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Scholarship on PIM and PIV increasingly seeks to understand why and how indi-
viduals come to disengage from politico-ideological mobilisation and violence 
(Windisch et al., 2016). Based on the narratives collected, there seem to be, in 
fact, many similarities between engagement, non-engagement and disengage-
ment. Most of the aspects discussed previously in Chapter 14 apply to disen-
gagement processes also, yet work in the opposite direction: Getting married, 
having kids or finding stable employment constitute sociodemographic changes 
that raise the stakes of engagement. These are common themes that explain why 
many interviewees disengaged when their engagement involved illegal tactics and 
therefore a risk of criminal punishment. Individuals also become less biographi-
cally available for high-risk activism as they get older, mostly because these cir-
cumstances of life change usually with age as well, as the desire for stability and 
comfort increases.

Apart from these contextual changes, there are cognitive and emotional 
changes that accompany and drive disengagement processes. A major theme is 
the interviewees’ realisation of the complexity of a particular situation they have 
been fighting for and the futility of their engagement, Thereby, they abandon the 
dichotomic and Manichean worldviews that are often present during the engage-
ment. In a way, the decomplexification that takes place when grievances form 
is reverted during processes of disengagement, where the views re-complexify. 
Amir describes this feeling over the futility of violence and suffering. The feeling 
is widespread among interviewees who were engaged in fighting in the Salafi-
jihadist spectrum

When I see his kids now, I look at them, I remember him. And I say to myself, 
for this stupid game, so many fathers died. For nothing. Is that not haram? 
And nobody is helping them, these families. […] You realise that your life 
isn’t worth it in the end. When you die, they put up a picture of you the martyr 
and they give your family some compensation, but that’s it. You’re gone and 
nobody will ask for you. Do you see what I mean? In the end…you’re dying 
for politicians. Not for your religion. 

(Amir, Lebanon)
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This realisation of the futility and complexity of the conflict is exacerbated by 
their witnessing of how other martyrs are treated. They are not given the honour 
that they would expect them to be granted after they sacrificed everything to the 
cause, including their lives. As a result, an important ideological element that sus-
tains engagement, namely the logic of jusqu’au-boutisme and the corresponding 
veneration of martyrdom, falls apart. In line with that, interviewees seem to real-
ise that their role would probably not be as grandiose as they expected it to be. For 
some interviewees, this very same awareness seems to be present from the onset 
and therefore directing their decision not to engage in fighting. This interviewee, 
for example, is not, in principle, against the idea of taking revenge, but appeals 
to the idea of jusqu’au-boutisme, i.e., being ‘real’, and dismisses the fighting on 
that basis as a ‘joke:

I want to explain why I didn’t participate. When we want to fight the people 
from JM, they will tell you the reason is sectarian. And then they tell you 
there is a collective memory of massacres. Ok, but then go up to them. Why 
do you stand behind these walls and shoot at the mountain? Is that fighting? 
It’s a joke. There are houses, where did these bullets come from. They came 
from BT as well! From us, against us! They were just shooting randomly. 
You didn’t kill any Alawite; you’re just shooting at the building! 

(Rakan, Lebanon)

Some interviewees, especially those from BT who face significant scrutiny by 
security forces, indicate that they fear the repercussions that their engagement 
may have for their loved ones. Mansour picks up the idea of clarity of the cause, 
feeling that the Syrian or Iraqi context is simply too complex, because fighting is 
likely to hurt innocent lives

But If I hurt this guy, more people will be hurt because of it. That’s what 
makes me hesitant. Because while I am focusing on him and trying not to 
get others involved, he won’t do that! He might hurt others around me […] I 
got to a point where I thought, in order not to do injustice to anyone in Syria, 
or here, you know where I would go? To Palestine! That’s what was in my 
head. Palestine is clearer, there is an oppression of Arabs by Jews. It’s clear. 
Here, it’s not clear. 

(Mansour, Lebanon)

A process of re-complexification also manifests itself when the generalised and 
simplified image of the enemy starts being deconstructed with the benefit of a 
more humanising lens. Abandoning combat after years of fighting against an evil 
opponent becomes possible when the hatred towards the group associated with the 
opponent starts to dissipate because of new encounters and realisations that these 
are also human beings who suffer and bleed the same way. The NGO in Tripoli 
through which I gained access to the interviewees put a lot of effort into creating 
platforms and settings for amicable, or at least non-hostile, encounters, where 
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interviewees would simply listen to each others' stories. They were not forced to 
be there at any moment, but many of them chose to stay after realising that their 
stories were very similar. They became suddenly aware of the humanity of their 
sworn enemies, and the fact that they were often subject to the same strains and 
pressures

In the beginning, we didn’t talk to each other, we wouldn’t eat with each 
other. But then, we started talking in a circle, and we realised everyone was 
suffering from the same stuff. The NGO really made a difference here. And 
then we realised…this is the only place where we can mingle! Before, it was 
just the prison. 

(Adnan, Lebanon)

The outcome and the sustainability of this fragile peace is judged differently 
by interviewees. While some, such as Yahya, claim they would not pick up a 
weapon anymore, others like Mansour are less optimistic about the lasting impact 
of the work done by the NGO and the space created for interaction and mutual 
acceptance

Before, I couldn’t even go down to Syria street, now we can mingle and have 
fun. Now, if the fighting comes back, I won’t participate, even with stones! 
I saw the damage that it did. How many people died, how many women are 
widowed now. 

(Yahya, Lebanon)

This NGO has allowed us to mingle and get to know each other. But when 
they leave, I am surely not someone to deny a friend who was there for me…
but it’s sure that the encounters would be less frequent. This is the place 
where we meet...I don’t know where we would meet afterwards. 

(Mansour, Lebanon)

What is certain, however, is that seeing the human being behind constructed 
images of evil enemies also contributes to realising the nuances and complexity 
of a particular situation and thereby decrease the willingness to engage in fighting.

Another aspect related to the increase in complexity – as opposed to its reduc-
tion which is at play during grievance formation – is the decrease in the sense 
of urgency, as opposed to the emphasis on urgency during an engagement. 
Disengagement comes with a growing feeling that there is no urgency in engag-
ing. There is no urgency to engage, because the situation is more complex than 
initially expected, with no particular group being the only victim of injustice and 
suffering. Or, there is no urgency because the injustice is very complex and fight-
ing it might end up causing more harm and turn out to be counterproductive. 
As seen earlier, urgency is also reformulated by some activists to designate a 
long-term process of revolutionary change, where most of the immediate and 
individualist violence is counterproductive. This reformulation entails a critical 
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engagement with the use of violence. While not rejecting violence per se, it needs 
to serve the long-term project of fundamentally changing the status quo to provide 
more equality and justice for all.

Another theme that accompanies disengagement processes is distancing one-
self from politics. Through apoliticality, some former activists feel like they can 
shield themselves from the affective impact of politics and grievances. This strat-
egy includes avoiding news coverage and self-isolation from political discussions

Now, I try to stay away from politics, I don’t care about stuff anymore, don’t 
watch TV. I try not to stay home too much, so I don’t watch TV. 

(Marwan, Lebanon)

Finally, it’s interesting to note that several interviewees disengaged from one 
cause to engage in another. Although they seem to have disengaged, their engage-
ment has rather shifted, while the basic premises of mobilisation laid out above 
remain largely unchanged. Justin, for instance, has shifted from being a Hezbollah 
sympathiser to a right-wing Christian nationalist; Max was first engaged as a 
right-wing extremist before becoming interested in the Islamic State group; Pierre 
was a right-wing Christian nationist and then became a left-wing socialist; and 
Souhail disengaged from the Palestinian cause to engage more seriously with cli-
mate justice and environmental harm.

This finding on disengagement is important, because it is related to another 
overarching and promising observation. In fact, in many cases, individuals do 
not need to disengage per se, in order to untie themselves from more problem-
atic affiliations, such as being a sympathiser or member of a nihilist racist-fas-
cist group like Daesh or being in an ultra-nationalist group that promotes racial 
hatred. Forced disengagement is often problematic because the basic premises 
of mobilisation are uncontroversial, or even pro-social rather than anti-social. 
Caring about others, wanting to do something about injustice, and being sensi-
tive to grievances are, in their purest form, pro-social attributes. Grievances are 
potent drivers of social change. A sense of moral indignation about injustice 
and suffering is what drives the radicals who give everything to fight for a more 
just and equitable world. Hence, imposing disengagement from the perspective 
of the state, which often equates to pushing for apoliticality or at least selec-
tive apoliticality (when Islamic political activism is particularly scrutinised, for 
instance), is problematic because it amalgamates positive attributes with nega-
tive ones, and demands rejection of what individuals have come to see as virtues 
essential to their identities. Asking for disengagement should therefore be a 
precise and careful exercise: What exactly are the problematic aspects of this 
specific type of mobilisation and what is actually an attribute that may be and 
perhaps should be preserved? For instance, the logic of jusqu’au-boutisme, i.e., 
the quest for authenticity and integrity, is something that is valued by most soci-
eties. Even combative logics of fighting are generally seen as positive in socie-
ties driven by spirits of competition, performance and excellence. Interviewees 
who disengage from violent activism can maintain these ideological drivers 
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throughout their disengagement and can use them to build their more conven-
tional lifestyles. This becomes visible through the persistent use, after disen-
gagement, of expressions such as combat or fight, even for seemingly mundane 
situations

To me, my everyday life, it’s a fight, a struggle. It may be work, school, my 
relationship with my family and friends. I am trying to be a better person 
every day. That’s my fight now. 

(Max, Switzerland)

As seen above in cases of interviewees who did not end up engaging in military 
jihad, for instance, a similar reformulation can be observed. Jihad is then empha-
sised and embraced in its diversity, which includes anything from self-improve-
ment over charity to activism on Facebook (see Chapter 11).

Finally, the narratives express critical postures regarding the way they are 
criminalised by the state and its representatives. In many cases, having been 
through the process of being labelled a terrorist, they have experienced the alien-
ating pressures and dynamics and the crushing repercussions of the war against 
terrorism first-hand. Many of them are structurally marginalised because of their 
sympathy or engagement for a criminalised cause or group, because they cannot 
have stable employment or open a bank account, given the heavy stigma associ-
ated with terrorism. They realise the counterproductive result and sheer absurdity 
of counterterrorism practices because they are constantly squeezed into the role of 
the enemy and construed as a threat to society. Thereby, some argue, disengage-
ment is effectively made impossible. Rather, a person will radicalise even further, 
as a reaction to the constant enmity by conventional actors. Several interviewees 
have been wrongly accused, arrested and detained, sometimes for several years. 
Some have even been convicted on very shaky evidence, both in Lebanon and 
Switzerland. As a result, counterterrorism efforts have, in many respects, served 
to create more terrorism. Mansour’s following quote conveys powerfully how the 
impact could be many times more positive if those considered terrorists, jihadists 
and criminals were treated differently

If my country told me, for example, ‘yes, you’re right there is a great injus-
tice, but it’s a shame…why do you want to go die there?’. That could be 
acceptable! But my country tortures me and tortures me until they are sure 
that you wanted to go to Syria and fight! That’s where the hatred is born in 
your heart! Whether you want it or not! It would be different if they treated 
you differently, asking why you want to go fight, whether we can do some-
thing for you here in your country? What’s so hard about that? If you as a 
country did that, what would be so wrong about it? 

(Mansour, Lebanon)

Interviewees insist a lot on giving individuals who are considered terrorists a real 
chance
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we realized they were suffering from the same thing. As human beings, we are 
all the same, perhaps not as a religion, but we are the same. When I saw how 
they were…you know when you see Naseem, for example, how he became 
when somebody gave him a chance, he changed his life, he became a bet-
ter person. He won’t throw a grenade anymore to get 50,000 LBP. Because 
someone gave him a chance. 

(Nassim, Lebanon)

Max is similarly critical about the way another young man is being treated by 
the security forces in Switzerland. It seems like that young man is increasingly 
unwilling to cooperate, and growing more and more resentful, because he feels 
like he is being treated unjustly

They always said that he indoctrinated me, but I always told them it was the 
other way around. I made him leave with me, and he was imprisoned and is 
in this position now because of me. So, I understand his anger…we have all 
done something in our lives, but not everyone is caught for it […] I feel very 
sorry for him because I know that he has a very good heart…They always 
say that he was radicalised…but he didn’t do anything more than that. […] I 
think in our cases, you have to listen and accept. That is what I received and 
what helped me get through. Had I not had this, it would have been very dif-
ficult. They gave me a second chance. I hope they will be able to give him the 
same thing. He needs love. We all need love. […] There is no point in trying 
to punish at any price […] You have to try to help him. You have to give him 
love…’yes, you will pay for the things you did, but I still love you for who 
you are’, that’s what I mean. If you are always thinking that this guy is a piece 
of shit, a terrorist, that’s what he will become. When I was a kid, I was always 
told that I was stupid, and I failed at everything. Now I am told that I can suc-
ceed, and I do. You have to believe in the person. You have to give him love. 

(Max, Switzerland)

Overall, it can be said that disengagement processes consist, in part, of a reversal 
of many of the intellectual and emotional mechanisms at play during grievance-
based mobilisation. Through re-complexification, humanisation and the reformu-
lation of urgency, engagement in violent action becomes not necessarily unlikely, 
but simply a more nuanced process. Forms of politico-ideological mobilisation 
that take the complexity and the humanity into account are less likely to fall prey 
to new forms of exclusion, racism and hatred. Another important finding is that 
engagement often switches from one cause to another rather than ceases totally. 
In line with this, it is important to keep in mind that many of the ideological con-
structs at the basis of engagement do not have to be abandoned but can be put at 
the service of the new cause. This is a promising finding and should alert us to the 
importance of maintaining nuances when fostering disengagement and take into 
consideration that many of the attributes that lead to politico-ideological engage-
ment are, per se, beneficial and pro-social. Sweepingly criminalising all aspects 
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of political engagement leads to alienation, further radicalisation and ultimately 
undermines the very purpose of prevention and disengagement. In line with this, 
it should be recalled that many of the driving factors of engagement are not neces-
sarily to be located within individuals but in the structures that surround them. It 
is hypocritical and unrealistic to ask individuals to conform to rules and laws, and 
abandon violence, if the very actors who claim to be representative of law and 
order are themselves enactors of violence and injustice. Disengagement therefore 
has to be thought out and planned alongside critical engagement with the struc-
tural conditions that promote political violence, if efforts are sincerely aimed at 
holistic and lasting societal change for the better.
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