14 The importance of context
Places, people and biographic availability

A range of contextual and situational factors may prevent or facilitate actual
engagement in action. It is important to reiterate that the majority of individuals
who experience grievances will remain idle, and it is often a matter of coincidence
and context whether grievances actually translate into further action or not. Also,
the context may draw them into social circles where they are confronted with dif-
ferent narratives that may emphasise certain grievances. This chapter will there-
fore discuss three factors — places, people and biographic availability — and their
importance for both engagement and non-engagement.

Scholarship has discussed the importance of situational and contextual fac-
tors such as networks of friends or places of social interaction for engagement in
terrorist networks (e.g., Ducol, 2013; Hafez & Mullins, 2015; Kruglanski et al.,
2017). The collective action and the foreign fighter literature also place emphasis
on the importance of social networks, places and contexts in processes of radi-
calisation towards physical engagement for a cause (Malet, 2013; McAdam et al.,
2004; McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011). As Coolsaet (2016) writes in his paper
All radicalisation is local: ‘Rather than targeting ideology or narrative one has
to look into the local context in order to identify the specific underlying factors,
conditions and motivations for why groups and individuals protest, radicalise and
sometimes turn to extremism and violence’ (p.46).

As Carlsson et al. (2019) found in a cross-phenomenon life-course study
of former extremists, their propensity towards certain ideas and their social
interactions were inextricably linked. An individual’s access to a group is a
major gateway to adopting dominant ideas in this group and gradually breaks
with previous affiliations that may not be considered authentic anymore. The
medieval scholar Ibn Khaldun theorised social cohesion in tribal societies
long before the period of European enlightenment. Ahmed (2005) suggests
that Khaldun’s concept of asabiyya, a form of social organisation based on
solidarity and honour, is less relevant in modern societies where social organi-
sation in urbanised spaces is influenced by neoliberal logics of individualism,
where the collective is valued less, or at least differently. He argues that the
social and political challenges in the postcolonial Arab World have led some
groups to fight for a return to traditional structures, a phenomenon he calls
hyper-asabiyya.
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Another contextual element that is frequently put forward in the collec-
tive action and extremism literature is the notion of biographical availability.
McAdam (1986) suggests that ‘biographical availability can be defined as the
absence of personal constraints that may increase the costs and risks of movement
participation, such as full-time employment, marriage, and family responsibili-
ties’ (p.70). In this sense, biographical availability recalls social control theories
in criminology and the notion of ‘stakes’ (Hirschi, 1969). The higher the stakes,
the more difficult it tends to be for an individual to engage in a risky and time-con-
suming activity. In terms of biographical availability, studies have also pointed to
the importance of young age and the absence of parental responsibilities (Bosi &
Della Porta, 2012; Crettiez, 2016). In the same way, biographical availability may
play a role in engagement processes, gradual biographical unavailability can lead
to disengagement from a cause or group (Windisch et al., 2016).

Places

The place in which an individual grows up, i.e., the larger region, the country,
the city, the neighbourhood, provides a repertoire of cultural and narrative refer-
ences that can become relevant for politico-ideological trajectories. During my
fieldwork in Lebanon, I realised the importance of the social and political con-
text. Through my immersion in the Lebanese context, it quickly became clear
to me just how present the memories from the civil war still are, how sectarian
differences keep shaping every day of the entire country and how politics is lit-
erally knit into the bones of every single individual I met. The more I learned
about the modern history of Lebanon and, especially, the events after 2000 which
were relevant for the generation I was interviewing, the more obvious and, often,
legitimate, the various grievances would come to seem. The same applies to the
Swiss interviewees: Knowing the political events that shaped their lives, the role
of alienating political campaigns and perhaps, also, perceptions of Swiss cultural
stereotypes of calmness and apoliticality is essential to understanding their trajec-
tories. Similarly, learning about the different political forces at play in Canada,
and especially Québec, has been useful to contextualise the narratives I was con-
fronted with.

On the one hand, the context in which one grows up provides cultural master
narratives. These narratives shape the worldviews of individuals living in that
context, they provide understandings of justice and injustice and they transmit
social norms about what means are legitimate to fight for justice. Hence, the places
are the social and political environment in which political ideologies develop.
The dominance of certain political orientations or groups has a major impact on
which ideologies are seen as acceptable or noble, and which are ostracised or
sidelined. This is very marked in the Southern Lebanese context, for instance,
where Hezbollah continues to enjoy enormous popularity. Not only are many of
the resistance fighters from the South, and the South is majoritively Shia, but the
legacy of the civil war and the 2006 July War continues to maintain the image of
Hezbollah as the liberators and protectors of Lebanese southern lands. In Beirut,
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even the neighbourhood one grows up in tends to influence the collective identity
and political affiliations: Someone growing up in Dahyeh, a Hezbollah strong-
hold, will grow up among very different narratives than the one of someone who
is born and raised in Tareeq Jdeeda, a majority Sunni neighbourhood. The neigh-
bourhood Bab-el-Tabbaneh provides an entirely different repertoire of narratives,
values and grievances than Jabal Mohsen. Whereas posters of Bashar Al-Assad
are all over Jabal Mohsen, one couldn’t dream of seeing one a few streets away
in Bab-el-Tabbaneh. Growing up in JM facilitates sympathising with Hezbollah,
whereas the social, political and cultural context of BT makes it uncontrover-
sial to sympathise with Salafi-jihadist groups. Although there are efforts to move
beyond these sectarian schisms, they continue to persist and shape the identities
and minds of younger generations. In contrast, growing up in a much less overtly
conflict-ridden setting such as Switzerland or Canada, the narratives regarding
political activism, the ways to do justice or the relationship with global politics
are very different. Generally speaking, the ways of achieving justice which are
socially accepted include mainly non-violent means and instruments of demo-
cratic participation. In the Swiss context, there is a dominant narrative of neutral-
ity that trickles down to the micro-level to influence the perception that the Swiss
have regarding international politics, and results in apolitical and isolationist ten-
dencies. In these contexts which are largely seen as peaceful, political activists,
especially if they are engaged for causes in the Arab World, tend to be resisting
a purified narrative of non-violence and demand a more critical engagement with
the foreign policies of Western countries and more consideration for the human
suffering in the Arab region.

On the one hand, the place also plays an important role in logistical terms.
The proximity of Lebanon to neighbouring Syria has greatly facilitated the par-
ticipation of Lebanese foreign fighters in the Syrian Civil War. In a place like
Dahyeh, many young men have already participated in the Syrian conflict and
may therefore instruct others who are thinking about leaving for combat. In
Switzerland, there have been hotspots of recruitment for the Syrian Civil War,
such as Winterthur or Geneva. In those cases, specific places such as mosques or
sports gyms have played an important role. Switzerland is also not as far away
as the Canadian context and travelling to the conflict zone is therefore often less
complicated. The foreign fighters usually travel to an intermediary country in
order to take a flight to Turkey or Iraq. In terms of political mobilisation on the
streets, the more politicised a city is, for instance, the more likely individuals are
to at least come into contact with protests or demonstrations. In the Canadian
context, for instance, Montreal seems to provide a much more politically active
environment than Toronto when it comes to causes that relate to the Arab World.
This has helped many of the Canadian interviewees sustain their engagement.

People

Personal relationships constitute the most important contextual factor. In all
the narratives, the role of significant others is highly important at all stages of
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involvement and engagement. They include family members, i.e., parents, broth-
ers or sisters, uncles and grandparents, existing and new peers, as well as influ-
ential and charismatic figures in the immediate environment. These social actors
play different roles. They can facilitate the first confrontation with grievances and
grievance-based narratives that emphasise moral shocks and collective memories
of pain and suffering. In terms of identity, family members also play an important
role when it comes to conveying collective identities and thereby confronting
the individual with the situation and perhaps the hardships of that collective. In
this sense, their function consists of contributing to an environment that fosters
engagement with various grievance-based narratives. Thereby, they are acting as
what has been identified above as grievance entrepreneurs.

Social actors, especially like-minded peers, can also play important role in
providing a community in which the individual can feel safe and thrive personally
and politically. Sabri explains this well

I have always tried to have many friends from various backgrounds. So, when
I joined this group, it not only gave me an ideological home, but also a social
and personal one. People had similar tendencies and ideas. They were also
feeling like they did not belong in one way or another and they wanted to do
something about injustices.

(Sabri, Canada)

This ideological and emotional home is an important factor in maintaining a com-
mitment to a cause. Not only does the individual feel an obligation towards the
group, which may be reinforced by other group members; membership in the
group also becomes an important part of the individual’s social identity. Since
most marginal politically minded groups will be struggling against some hegem-
onic narrative, the social identity of the defiant underdog is relevant here also. It
can be very empowering to feel like one is part of a minority that is fighting for
the right cause, against a dominant majority that connives over or is complicit in
the injustice that is perceived.

Social actors such as family members or close friends can also be themselves
inspirational, through their engagement in a particular cause. This engagement
may be multifold: it may be a form of cultural and intellectual resistance, as
was the case for Asif whose uncle is a well-known writer and activist for the
Palestinian cause; it may be actual involvement in fighting, as was the case for
Nidhal, for instance, whose uncle was fighting in the military and formerly along-
side Hezbollah, or for many of the young men in Tripoli whose parents had been
involved in fighting with or against the Syrian regime; or it may involve non-
violent resistance such as Souhail’s grandparents who were helping refugees enter
the country during WWII.

Social actors are also instrumental in facilitating the actual logistics of engage-
ment. Whether interviewees think about joining a protest or travelling to a conflict
zone to provide humanitarian work or to engage in fighting, there were usually
other individuals who walked this path before them or alongside them. This was
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the case for all individuals from Switzerland or Lebanon who joined conflict
zones. None of them decided on his or her own that they wanted to go and then
went by themselves. The thought of engaging without the support and assistance
of others would have been too frightening to many. The process towards mobilisa-
tion and of mobilisation itself is a collective process in which peers play a central
role.

Finally, social actors fulfil tasks related to social control. Especially parents or
older brothers have a very important say when it comes to engagement, as long
as the relationship is more or less intact. They can, on the one hand, encourage
engagement, by displaying agreement with the individual’s engagement or even
satisfaction and pride. This is especially relevant among pro-Hezbollah sympa-
thisers but also among the fighters from Tripoli, whose parents know the context
themselves and have been marked by it. This encouragement seems to be rather
rare among sympathisers from Canada or Switzerland. On the other hand, how-
ever, they can effectively abort any plans for engagement. In the Arab World,
especially, dominant social norms demand utmost respect for the wills of par-
ents or older family members. Several interviewees stated that their parents were
opposed to their political or military engagement, their joining a militia or their
plans to travel to a conflict zone. They claim that the refusal of their parents was
one of the main factors preventing them from going. Romantic relationships can
also be gamebreakers, as the case of Richard illustrates, which ended up leaving
for Syria only when the relationship broke apart

I always told myself, I was in a relationship and I didn’t want to do that to
my girlfriend. [...] at the beginning of the summer, we weren’t sure anymore,
and at the end of the summer we broke up. And then, I told myself, there is
nothing holding me back anymore. I called up my friend and told him I'm
going with him.

(Richard, Switzerland)

Hence, familial and romantic relationships can both encourage and prevent
engagement. It is important to note, however, that for many who were generally
adhering to the narrative of engagement, but fearful of actually engaging, these
reasons may also be used as welcome excuses not to engage.

Biographic availability

In terms of the timing of mobilisation, various factors play a role. On the one
hand, there is the timing of the macro-environment that determines whether there
are causes and situations of injustice that call for intervention. The world would
not have seen such a massive flow of foreign fighters to Syria had there not been
a highly mediatised civil war. Without the Syrian Civil War, the Kurdish militias
would not have become as internationally renowned, and not be able to attract
recruits from all over the world for the internationalist battalion. Major events
such as 9/11, the Iraq invasion, the killing of former Lebanese prime minister
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Rafic Hariri, the 2008 clashes in Beirut, the 2009 Swiss vote on Minarets, the
2012 Quebec Student protests and others strongly impacted global and local poli-
tics in and shaped the repertoire of possible political action at the individual and
group level.

At the micro-level, the notion of time in relation to politico-ideological mobi-
lisation is best captured by the concept of biographic availability. The narratives
and trajectories demonstrate that the social structure, in which an individual is
embedded at the time when mobilisation is effectively envisaged as a course
of action, plays a central role in determining the actual outcome. Having some
form of more or less stable employment significantly raises the stakes of engag-
ing in fighting. Even when individuals are convinced that the fighting is jus-
tified and see themselves as responsible to step up, commitment to work can
ultimately discourage them from engaging. Especially in disadvantaged contexts
like Northern Lebanon, being able to work might be the only way to provide
for one’s family and experience some form of stability. This applies also to the
Swiss context, however, where there seems to be awareness among interviewees
that work commitments can significantly impact one’s availability for foreign
fighting. The individuals who decided to engage in a radical form of engage-
ment, whether physically joining a conflict zone or pursuing a radical political
agenda, were all biographically available: They either sacrificed a stable situa-
tion of employment or education or they had already been in an unstable situa-
tion when engagement became an option. Some go even further, as the example
of Daniel illustrates well, by intentionally structuring their lives in a way that
allows for flexibility

What helped me a lot...was that I had constructed myself professionally to
be open to these kinds of opportunities. I didn’t study, for example, was not
involved in long studies. I was just doing work, like I am doing right now,
where I can leave at any time without a problem. I am not putting a career at
stake. I was working in a bar, that was easy to drop. I didn’t lose anything that
I acquired with a lot of effort. Had I had things I had needed to defend here,
perhaps I would not have left.

(Daniel, Switzerland)

In various cases, especially in the Lebanese context, being enrolled in a university
was a major factor preventing mobilisation. Universities in Lebanon are expen-
sive and usually, parents are covering the expenses. There is a greater burden
upon those who have the privilege of pursuing their studies and they therefore
face pressures not to lightheartedly sacrifice that privilege. Many mentioned their
studies as the main reasons why they did not ultimately join Hezbollah for exam-
ple. When recruitment for militias happens in a more or less structured way, at
least through a process where the eligibility of the potential recruit is scrutinised,
other factors can play a role as well. Several interviewees state, for instance, that
they themselves or their friends were not allowed to join the militias because
of their age. Others were not allowed to join because they were the only male
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member of the family left and were therefore ordered to take care of their families
instead of contributing to the military efforts of the group.

Again, it is important to note that these are mostly post-hoc justifications and
that a major function of the narratives is to make sense of what happened in the
past. For those who were unable to go for a variety of reasons, the studies and the
lack of consent from parents is a convenient justification that is socially accepted.
There are many indications of a sort of post-hoc narrative adaptation of the script
regarding engagement based on the opportunity structures that were or continue
to dominate their lives. The following excerpt shows well, however, how different
forms of jihad are negotiated and compete with each other. Also, there are many
forms to resist, for these interviewees, who are sympathisers of Hezbollah, and do
in principle believe that the military jihad would be the ideal form of resistance.
Thulfigar makes it very clear that other forms of jihad are of course also noble, but
in his view subordinate to the military jihad

You know, I was almost crying yesterday, I get very emotional. Do you know
why? Because I feel like I can’t do anything for them, I can’t help them mili-
tarily. The affiliation has passed for me. That makes me sad. That I will just
be a supporter. That’s what impacts me most. I want to give something to
the cause. But you know...they say there are different forms of jihad, jihad
al nafs [jihad as self-purification], jihad al‘ilm [jihad through knowledge],
caring about your family. All of this is jihad. Not everyone is made for the
military jihad.

(Thulfigar, Lebanon)

Nidhal explains how his parents were a major factor in preventing him from join-
ing the battlefield. He has embraced the idea of jihad by knowledge more seri-
ously, through his regular activity on social media

What prevented me from going...my parents, my studies, and death, of course.
Martyrdom its ok and stuff [smiles] but it’s still death. And war is not call of
duty and you restart a level, no [...] My parents they love Hezbollah...but
they say stay away from weapons. Al Jihad through knowledge [laughs]...
Many of my friends, my age, they went and fought, they were trained...They
were even younger than me, around my age. The opportunity was there, |
could have gone there, but I didn’t, because I’d rather fight on Facebook.
[Laughs] [...] I think there is always at some point a necessity for armed
resistance. If you have a terrorist or an Israeli, you cannot negotiate with
them, at that point it’s the armed resistance or nothing. But of course, my
articles they try to discuss things and support things, that I care about a lot. I
resist in the way I can, with the means I have.

(Nidhal, Lebanon)

Finally, some individuals expressed their strict adherence to an ideology of non-
violence. These are usually expressions that are made from a position of privilege
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and require careful contextualisation: A middle-class young man living in Beirut
does not have to make the same choices in terms of violent engagement as a man
living in a poor neighbourhood in Northern Lebanon or a Palestinian growing up
in a refugee camp. The same applies, evidently, to the Swiss or Canadian context.
The panoply of choices in terms of non-violent or violent action repertoires is
highly conditioned upon one’s politico-economic position in the world.

In sum, it can be said that places and people play crucial roles at all stages of
an individuals increasing commitment to a cause. The environment one grows
up in leads to exposure to dominant narratives and ideals that inevitably go on to
impact the individual’s worldview. It can also facilitate the logistics of engage-
ment, if it is located close to a conflict zone or if there are groups that are politi-
cally engaged and easily accessible. Peers and family members are by far the most
important determining factor for actual engagement or non-engagement, beyond
their potential roles as grievance entrepreneurs. These social actors may be a
source of inspiration through their own engagement. Groups of peers can provide
an ideological and emotional home, where individuals can adopt a new identity
that is in line with their environment as well as their convictions. In very concrete
terms, social actors may either facilitate actual engagement in logistical terms,
they may encourage individuals to pursue a particular project or prevent them
from doing so by imposing their social control. The timing of the mobilisation is
influenced by both macro- and micro-factors: On the one hand, the geopolitical
developments can open windows of opportunity, as was the case with the Spanish
Civil War in the 1930s, the Soviet—Afghan War in the 1980s or the Syrian Civil
War from 2011 on. On the other hand, commitments to employment or studies
raise the stakes of mobilisation and thereby discourage individuals from doing so.
Alternatively, where these commitments are absent or fall away, the biographic
availability makes it easier to pursue a radical and high-risk political project.
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