_of_Herzeg-Bosnia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatian_Republic_of_Herzeg-Bosnia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Croatia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republika_Srpska
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/FR_Yugoslavia
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evaluated as a kind of desperate pragmatic decision of Bosnian Muslims that with the well-expressed 

Bosnia refugees' words: 'I am not a fundamentalist, but I will take a gun from the fundamentalists and 

thank them for it'' (Mustapha, 2013). In this regard, associating all the mujahedeen with being a member 

of extremist groups cannot be claimed.  

In that sense, it is important to clarify that organic relations between Muslim foreign fighters 

called mujahedeen and Bosnian Muslim society should be underlined. As above-mentioned the Islamic 

tendency of the Bosnian Muslims and their leaders, the leading Izetbegovic was not described as a 

Radical-extremist fraction of Islam. Historically Bosnian Muslims have belonged to Sufi Islam in 

general speaking rejects and does not dignify any radical-extremist or Wahhabi fraction of Islam. 

Although some declarations of Izetbegovic in his book The Islamic Declaration (1970) commented 

generally by the opponents of Bosnian Muslim society as a text which called for the constitution of a 

radical Islamic state on the European continent and decked out with many xenophobic arguments, it is 

obvious that both discursively and practically the Wahhabi Islam has not tolerated in Bosnia and 

Izetbegovic’s state imagination. For instance; in the Islamic Declaration, Izetbegovic has underlined 

those important points such as; “there is no Islamic order without independence and freedom” … “these 

facts determine the character of the Islamic order as a democracy, not a democracy in form, but as reality, 

as a consensus of opinion.” … “No one has the right to refer to Islam as a reason to keep women 

disenfranchised.” … “The non- Muslim minorities within an Islamic state, on condition they are loyal, 

enjoy religious freedom and all protection” etc. (Izzetbegovic, 1970). 

On the other hand, Bosnian Muslim society was prone to be secular state management. Even the 

Bosnian society has already looked like a multi-cultural and multi-identical image. Tziampiris indicates 

that ''…between the Second World War and 1991 roughly 40 percent of urban marriages were mixed [in 

terms of religious and ethnic background]', while only 37 percent of the republic's Muslims declared 

themselves religious in 1990'' (Tziampiris, 2009) According to most of the surveys, one of them made 

by Pew Research Center majority of Balkan Muslims do not support management under the rule of 

Sharia law, rejects radical Islamic fractions and implementations of especially violent actions, in 

particular, such an extent that the proportions are not more than 3% among all Bosnian Muslims 

(Petrović, 2016). So, even if there is an extremist movement in the region and Bosnia in particular, 

society does not take a stand on behalf of the extremism. With the end of the war, Dayton Agreement 

also put the withdrawal of foreign forces so that: ‘‘…all forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina . . . which are 

not of local origin, whether or not they are legally and militarily subordinated to the Republic of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, or Republika Srpska, shall be withdrawn 

together with their equipment from the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina within thirty (30) days'' 

(Dayton Peace Agreement, 21 November 1995). After the war, some of the mujahedeen has judged in 

the Hague tribunal for some brutal war crimes (International Criminal Court of Former Yugoslavia, 

un.org, 2006 and Tziampris, 2009; Zosak, 2010, and BBC News ‘Brutal Crimes’ 2 December 2003). On 

the other hand, as a matter of fact, during the war, the number of foreign fighters come to Bosnia 

composed of only %1 of the all- Bosnians troops (Urban, 2015, BBC News), and some of the Bosnian 

commanders and also Aliya did not blissful about the actions of foreign mujahedeen in many cases (see 

Dikici 2016). However, some of them had not left the country and nested in Bosnia. According to 

estimations, around 600 and 3000 mujahedeen have remained in Bosnia and the Bosnia government 

provided them or in other words awarded them to being Bosnian citizenship and passport due to their 

martial honors and their ‘trans-border act of pan- Islamic cosmopolitan solidarity’ reflected through the 

war (Zosak, 2010 and Mustapha, 2013). Also, some of them were granted citizenship via marriages with 

Bosnians, the exact number is not known, but estimates vary between 70 and 420 (Partos, 2001, BBC 

News). 

In the literature (Newman, 2007; Džidić, 2015; Der Brelie 2018; Kohlmann, 2004), lots of 

arguments evaluate the mujahedeen joined the Bosnia war as roots of the combat Islamic radicalism in 
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the region i.e., the popular argument is that the Bosnian war of the 1990s holds the key to comprehending 

Al-Qaeda's European cells. After the conflict, the foreign mujahedeen brigade continued to fight for 

various causes Even these arguments also have been associated with the Bosnia government, Bosnian 

Muslims, and Izetbegovic's decisions on citizenship grants to mujahedeen (See also Urban, 2015, BBC 

News). In practice, these accusations have tried to associate Izetbegovic himself as 'responsible for 

wartime atrocities against thousands of Serbs and Croats’ (New York Times, 2015) and even suspected 

in Hague tribunal (BBC News, 2003). However, neither it is impossible to argue and prove that Bosnian 

citizenship has been granted to war criminal mujahideen by the Bosnia government knowingly and 

wilfully nor there is any evidence to create a correlation between the mujahedin joined to Bosnian war 

and the rising effectiveness of Salafist organizations through the Bosnia at present. It can be palpably 

argued that Bosnian Muslims were the victims of ethnic cleansing and genocide as a result of their 

military weakness besides the UN embargo. To ensure the Bosniaks' physical survival, the Bosnian 

Muslim government in Sarajevo had no choice but to seek military and economic assistance from the 

Islamic world (Mincheva and Gurr, 2010). The policies implemented by the Bosnians after the war is 

already demonstrated this situation. 

According to The Act on Amendments to the Citizenship of Bosnia-Herzegovina in which 'BH 

State Commission for the Revision of Decisions on Naturalization of Foreign Citizens' known as the 

citizenship review commission (CRC) started to implement after 2005, all Bosnian citizenships granted 

between 1992 and 2006 took under investigation and around 1200 citizenship (majority of them, Arab 

and African origin Muslims) had revoked until 2007. It should be underlined that only 5% of citizenship 

grants between 1992 and 2006 were composed of Muslims but after 2006 denaturalization rate of 

Muslims is %60 among all (Mustapha, 2013; Erjavec 2009). In fact, Salafist-oriented Islamic fractions 

have not been tolerated in both the Bosnia government and society as well. Especially after 9/11, the 

War on Terror politics of the U.S has been supported by the Bosnian government and society that desire 

to be part of Western institutions. Meanwhile, Bosnia, like other Western Balkan states, desires to be a 

member of Euro-Atlantic structures; in 2008 SAA was signed an Individual Partnership Action Plan 

(IPAP) with NATO has come to affect, and Bosnia with Albania joined FYROM for Iraq and ISAF in 

Afghanistan with NATO. In addition, the process started with the war of terror policy of the U.S, Bosnia 

has adopted a new regulation for counterterrorism activities, struggle with finance and recruitment 

sources of terrorism, etc. (Tziampiris 2009 and Petrović, 2016). So, moderate interpretations of Islam 

also hold sway, and the Balkans are currently a hotspot for international terrorist activity (Albrecht and 

Getoš, 2010). In sum, arguments on the organized relations between Bosnian Muslims, the Bosnian 

government, Izetbegovic, who was accepted as the honourable founder of the state, and Islamic 

fundamentalism do not reflect reality, even it can be malevolent and biased (see also Turbedar, 2011). 

In the following part, the penetration of the Radical-Islamist network through Bosnia will be 

traced. Although as abovementioned there is not a direct correlation between mujahedeen, the Bosnia 

government, indigenous Bosnian society, and current extremist groups in the country, it is obvious that 

there are internal and external dynamics that have caused to increase in vogue on fundamentalism, 

especially among youth generations at present.  

Dynamics that escalate to penetration of the Salafist Jihadist non-state armed groups in the 

region 

Internal and Structural 

A weak state, geography, proximity 

Foreign fighters flourish in fragile or failed states and weak state makes conditions available to 

increase the effectiveness of these actors. Weak states are not able to satisfy all needs of society both in 

infrastructure, security needs, and bureaucratic services, and it has a fragile structure because of ethno-

politic rivalry and the propensity of corruption and crime-based socio-politic culture, etc. In addition, 
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the geographical conditions like rugged terrains, and low population densities, the majority of them 

composed of Muslims, especially in rural areas, also provide an appropriate climate for hiding and 

activating terrorist organizations. Also, Bosnia and Herzegovina due to its proximity to conflict zones 

such as the Middle East, and Northern Africa, and also its appropriateness to possible organized attacks 

on Western countries provides a kind of heaven for these non-state armed actors (Innes, 2005). 

As a weak and fragile state, a post-conflict society in which lack of democracy, civil liberties, 

and the rule of law and also reigning illegitimate and corrupt governments, bribery, social injustice, state 

repression provides an eligible floor to empowering illegal groups (Albrecht and Getoš, 2010). The 

geography of the region in that sense also provides illegal traffics and abusing migrants on behalf of 

these criminal groups. 

Terrorist groups' involvement in bank robberies, bribery and blackmail, kidnapping for ransom, 

drug trafficking, and credit card fraud show that traditional property crimes can also be used to collect 

funds for terrorist groups. If terrorist organizations choose to continue to exploit illicit economic 

opportunities, the presence of substantial funds and illicit economic opportunities can provide a 

significant condition for their survival after the cessation of terrorist activities. Finally, economic 

motives can act as a catalyst for terrorist groups to transform into criminal enterprises pursuing only 

financial gain. A report published in 2002 revealed connections between organized crime and terrorism 

in the Balkans in the second half of the 1990s and their links to political parties. The cases show that 

countries in the Balkans play a role in supplying weapons to terrorist and organized crime groups (mostly 

in Western Europe). The arms trade is linked to the illegal drug trade by "drugs for arms" deals. There 

have been reports that Al Qaeda- linked Islamic militants collaborated with Bosnian criminal 

organizations to smuggle Afghan heroin into Europe through the Balkans (Albrecht and Getoš, 2010). 

In this environment, as mentioned before, these non-state armed actors have started to take the 

stage to provide public services to the people. This challenge to state sovereignty can easily be flourished 

in this kind of state. For instance, in Bosnia and Herzegovina case, the scales of these services vary to 

support hospitals, education and even care religious services for people and it provides these 

organizations more credibility and reputation compared to government services. Such radical imams in 

the region majority of them educated in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and returned equipped with Salafist 

and Takfirist ideas, ensuring the people kind of life coaching and also providing economic support to 

youths such as dormitory, scholarships, etc. (Petrović, 2016). 

Economy 

The economic conditions of the region and particularly in Bosnia-Herzegovina is one of the 

significant indicators to evaluate the participation of the Bosnian Muslims in Salafist- Wahhabi non-

stated armed groups. Youth unemployment as a prior indicator is a widespread phenomenon in the region 

in addition to systemic corruption, inadequate public services, etc. In the 2010s when radicalism in the 

Middle East was extremely high, collaterally among the youths in Balkans the affiliation with these 

groups both in the Balkans and in the Middle East as well was increasing. Meanwhile according to World 

Bank reports in 2015, 57% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 49% in Serbia, and 29% in Albania, and around 

55% of young people in Kosovo are unemployed (Petrović, 2016). The unemployment impact on youths 

in particular deeply has become an ill fate in the region. 

These youths are lack to find a sustainable jobs to sustain their life and also their cognitive 

integrities. So, it is not an astonishing phenomenon that these dissatisfactions are providing available 

conditions. In this regard, non-state armed groups provide these downtrodden young people, especially 

in rural areas where there is a lack of education, public services, etc. Meanwhile, these groups provide a 

window of opportunity not only to these youths but also to refugees by providing jobs, income, 

fellowship, etc. (Poggioli, 2010). 
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There are also foreign fighters recruited from the Western world that have high gross domestic 

products (GDP) and Human Development Index (HDI) and qualified political institutions. According to 

some investigations, in these countries, there are direct relations between the size of the Muslim 

community and the country's entire population. In other words, if the homogeneity is high in a country, 

Muslim immigrants have more likely to face discrimination and social dissatisfactions. So, in this regard, 

some of these have become more prone to join radical groups such as ISIS (Benmelech and Klor, 2020; 

Shtuni, 2019). However, in the Western Balkan case, although the religious and identical homogeneity 

is very low due to the regional states' poor economic, social, and political conditions has provided an 

auspicious structure for radical organizations to recruit new members. 

Religious Motivations of the Bosnians to be a foreign fighter 

A considerable amount of Balkan citizens, high at regard of its populations, has been attended 

the extremist groups with different motivations (UNODC Foreign Terrorist Fighters Report, 2019). The 

radicalization reasons of Bosnian Muslims cannot be oversimplified. There are various accounts to join 

combats on behalf of Salafist/Wahhabis groups as a foreign fighter. However, it should be underlined 

that the primary reason or the cement of their combat motivations is religious motivation (Domazeti, 

2017). As mentioned in the first part of the paper, the world is divided into two pieces with a broad brush 

as dar ul harb and dar ul Islam and these groups are more likely to comment on religious principles in a 

more radical way that can compose brutal and violent actions as well. In this regard, while the logic of 

territorialities of these groups has a trans-border character that is beyond nation-state sovereignty and 

rules and also the socio-spatial feature of these territorialities is inspired by a new kind of alternative 

imagined community namely the Muslim Ummah (see Mustapha, 2013). 

In this regard, the concept of hijra as an important motivation for recruitment is used by ISIS and 

al-Qaeda. By these groups, like other concepts of Islam, the hijra and jihad have been interpreted within 

a more fundamentalist approach. These eligible discourses are manipulated by these groups to attract 

inclined to be volunteers (De Koning, 2021). In this regard the hijra has ascribed a meaning to 'moving 

away from a status that corrupts the soul, which is unjust against Muslims, to something that is just and 

operates according to God's law, becomes a promise of belonging, redemption, self-realization, and 

justice’ in other words it presents ‘martyrdom as a way of life and the ultimate goal and testimony of 

self-realization’ So, hijra and jihad should be revealed such some most important combat motivations 

(De Koning, 2021). 

Incumbent to help Muslim brothers persecuted under the rule of tyrants, non-Muslim orders, and 

their inner voices to act shoulder to shoulder with other Sunni Muslims in different geographies was one 

of the primary causes of the radicalization of Bosnian Muslim to be foreign fighters. On the other hand, 

the duty of loyalty for these Bosnian Muslims for mujahedeen joined to Bosnia war is another important 

source of combat motivations. In addition, it can be mentioned as a triggered motivation that some of 

these Bosnian Muslims were witnesses of the Bosnian war (Speckhard and Shajkovci, 2018; Bakker and 

Grol, 2015). 

External  

The Image of Bosnian Muslims in Europe  

After the cold war, identity crises were the mainstream phenomenon almost all around the world. 

However, in terms of Muslims and the Balkan Muslims in particular, it was an urgent topic coupled with 

ethnopolitical transformations. (Domazeti, 2017). Interrogation of Western culture, especially by the 

young generations, provides another eligible condition for the radicalization of Muslims in the country. 

First and foremost, the salience of the West during the Bosnia war and especially in the Srebrenica 

massacre is a big tragedy and disappointment for the Bosnian Muslims. The salience of the West is also 

interpreted by some as the biggest reason to affiliate with Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the other Gulf States 
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during the war, and acceptance of the logistic, ammunition, and financial aid come from these states 

(Domazeti, 2017). For some ''US policy may have unwittingly facilitated any infiltration of al Qaeda 

into Bosnia'' (Charles, 2005). Also, for some Bosnian Muslims, Bosnia was cheated in the Dayton 

agreement and it was not more than a ceasefire to postpone the conflicts. So, the Western state was guilty 

due not sufficient suppression of Serbians and not punishing them because of their brutality. And the 

Srebrenica genocide in itself was an end of European values realized in front of Europeans' eyes even 

under the control of Western states and institutions (Domazeti, 2017). 

Besides these especially after the 9/11 terrorist attack, the equation of Islam and terror and the 

rising islamophobia has also affected radicalization in the region. In this regard, the Balkan Muslims 

have started to be exposed to denigration because of their identities, and religion. In mainstream media, 

physiological suppressions over the Balkan Muslims and also the rising of hate speeches against Arab 

nations have also affected the escalation of fundamentalism. For instance, live broadcasting of religious 

conversion from Islam to Christianity, the excluding Muslim reverends and the inferior treatment of 

Muslims, the create a correlation between all violent actions in the Middle East and the Balkan Muslims 

in the media were remarkable experiences for Balkan Muslim. In this manner, some of them in these 

conditions have become more prone to be an extremist (Domazeti, 2017 and Charles, 2005). 

Above all, being a citizen of any Western Balkan state is a topic on its own, especially for Muslim 

ones. For instance, for Europeans, the Balkans has pejorative connotations in general. The region has 

started to represent a bridge not only in the meaning of a geographical and physical reality but also 

psychological manner. Todorova created a correlation with Edward Said's Orientalism concept and 

ghettoization of the Balkans that are not so different refers to ''a symbol for the aggressive, intolerant, 

barbarian, semi-developed, semi-civilized, and semi- oriental. It is this use and its present utilization in 

the actual world of politics— "balkanism”— that shapes attitudes and actions toward the Balkans’’ 

(Todorova, 1997). Similarly, but in a worse meaning, balkanization, used in the literature as well, 

connotes to ‘‘a metaphor of permanent deconstruction, of troubles that have generated a terminological 

ignominy: Balkanization, which marks misunderstandings, uncertainties, ethnic and religious 

antagonisms, the shattering tendencies as the result of exaggerating and excommunicating mythologies 

against the other and otherness, genocide, culturicide, etc.'' (Pajaziti, 2017). The Balkan people are in 

the dilemma of being European or non-European. The feeling of being ‘European’ is an appreciated 

identity feature for a considerable amount of the Balkan peoples, especially for pro-European ones 

however to be a Western Balkan citizen has become an ill fate even today. Todorova defined it as ''the 

Balkans are the crossroads between two different worlds—the West and the East: different cultures, 

languages, traditions and even civilizations. The demarcation line, which during the cold war was called 

‘the iron curtain,’ is the same where several centuries ago the Turkish conquering whirlpool had stooped 

and which had saved the West from violence and assimilation” (Todorova, 1997). This approach is also 

widespread even today in EU policies (i.e., EU's enlargement policies for the Western Balkan states) 

such that the Balkans have been still defined as a transition way or a buffer zone/separator for Eastern 

migrations (Council of the European Union, 2020). So, while European states are trying to benefit from 

the geopolitical advantages of Western Balkan states but on the other hand, the EU policies such as 

frequent postponing of memberships of these states to the Union or unfair conditionality policies 

implement to Western Balkan states due to EU's ideological and identical reservations damages to EU 

reliability and credibility for the Western Balkan states. Within this atmosphere, the identity crises, 

especially in the Muslim-density states, have become a triggered factor for radicalization in the region, 

especially for the youths that are more accessible to manipulation. 

The imagination of the region by the Salafist-Jihadist non-state armed groups  

Independently of all discussions about the role of foreign mujahedeen during the Bosnian war as 

a source of increasing extremism in Bosnia today, incontrovertibly effectiveness of the extremism 

through the Western Balkan region and Bosnia-Herzegovina, in particular, is a salient phenomenon. 
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Apart from the arguments on the so-called role of the Bosnian government and politicians since the 

initial parts of the process, firstly it should be underlined that this case should be evaluated with its 

dynamics of non-state armed actors, particularly Salafist- jihadist groups, in the region and their agendas 

on trans-border strategies and goals before the revealing of local and specific dynamics that escalate 

extremism. 

Primarily, as mentioned above, the Salafist-jihadist armed groups have given great importance 

to the region due to its unique strategic location. Even if there is not any strategic goal to create a kind 

of Islamic state or the Balkan Caliphate, the region is assessed as a springboard for further goals. First, 

the radical groups describe the people who are likely to be fundamentalists or have violent Islamic 

tendencies as a potential for individual terrorist acts in the Western geographies defined as archaic 

hostiles (Kızılgul, 2020; Albrecht and Getoš, 2010). Also, group alignments in the region are such 

important that due to their physical appearance, they represent so-called white Muslims or white al-

Qaeda and it provides the group more camouflage for the attacks in the Western world (Maroevic and 

William 2005, Washington Post). In sum, although the territorial logic of the Salafist fractions images 

an Islamic state in the Balkans, within a rational logic these groups predominately prefer to use the region 

as a source of recruitment both for combats in the Middle East and further specific targets and operations 

in the West rather than to create a regional sectarian Islamic state in the region. 

Providing foreign fighters from the region to combat regional conflicts, especially in the Middle 

East, is one of the primary goals of extremist groups in the region. The concept of foreign fighter is 

framed by the Hegghammer (2010) as that ‘‘(i) has joined, and operates within the confines of an 

insurgency, (ii) lacks citizenship of the conflict state or kinship links to its warring factions, (iii) lacks 

affiliation to an official military organization’’ and David Malet (2013) describes foreign fighters shortly 

as, “noncitizens of conflict states who join insurgencies during civil conflicts” Today, Western Balkan 

countries have become important foreign fighter source for radical-Islamist groups like ISIS and Jabhat 

al- Nusra and currently Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) such that for The Balkan Investigative Reporting 

Network (BIRN) claims that about 300 volunteers from Kosovo, 330 fighters from Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, 110 from Albania, 100 from Macedonia, 50 from Serbia and 13 from Montenegro has 

joined the conflict areas on behalf of Salafist groups in Iraq and Syria since 2012 and these numbers 

were the top ones among European countries in proportion to the whole population (Petrović, 2016 and 

Shtuni, 2019). It is obvious that the Western Balkan countries represent an important theatre for 

recruitment strategies of extremist-Salafist groups. There are lots of causes headlined to combat 

motivations of foreign fighters and recruitment strategies of trans-border non-state armed actors. 

Foreign funds 

During the Bosnian war, Wahhabi funds have started to flow the Bosnia via welfare organizations 

(Gunaratna, 2002). At that point, the Saudi support is remarkable that financing mosque-building, about 

$30 million for King Fahd Mosque that composed of alternative parallel religious education to official 

ones. Also, the financing of young Bosnians to be educated in Wahhabi-oriented schools in Saudi Arabia 

and encouraging marriages to local Wahhabi alignments with Bosnian women are overrated (Lebl, 

2021). At that point, funding through mosques, Islamic humanitarian centers, and NGOs is very 

important to predict Wahhabi dissemination in the country. According to the report of SEERCON, 

around $800 million funds has provided to the country after the war but $100 million is 'untraceable' that 

disappears within these groups (Petrović, 2016). The Saudi funds have also been used for penetration of 

social life in some cases such that allegedly in some cases these funds, hundreds of euros monthly have 

been provided to new members for their faiths and also to persuade their wives to wear hijab in public 

some funds have been provided (Poggioli, 2010). 

Foreign education is one of the most important components of public diplomacy. Not only 

providing dormitory, and education facilities locally but also to providing scholarships convenience to 
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local Bosnian young Muslims for education in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Iran have important 

consequences on behalf of Wahhabi/Salafist thought (Beslin and Ignjatijevic, 2017). This makes 

counterterrorism activities more complicated so that these illegal and manipulated alternative structures 

in which downtrodden youths are easily able to adapt have become a threat to state sovereignty as well 

(Tziampris, 2009). So, ‘‘the Dawa infrastructure— Saudi- style mosques, madrasas, Islamic cultural 

centers, and youth groups, written and visual propaganda, etc.'' provide an eligible floor to penetration 

of the Wahhabi-Salafist thought in the region even within the conditions of a weak state, economic 

conditions and identical crises and future desperation. Even if the recruitment at that level will not 

intensive, in parallel to the goals of extremist organizations, individual support for further actions of 

these groups will be also valuable (Tziampris, 2009). While the formally state-funded aids are strategic 

soft power apparatus, yet armed groups have also the capacity to abuse this eligible floor that has 

somehow parallelism with their ideologies, to penetrate and expand.  

The Mediatized Warfare 

In the post-factual era in which social media, new communication technologies, the flow of 

information, etc. has become key apparatus to influence global public opinion that is regarded by the 

states and non-state actors more intensely. In this new structure, war has transformed into a more socio-

political nature that happened in cyber-space and actors have started to engage in this new phenomenon 

to avoid the political burdens of wars and surrogates are available apparatus for states to create a virtual 

theatre for their audiences. So, in short, it can be claimed that ''surrogate warfare appears as the natural 

response to the difficulties of managing risks, threats and conflicts in the twenty-first century is a global 

environment characterized by uncertainty and the ubiquity of information’’ (Krieg and Rickli, 2018). 

The power of social media applications such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Skype used 

freely among people is very available platforms to make propaganda for these groups thus wise 

recruitment costs can be cheaper, safeguarded, faster, etc. (Kursani, 2015). Although the hampering of 

these contents by Facebook, 'the social media jihadist' has started to use alternative and new platforms 

such as Telegram that are more tolerated compared to others. The contents of these channels are 

generally ''promotion of jihad; sharing news bulletins from official media channels of jihadi 

organizations operating in various conflict theatres; Salafi literature; sermons of local and foreign Salafi 

clerics generally imprisoned for terrorism-related activities; propaganda videos and infographics; and 

jihadi nasheeds’’ (Shtuni, 2019). 

The Live broadcasting of the Syrian civil war via these online social platforms in addition to their 

journals, TV channels, and newspapers was very influential among Bosnian Muslims that tended to be 

radicalized (Speckhard and Shajkovci, 2018). As a textbook example that started in Albania but 

influenced other countries in the region like Bosnia, in 2018 a 33-minute high-quality propaganda video 

with English subtitle namely ‘Albanian Snipers in the Lands of Sham’ in which Albanian fighters 

showed as they are using ‘‘customized, high-precision rifles with relatively expensive scopes and craft-

made suppressors’’ composes of ‘‘various stages of training, planning, and combat efforts of the unit’s 

sniper squad, which appears to be self-sufficient both at weapons craftsmanship and tactical training’’ 

(Shtuni, 2019). So, the propagation velocity and influence of these kinds of contents among people are 

remarkable to analyse recruitment strategies of these groups in the region. 

Returnees 

According to the data required, Western Balkans has an important returning jihadist population 

that joined the combats in Syria and around 500 Balkan oriented foreign fighters are still in Syria, so it 

will not be surprising if these numbers will double up shortly because there are also new-borns in the 

Middle East at the present. The actual numbers of both returnees and foreign fighters in the Middle East 

reflects also the highest number in Europe. Although both the government of Bosnia-Herzegovina and 

EU policies on for returnees such as arrestment, convictions and on the other hand, prison-based 
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rehabilitations, post-incarceration aftercare programs like employment assistance, socioeconomic 

incentives are implemented, like above-mentioned the existence of Salafists networked around unofficial 

mosques, faith-based charities, associations that provide services to the people, have still capacity to 

spread of recruitment in the region. In this regard, effective counterterrorism has become very important 

for domestic security. For instance, some of the returnees have been arrested because of keeping and 

bearing arms and the Iraq and Syria journeys of these people did not detect (Shtuni, 2019). In this sense, 

following returnees is very difficult but vital. A detailed report prepared for the agenda of returnees is 

describing that the possible outlook of returnees is framed as ‘‘(ii) returning to normal life; (ii) attempting 

to radicalize and mobilize new volunteers; (iii) providing logistic, financial, and other support to the 

process of radicalization into extremist ideologies; (iv) traveling to the next war theatre; (v) planning 

and perpetration of terrorist attacks in their respective communities or elsewhere; and (vi) utilizing their 

skills in handling weapons and explosives to join a criminal group'' (GCERF, 2020). To realize this 

agenda, cultural centers, social media, and even prisons have been used actively (Hollon, 2018; 

Hegghammer, 2010; Innes, 2005). 

Indeed, the existence of returnees has a great possibility spreading of fundamentalism through 

the region. As a result, all Balkan countries have amended their criminal codes to make participation in 

or organization of travel to foreign war zones illegitimate. As a result, there has been an increase in the 

number of arrests of people suspected of terrorism or of sending fighters to Syria and Iraq. More than 

100 suspects have now been prosecuted, accounted for by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network 

(BIRN). Petrović claims that the main issue is that Western Balkan countries' anti-terrorism response 

pays little or no attention to prevention and lacks studies on the causes, contributing factors, channels, 

and scale of radicalization, as well as its potential outcomes. So, in this regard, early detection of 

radicalization and assistance to those already on the path to radicalization should be radically taken into 

consideration (Petrović, 2016). 

CONCLUSION 

The Bosnia-Herzegovina and the Western Balkan, in general, have very strategic importance for 

the extremist groups. While the region provides a geopolitical advantage to these groups to hide, further 

attacks on the West, the socio-political circumstances ensure a window of opportunity for these groups 

concerning recruitment, and penetration of social and also criminal networks. This paper argued that 

thriving of the extremism in the region is more related to the penetration strategies of extremist groups 

that have been used tactics and strategies studiously. Yet, throughout the Bosnian war and after the 

engagement of the member of these Salafist-jihadist were both limited and non-volitional phenomena. 

Because of the identities and world views of the Bosnian Muslims and their founding father Izetbegovic 

has never tolerated radicalism in Bosnia. 

During the Syria war and the Arab Spring protests, Western Balkans and Bosnia-Herzegovina 

have been very important recruitment sources for the extremist groups, and also today there is an 

inclination, especially among young generations to the radical groups. This paper has asserted that both 

the current socio-political circumstances in the region and external factors like foreign funds, penetration 

strategies, etc. have been created an eligible floor to the spread of these groups. So, the prejudiced, 

incriminating, and unfair judgment of the Bosnian Muslims and the Muslim population in the Western 

Balkan by the Westerners does not provide a solution in this case. This situation is threatening the 

security of local, national, regional, and all-continent layers. So, to provide security at all of these levels 

need a multi-institutional and multi-layered struggle as well. 

Notes 

For further research on the Bosnia War and its economic, political, and other dynamics in terms 

of the civil war concept; Kalyvas, Stathis N., and Nicholas Sambanis. Understanding Civil War: 

Evidence and Analysis. Report. Edited by Collier Paul and Sambanis Nicholas. World Bank, 2005. 191-
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230. Accessed May 8, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep02484.11 and also Fearon, J., & Laitin, 

D. (2003). Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War. The American Political Science Review, 97(1), 75-90. 

Retrieved May 10, 2021, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/311822 

Oric the Bosniak Muslim commander indicates that in this war, not only used classical guerrilla 

warfare tactics such as an unexpected sudden attack, sabotage, assassination, but also employed all men 

in uniform and uniformed against the occupation as real and potential fighters. "Despite the perception 

of these fighters as radical Islamists in the Western public, the majority of these people were people who 

did not worship, had no religious sensitivities and excesses. Among them, there were no mujahids from 

other countries. Quoted in Dikici, A . "Bosna Savaşı’nda Srebrenica Savunmasının Komutanı Naser 

Oriç’in Hikâyesi". Avrasya Etüdleri 50 (2016). pp. 50-86. 

For instance, claimed this argument Mark Urban, Bosnia: The cradle of modern jihadism? BBC 

News, 2 July 2015, Available in; https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33345618. 

Dead Bosnia Hero Focus of War Crime Inquiry, Reuters, Oct 23, 2003, available at; 

https://www.nytimes.com/2003/10/23/world/dead-bosnia-hero-focus-of-war-crimes-inquiry.html 

''Izetbegovic was also 'reported to be on the Iranian payroll, personally receiving 500,000 dollars in cash 

from Iranian agents to help fund his political party's 1996 electoral campaign'. G. N. Bardos, quoted in 

‘The war on terrorism in the Balkans: a report card on US policy after 9/11’, in J. Davis (ed.), The Global 

War on Terrorism: Assessing the American Response, Nova Science, Hauppauge, 2005, p. 117. There 

is unproven news claimed by some Western media services that tried to direct correlation to Al-Qaeda 

and Bosnia Herzegovina, for instance, while the French Press argued that "There is a terrorist network 

in Bosnia, composed of several well-trained and connected groups, which are directly or indirectly 

responsible to . . . Osama bin Laden’ ‘quoted in “US Expert Believes Osama Network Active in Bosnia,” 

Agence France Presse, 25. October 2004. Another one; New York Times stated that ‘Osama bin Laden 

visited Bosnia in 1993 and met with Izetbegovic’ (David Binder, “Alija Izetbegovic, Muslim Who Led 

Bosnia, Dies at 78,” New York Times, 20 October 2003. 

Unholy Alliances: Evidence on Linkages between Trans-State Terrorism and Crime Networks: 

The Case of Bosnia Lyubov G. Mincheva and Ted Robert Gurr, pp. 190-206.  In ‘‘Transnational 

Terrorism, Organized Crime and Peace-Building Human Security in the Western Balkans Edited by 

Wolfgang Benedek, Christopher Daase, Vojin Dimitrijevic, published in 2010 Palgrave Macmillan in 

the same book chapter, the authors argue that most of the mujahideen were a member of terrorist non- 

state armed actors in the Middle East and also the biggest part of Muslim countries were on manpower 

rather than weapon and money. However, it is not proven and even likely to be biased. In this paper, lots 

of counter-arguments exist. 

For a detailed analysis about the unfair correlation among Salafi-Wahhabi non-state armed 

groups and the historical and ongoing socio-political dynamics of the Bosnians: Türbedar, E. 

"Balkanlar’da Terörizm Tehdidi: Gerçek Mi, Hayal Mi?". Uluslararası Suçlar ve Tarih (2011): 141-160.  

For an evaluation of the concept of cosmopolitan citizenship and the Mujahedeen in Bosnia 

regarding trans-border communities, ideals, and sovereignty; see also; Jennifer Mustapha (2013) The 

Mujahideen in Bosnia: the foreign fighter as a cosmopolitan citizen and/or terrorist, Citizenship Studies, 

17:6-7, 742-755, https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2012.751718  

Speckhard, A. ve Shajkovci, A. (2018). The Balkan Jihad: Recruitment to Violent Extremism 

and Issues Facing Returning Foreign Fighters in Kosovo and Southern Serbia. Soundings: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal. 101(2). Ss.79-109. For another study with the help of one-on-one interviews 

traces to motivations of some European citizen foreign fighters who took part in the Syrian Civil War; 

Bakker, E., & Grol, P. (2015). (Rep.). International Centre for Counter-Terrorism. Retrieved May 12, 

2021, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep17484 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep02484.11
http://www.jstor.org/stable/311822
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According to EU report on 'Strengthening migration management capacities in the Western 

Balkan region', published in May 2020 (Council of the European Union, 2020), due to the self-

perceptions of the Western Balkan region-which defined itself as only a transition way- the EU should 

develop more comprehensive capacity building within the perspective of the new partnership. It is 

obvious that the regional states are uncomfortable with the pragmatic policies of the EU. 

İbrahim Delic joined ISIS and judged with provide financial assistance to the group, financing 

and organizing the recruits in Bosnia, Emrah Fojnica, a Bosnian citizen realized a suicide attack on 

Bagdat in 2014, Mevlid Yaşaerviç from Novi Pazar member of Salafist/Wahhabi group was guilty of an 

attack on U.S embassy in Sarajevo 2011, Wahhabi Edis Velic arrested for planning assault to Catholic 

Church and international forces, in 2007 Michaela Raz arrested before the assault on U.S Wien embassy 

building and in 2009 Adis Medunjanin was also U.S citizen is precluded before the suicide attacks on 

New York subway stations, etc. For more; Kızılgül, P. "Balkanlarda Yabanci Terörist Savaşçilar". 

Güvenlik Bilimleri Dergisi 9 (2020): 101-124. https://doi.org/10.28956/gbd.736100 And also ‘‘In 2004 

the International Strategic Studies Association came forward with allegations that the London and 

Madrid bombings had links to Bosnia. A case originating from Sarajevo in 2005 involved dismantling a 

terrorist cell that allegedly planned to bomb the British embassy’’ quoted in Hans-Jörg Albrecht and 

Anna-Maria Getoš, ‘‘Researching Terrorism and Organized Crime in Southeast Europe 117-148. In 

‘‘Transnational Terrorism, Organized Crime and Peace-Building Human Security in the Western 

Balkans Edited by Wolfgang Benedek, Christopher Daase, Vojin Dimitrijevic, Published in 2010, 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

BIRN's new database contains court verdicts from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia for domestic terrorism as well as going abroad to fight in the 

conflicts in Syria and Ukraine. The database was created with financial support from the European Union 

and Hedayah, the Center of Excellence for Countering Violent Extremism. For the database; 

https://terorizam.detektor.ba/ 
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