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                                                                  Abstract: 
The names of the insurgent groups include historical, cultural, ethnic, territorial and doctrinal references 
that appear too specific to be considered accidental and thus could be indicative of their strategy. The 
examples of terrorist attacks carried out by these groups support this argument, as they adopted or 
changed their name beforehand, shortly before a spinoff group, a new alliance or an offshoot emerged, 
or when an attack occurred in a non-traditional geographic area of action. Unfortunately, too often mass 
media and government officials utilise incorrect and/or superficial translations of these names, thus 
contributing to a lack of detailed information on the jihadists. The etymological analysis of the Arabic 
names of the Sahelian jihadist insurgents intends to and contributes to increase the knowledge on the 
nature and actions of these groups. 
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Resumen: 

Los nombres de los grupos insurgentes incluyen referencias históricas, culturales, étnicas, territoriales 

y doctrinales que parecen demasiado específicas para ser consideradas accidentales y por lo tanto 

pueden ser indicativas de su estrategia. Los ejemplos de ataques terroristas llevados a cabo por estos 

grupos apoyan este argumento, ya que adoptaron o cambiaron su nombre de antemano, poco antes de 

que un grupo spinoff, una nueva alianza o una rama surgiera, o cuando un ataque ocurrió en una 

geografía no tradicional área de acción. Lamentablemente, con demasiada frecuencia los medios de 

comunicación y los funcionarios del gobierno utilizan traducciones erróneas y/o superficiales de estos 

nombres, contribuyendo así a la falta de información detallada sobre los jihadistas. El análisis 

etimológico de los nombres árabes de los insurgentes yihadistas del Sahel pretende y contribuye a 

aumentar el conocimiento sobre la naturaleza y las acciones de estos grupos. 
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1. Introducción 

Officially, the Malian civil war finished when the ‘Serval’ and ‘Barkane’ military 
operations deactivated a major jihadist threat in the so-called Azawad in North Mali, in the 
provinces of Gao, Kidal and Timbuktu, in 2013, where Islamic law had been implemented by 
jihadist insurgent actors. 

 
Nevertheless, the jihadist organisations never quitted fighting or stopped their activities. 

Starting from 2013 to nowadays, notable terrorist attacks, among tens of minor attacks, occurred 
in Sevaré in August 2015, and Bamako in January 2016 and again, in June 2017, Mali; in 
Burkina Faso, Ouagadougou was under attack in February 2016 and again, in August 2017; and 
the capital of Ivory Coast, Abidjan, suffered an attack in March 2016.2  

 
Three years after the end of the insurgent war, the United Nations (UN) warned of the 

increased insecurity in the area,3 highlighting that jihadists were still a threat and were now 
operating far from Malian jihadist insurgents’ traditional geographical operation areas. 

 
Various groups involved in the Malian jihadist campaigns claimed the attacks. In addition, 

some brand-new formations, offshoots or spinoffs of other jihadist groups, emerged. 4 
Interestingly, all of these groups experimented with changes in their name or in their network 
of alliances shortly before they carried out a terrorist attack or an insurgent action.  

 
This research uncloses the meaning of the names of the Sahelian insurgent groups. In 

particular, because of the difficulty represented by the Arabic language, or due to a lack of 
expert who can explain the meaning of the doctrinal concept that some Arabic words transmit, 
as Arabic is the language used in the Quran, the names of the jihadist insurgent groups are too 
often translated or reported incorrectly by international, non-Arabic speaking media and/or 
officials and analysts, giving the idea of certain exoticism. It is argued that some elements exist 
in the names of the groups that can be correlated to the strategies that the groups will adopt, 
thus helping in setting counter-terrorist measures. In order to see if a correlation exists between 
a change of the name and an action, several groups have been analysed:  

                                                           
2 Mora Tebas, Juan A.: “Terrorismo en Sahel-África Occidental: Nuevas tácticas, nuevas alianzas,... ¿nueva 
estrategia?”, IEEE Documento de interés, No. 19/2017 (5 April 2017), Madrid, IEEE, at 
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_analisis/2017/DIEEEA19-2017_Terrorismo_Sahel_JAMT.pdf, pp. 2-5; 
Naranjo, José: “Al Qaeda se extiende en África occidental apoyada en el cantera subsahariana”, El País, 26 April 
2016, at http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/04/15/actualidad/1460728241_287676.html; Zoja, 
Federica: “Non solo Mali: la campagna africana di AQIM”, ISPI Commentary, 11 April 2016, at 
http://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/commentary_zoja_11.04.2016.pdf, p. 1; Macé, Célian: 
“AQIM et Al-Mourabitoune, l’alliance reconstituée du jihad sahélien”, Libération, 17 January 2016, at 
http://www.liberation.fr/planete/2016/01/17/AQIM-et-al-mourabitoune-l-alliance-reconstituee-du-jihad-
sahelien_1426926. 
3  AFP: “UN ‘alarm’ at spreading Mali insecurity: report”, Yahoo News, 28 March 2016, at 
http://news.yahoo.com/un-alarm-spreading-mali-insecurity-report-215933406.html. 
4 Offshoots operationally coordinate with –although they are not directly linked to– a matrix organisation that 
exerts some control. Affiliated groups are “formally integrated” in the matrix’s Command & Control (C&C) 
structure. Using the statehood paradigm, an affiliated group has the same relationship with the matrix as that which 
a state agent has with the state. Spinoffs are autonomous, but they can coordinate strategically. It is “problematic” 
to define what C&C effectively represents, as many coordinated groups are rather independent movements or 
associated organisations, cooperating tactically, but not integrated into the C&C: read Steinmeir, Dominik: “The 
use of force against affiliate organisations – Providing a framework for the interpretation of the 2001 AUMF”, in 
Inaugural Postgraduate Conference ‘Emerging Developments in the Study of Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism’ 

(7 June 2016), Nottingham (UK). 
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1) Jamah al-Nusrah al-Islam wal-Muslim (Group for the Support/Victory of Islam and the 
Muslims5), an umbrella organisation composed of: 

- Al-Qaeda al-Maghreb al-Islamiya (Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, AQIM), in particular 
its South Algerian/Saharan activities; 

- Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam (Those who Sign with their Blood) and its most famous katiba, Al-

Moulathimoun (The Masked Man); 
- Al-Mourabitoun (The Almoravids) and its temporaryAl-Qaeda al-Gharb al-Afriqiya (Al-

Qaeda in West Africa, AQW); 
- Jamah Ansar al-Din (Group of the Defenders of the Faith) and its Katiba Khalid Ibn al-Walid 

(also known as Ansar al-Din “South”); 
-  Macina Liberation Front (MLF); 

2) Haraka al-Tawhid wal-Jihad fil-Gharb al-Afriqiya (Movement for Oneness and Jihad in 
West Africa, MOJWA); 

3) “Boko Haram” (BH, “Western education is forbidden,” officially Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna lil-

Dawa wal-Jihad, Group of the People of the Sunnah for the Dawa and the Jihad); 
- Its main spinoff, “Ansaru” (“The Defenders,” officially Jamah al-Ansar al-Muslimin fil-

Bilad al-Sudan, Group of the Defenders/Helpers of the Muslims in the Land of Africa), and 
its most famous katiba, Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-Mujahidin (Movement of the Emigrants 
and the Mujahidin). 

 
2. What is in a name 

Being aware of the meaning of the original jihadist groups’ names is not a mere exercise of 
intellectualism for scholars and experts, as an etymological analysis of the original names of 
these groups shows that there are elements and references too much detailed to be considered 
simply hazardous or the casual outcome of a make-up decision.  
 

It is argued that, in the insurgents’ names, there are elements and references that have 
explanatory power and, thus, indicate how a jihadist group will act. Thus, this research is 
relevant for understanding and analysing the meaning of these names in order to allow 
governments to pre-empt any potential insurgent and/or terrorist attacks. 

 
A terrorist attacks seem more likely to occur after a group changes its name, because of a split 
from a matrix organisation, or soon after a new group emerges. According to Nalbandov,6 this 
demonstrates how names are explicitly chosen to transmit a message about a change or a 
strategic decision and adopting a new name reflect the necessity of channelling it. 
 

Therefore, although it may seem irrelevant to focus on insurgents’ names more than on 
their actions, studying the name is important because it is argued that a name, just as a 
company’s brand, can be one of the most valuable assets a group or organisation possesses,7 as 
the most visible tool used by an insurgent group to achieve its political goals. This is consistent 
with insurgent groups, as per Jenkins’ idea (as quoted in Lindauer8), as they use their name and 

                                                           
5 The full name will be provided in the rest of the text, as it will be for the other, following groups. 
6 Nalbandov, Robert: “Irrational Rationality of Terrorism”, Journal of Strategic Security, Vol. 6, nº 4 (Winter 
2013), pp. 93-97. 
7  Beattie, Andrew: “The Power of Branding.” Investopedia (28 August 2014), at 
http://www.investopedia.com/articles/financial-theory/11/branding-ultimate-economic-
moat.asp#ixzz4RHpCoPfb. Also, see Brustein, Darrah: “The Unconscious Power of Brands”, Entrepreneur (24 
June 2016), at https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/277318. 
8 Lindauer, Lance: “Rational Choice Theory, Grounded Theory, and Their Applicability to Terrorism”, The Heinz 

Journal, Vol. 9, nº 2 (4 May 2012), Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh, p. 8. 
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their terrorist acts to create as much publicity as possible to generate terror and thereby facilitate 
the achievement of the group’s specific political goal. 

 
A change of a name, or the election of a new name, could depend on several circumstances 

and strategic considerations. For example, a name can reflect conflicts or differences among 
the group, and the willingness of a new group to emerge as a spinoff or an offshoot from another 
one, with its own objective or strategy, different from the original group. In addition, its 
leadership may demonstrate diverse doctrinal references, or their ambitions require them to 
build their own space of power. Also, a group may change or adopt a new name because it 
wants to advertise its geographic outreach or refer to the ethnic community whose interests it 
pretends to represent. 

 
The purpose of this article is to prove that names convey a message and provide useful 

information for understanding to what extent the name reflects the ideology and strategy of the 
insurgent groups. The etymological and linguistics analysis is framed in the Rational Choice 
Theory (RCT) and in the category of linguistic onomastics (intended here as the technique of 
naming and not as a synonym of anthroponomy). Furthermore, the approach is inspired by the 
branding sector, used in business and marketing to study the power of a commercial brand. 

 
2.1. A Rational Etymology 

The paradigm of the Rational Choice Theory (RCT) applies and supports the view that the 
elements of the names are carefully selected –in the same way that a commercial firm or a 
company chooses its brand– in order to accomplish the goal of seeking the maximum output 
from the meaning they have. A decision taken by the jihadist insurgents about a change in the 
name of the group, or the choice made about a specific name,9 can be read as a strategy (for 
example, aiming to lead to an expected objective by communicating some kind of information 
about the nature of their group and, thus, their goals).10  

 
If some elements of a name reflect an operational strategy, this then means, according to 

RCT, that the names themselves are the outcome of a rational decision and thus choosing a 
specific name is strategic in itself. This is consistent with Lindauer,11 who states how a jihadist 
organisation may opt for a name because “it is economically feasible to achieve their goals and 
produce a political output with relatively few inputs”. 

 
While RCT has been applied to almost all fields of political science,12 its approach is 

popular in researching terrorism-related phenomena because it demonstrates how terrorism is 
not irrational nor is a consequence of its perpetrators’ insanity.13 RCT scholars’ approach to 
decision-making assumes that jihadist groups, defined as organisations operating with given 

                                                           
9 On RCT applied to groups, see Gupta, Dipak K. (2008): Understanding Terrorism and Political Violence, Oxford 
(UK), Routledge, pp. 30-31. 
10 It is assumed that the leaders act as rational actors at the highest level within the group, taking decisions affecting 
the group as a whole. For this reason, collective actors such as insurgent jihadist groups are said to behave as 
unitary actors reflecting leaders’ rational preferences and goals; see McCormick (2003, p. 482), as quoted in Van 
Um, Eric (2015): Evaluating the Political Rationality of Terrorist Groups, Springer, p. 10; and Laegreid (2004, p. 
15), as quoted in Contegiacomo, Nicole (2007): Rational Choice Theory and the Crime-Terror Nexus: How and 

Why Terrorist and Organized Criminal Groups are Working Together, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina, 
at https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent/uuid:fbb91ad4-d816-4d17-8770-012c9aca7583, pp. 2-10. 
11 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 5. 
12 For an historic perspective of RCT about groups and its contextualisation, read Gupta, op. cit., pp. 27-31.  
13 For further information, see Van Um, op. cit., p. 2; in particular, see Miller (2009, p. 1), as quoted in Van Um, 
op. cit., p. 16. 
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limits to their action, try to optimise their means. Applied to the case of the change of a name, 
the outcome reached as a result of the name choice or change should be higher, or, at least, 
equal or not lower than the pre-action one (using a non-meaningful name or not choosing a 
specific name), according to an utilitarian view.14  

 
The theory explains how terrorist attacks derive from a conscious, rational, calculated, 

logical and, as Lindauer15 says, “systematic” decision to take these types of actions as an 
optimum strategy to accomplish a socio-political or ideological “strategic goal”.16 Elorza17 says 
that a radical interpretation of some verses of the Quran supports the use of terror as a strategic 
tool “to influence a target audience and change that audience’s behaviour in a way that will 
serve [their] interests”.18  

 
If names are chosen rationally as a result of strategic consideration about the need to send 

a message through its meaning, every time a new jihadist group is created, or emerges as a 
spinoff or an offshoot of a group and adopts a specific name, or if it changes its name, elements 
can be detected in their names which might reveal their nature, aims, raison d’être, geographical 
outreach, or alliance networks. 

 
Given the hypothesis that a name’s choice or change is rational and deliberate because of 

the strategic decisions taken by the analysed jihadist groups, still if jihadist groups are not able 
to control all the potential outcomes and side effects of their actions, included naming,19 a 
possibility that it is necessary to take into consideration, studying their etymology therefore 
contributes to the understanding of jihadist insurgent organisations’ strategy and/or their 
strategic changes and, thus, it is useful for implementing counterterrorism initiatives, also using 
this ‘weakness’ (the lack of possibility to understand all the consequences). 

 
3. Branding Names in Jihadist Groups 

According to linguistics, name is the clearest element of expression of an entity’s identity.20 
Branding studies, that is, the process of using visual elements and logos, represent a relevant 

                                                           
14 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 6; Anderton, Charles H., and Carter, John R.: “On Rational Choice Theory and the Study 
of Terrorism”, Defence and Peace Economics, vol. 16, nº 4 (2005), pp. 275-282. 
15 Lindauer, op. cit., p. 4. 
16 Victoroff, Jeff: “The Mind of the Terrorist”, Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 49, No. 1 (February 2005), at 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0022002704272040, p. 14. 
17 Elorza, Antonio: “La fuerza del islam”, El País (10 June 2015), at 
http://elpais.com/elpais/2015/06/08/opinion/1433780384_967380.html. 
18 Victoroff, op. cit., p. 3. To see the link between RCT and terrorism studies, Anderton and Carter op. cit., p. 
275). Notwithstanding the debate and the lack of consensus on basic definitions of the concept of “rationality,” 
in this paper, a rational act is considered one which maximises its utility, after having carefully weighed the 
“costs and benefits for every available option” or, in other words, an act which “promises the highest utility 
defined as benefits minus costs”, in Parsons, Stephen (2005): Rational Choice and Politics, London, A&C 
Black, p. 10 et seq.; and Abrahms, Max: “What Terrorists Really Want. Terrorist Motives and Counterterrorism 
Strategy”, International Security, Vol. 32, nº 4 (Spring 2008), pp. 78-105, at 
https://fsi.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/Abrahms_What_Terrorists_Really_Want.pdf , p. 79). As Caplan, 
Bryan: “Terrorism: The relevance of the rational choice model”, Public Choice, nº 128 (2006), pp. 91-107, at 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.412.9167&rep=rep1&type=pdf, p. 93, notes, “all 
action is rational by definition,” as it aims to reach some objectives responding to that what Lemann defines as a 
“set of incentives,” in Lemann, Nicholas: “Terrorism Studies. Social scientists do counterinsurgency”, The New 

Yorker (26 April 2010), at http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/04/26/terrorism-studies. 
19 Simon (1995, p. 46) and Weitkunat (2008, p. 41 et seq.), as quoted in Van Um, op. cit., p. 10. 
20 Culture Decanted: “The Power of Naming. [Names: Part 1]”, in Identity, Language, semiotics 26 May 2014), at 
https://culturedecanted.com/2014/05/26/names-part-1-whats-in-a-name-the-power-of-naming/. 
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approach to see how an entity manifests its identity through its name, since any entity, whether 
individual or collective, needs to assert it.  
 

As the branding expert Muneratto21 explains, a group’s name is the synthesis of its essence, 
as it is linked to the personality of a subject. Heller 22  observes how insurgents “display 
identifying marks, signs or symbols [in order to] distinguish one group from another,” and the 
name is seen as the first symbol of a group and, through their name, they give evidence about 
their ideology, their scope and their aims.  

 
As stated in Beifuss and Trivini Bellini’s seminal work23 on insurgents’ branding, brands 

give groups a certain visibility, signals the ideas that lie behind the group’s creation and its 
aims”, and contribute, in Heller’s words,24 “to strike fear in the enemy and reinforce allegiance 
in the follower”. Therefore, having a well-known and recognisable identity is one of the most 
important goals of any jihadist group. 

 
If naming can transmit a message and the keys to read it, it is also true that a generic name 

can be striking, “because the difficulty to assign it a meaning makes [it] possible for the receiver 
to give it other meanings that they feel closer to.”25 Not giving information through a symbolic 
and meaningful name could lead the organisation to live anonymously. This could turn in few 
resources to collect, or a less recruitment capacity, for example, while utilising names is a tool 
for advertising to gather resources. 

 
A brand or a name makes the audience think about a “collection” of meanings –“both 

conscious and unconscious.” In this sense, what is useful to understand is the importance of a 
logo, as it is similarly useful to interpret the importance of a name, as “an act of visual [and 
conceptual] communication designed to brand the identity of the group, communicate what it 
stands for and create an ‘experience’ between individuals and the organization”.26 

 
The categories employed to identify the meaning of an entity’s name are the denotation 

and connotation, according to linguistics, being the former the real or the objective element 
present in a name, its conscious dimension.27 For jihadist organisations, it could include all the 
most tangible and visible aspects of the group, like a statement of its activity (movement, 
organisation, etc.), its origins, the geographic location (for example, Maghreb), the affiliation 
(for example, Al-Qaeda) or the use of a specific instrument, as indicated by the choice of 
specific adjectives (armed, fight, jihad, etc.). Ross28 argues that the connotation identifies any 

                                                           
21 Muneratto, Guido (2007): Il visual design nelle organizzazioni, Milano, Franco Angeli. 
22  As quoted in Beifuss, Artur and Trivini Bellini, Francesco (2013): Branding terror. The Logotypes and 

Iconography of Insurgent Groups and Terrorist Organizations, New York, Merrell, pp. 007-008. 
23 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
24 Ibid., p. 009. 
25 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 34. For example, not all the members or followers of Al-Mourabitoun are able to fully 
understand the recondite doctrinal etymology of the meaning of the name of their group, but they will know they 
belong to an organisation with a historical and high-sounding name, and they will feel strengthened in their 
membership. 
26 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
27 For further information, read Chalmers, David J.: “Two-Dimensional Semantics”, in Lepore, Ernest and Smith, 
Barry (eds.) (2008): The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Language, Oxford University Press. DOI: 
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199552238.003.0024, at http://consc.net/papers/twodim.pdf 
28 Ross, Kelley L. (1999): “Meaning and Naming in Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny’s Language and Reality”, 
MIT Press, at http://www.friesian.com/naming.htm 



Revista UNISCI / UNISCI Journal, Nº 46 (Enero/January 2018)  

151 
 

name’s discursive meaning, or any unconscious underlying feeling, “allusive and emotional 
network of [...] mental associations” connected and related to a name.29 

 
In general, linguistics scholarship says that names are descriptive or persuasive (in the 

former case, they are accompanied by a short description of the activity of the organisation), 
reflecting and anticipating some factors of the group. Muneratto30 says, as a sign of distinction, 
a name is usually full of meanings, symbols, references, etc. that underline an entity’s 
characteristics (in particular in the analysis of proper names; see Mill, and Devitt and Kim31) 
and “carry certain meanings, emotions and values”.32  

 
Names are often chosen because they are different and/or innovative or repeat concepts 

easy to memorise because of their evocative power, are full of meaning or reference certain 
values, history or legacy, or draw on a sacred text or a source of law as inspiration. “Branding 
... allow[s] the audience to identify the organization and what it stands for [as a] terrorist 
organization [and] informs and directs people it perceives as partners and potential recruits”.33  

 
Names which reflect a jihadist narrative are a way of reinforcing and strengthening a 

particular identity (the strictest Islamic orthodoxy as jihadists see it) of a group or a collective.34 
A name reinforces identification of members with the organisation’s brand and gives both 
opponents and sympathisers clear, direct information about the group. Observers and the public 
could be aware immediately of the group’s idea, motivation, and medium-term strategic plan.  

 
The name can also lend credibility to the group efficacy and provide an assurance of 

commitment with a cause or a community of reference (a religious sect or an ethnic group), or 
“inspire confidence,” Wengel35 says, to affirm its presence in both a physical territory of action 
and doctrine (in the campaign of jihad), and, for Muneratto,36  it may represent the most 
appropriate means to spread its ideas. 

 
In the organisations we analysed, these categories are visible, for example, in several 

words. The names of insurgent jihadist groups that use terrorist tactics and are active in the 
post-civil war Mali are expressed in fosha Arabic, even when these groups are usually 
composed of international members and they speak local variants of Arabic. This is because 
Arabic is the language used in the Quran and, thus, the chosen lingua franca for all of those 
who intend to fight for religious reasons, in order to identify with what they believe to be the 
authentic will of God as it is reported in the Quran and for the orthodoxy of Islam.  

 
The ‘spread of jihad’ or ‘defence of the faith’ refer to doctrinal concepts and/or to certain 

interpretations of the same: jihad is not used as a synonym of ‘effort [to fight for the true faith]’, 
but as ‘holy war [against the infidels]’; ansar, used as ‘defenders’, are literally ‘the helpers’, 
tribesmen who helped the prophet Mohamed when he was exiled from Mecca. Al-Qaeda (AQ) 
is the Afghan-Pakistan jihadist organisation who had a major role in guerrilla activities against 

                                                           
29 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 39. 
30 Ibid., p. 59. 
31 As quoted in Ross, “Meaning and Naming…”, op. cit. 
32 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 011. 
33 Ibid., p. 012 
34 Van Elk, Noreen D.: Personal communication (12 October 2016). 
35  As quoted in Nielsen: “Understanding the Power of a Brand Name”, Nielsen Global, 7 June 2015, at 
http://www.nielsen.com/eu/en/insights/news/2015/understanding-the-power-of-a-brand-name.html. 
36 Muneratto, op. cit., p. 32. 
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the Soviets, but the name also has a symbolic meaning, as Avilés37 says, as ‘the [mental] basis 
[for the jihad]’.  

 
According to Johnson, et al.,38 name changes also fulfil the need of survival of the group 

implementing an expansion and extending its lifetime or its geographic scope. Geographic 
keywords may express and demonstrate their proximity to an ethnic group or to a community 
of believers, a confession or a sect. Doing that, it could also generate some interest in potential 
or want-to-be jihadist insurgents in those areas where they want to start their activity. 

 
In addition, by generating fear and terror, the name can serve as a force multiplier: the fame 

that accompanies the actions of an organisation with a specific name can help to increase 
membership and recruit new militants or contribute in convincing enemies not to engage in 
combat.39 As Beifuss and Trivini Bellini40 state, “getting credited for an attack is almost as 
important as the attack itself.” The organisations will not need to spend time and resources on 
propaganda, or on embedding in a local community or collective, or building a communication 
infrastructure to spread the idea of a new group or change. 

 
An etymological study of the names of the jihadist groups will provide the power to 

understand their meaning and, thus, the groups’ origin, how they developed their existence, 
their strategies and geographic scope, and the high symbolism and richness of the doctrinal 
principles expressed by the Arabic language contribute to position them in the world of the 
jihadist organisation.41 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
37 Avilés Farre, Juan: “De la yihad clásica al terrorismo yihadí”, Revista de Historia Militar, No. 1 (Extraordinario) 
(2009), pp. 199-223, Madrid, MINISDEF-IHCM, at https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=3016781, 
pp. 199-223. 
38  Johnson, Neil F.; Zheng, Minzhang; Vorobyeva, Yulia; Gabriel, Andrew; Qi, Hong; Velasquez, Nicolas; 
Manrique, Pedro; Johnson, Daniela; Restrepo, Elvira; Song, Chaoming, and Wuchty, Stefan: “New online ecology 
of adversarial aggregates: ISIS and beyond”, Science, Vol. 352, nº 6292 (17 June 2016), pp. 1459-1463, DOI: 
10.1126/science.aaf0675, at http://science.sciencemag.org/content/352/6292/1459, pp. 1459-1463. 
39 Using the ‘Al-Qaeda’ brand meant that the group had reached such a high level of commitment, apart from the 
willingness to utilise some controversial tactics (such as suicide bombing), that the Afghan-Pakistani matrix gives 
them the privilege to add the AQ name as an evidence of membership and a warranty of “quality.” 
40 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 10. 
41  For further reading on the power of naming, see Speaks, Jeff: “Theories of Meaning”, The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016), at https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/meaning/; and 
Zahed, Hyder: “The Power of Spoken Words”, The Huffington Post, 13 February 2014, updated 2015, at 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-hyder-zahed/the-power-of-spoken-words_b_6324786.html 
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Figure 1. Period of activity, main events and names’ changes of the jihadist groups 
 

 

Source: Prepared by the author 
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At the beginning of the 2000s, several brigades of the GSPC (in particular, those led by Saifi 
‘the Para’ and Mokhtar Bel Mokhtar), which traditionally enjoyed a high grade of autonomy, 
began to expand beyond northern Algeria, trying to penetrate further south in the Sahara, into 
Mali and Mauritania. In January 2007, GSPC officially pledged allegiance (baya, or ‘act of 
loyalty’) to Al-Qaeda’s leader, Osama Bin Laden, and changed the name of the organisation to 
Al-Qaeda for the Jihad in the Land of the Islamic Maghreb, adopting AQ’s strategy and tactics. 
The group also took advantage of a coup in Mauritania to proclaim jihad throughout North 
Africa.  

 
In 2010, AQIM leaders in northern Algeria started referring to the operative area “Zone 

IX” in southern Algerian desert, as the “Emirate of the Sahara,” naming a responsible for the 
katiba in that area. A propaganda video with a logo of a new branch (Al-Qaeda in the Emirate 
of the Sahara, AQES), focusing on the Sahel and Sahara, was found after a battle between 
Tuareg militiamen and jihadists in northern Mali.42 The (temporarily successfully) infiltration 
in Mali concluded in 2012, when AQIM, along with other jihadist groups, overcame the Tuareg 
in their rebellion in the northern region called Azawad, and established an Islamic state through 
the implementation of Islamic law or sharia (‘the pathway to be followed,’ from sherea by 
‘pathway’). 

 
The use of ‘Al-Qaeda al-Jihad’ in its name stressed the ideological, strategic, and tactical 

linkage with the Afghan-Pakistan organisation.43 Maghreb44 is a geo-ethnic area composed of 
the western part of North Africa, including Mauritania and its Atlantic shore. Its use is relevant 
not only for pointing out the geographical location of the new affiliate of AQ, but also because 
it involves the extension of the jihadist activity beyond Algerian borders, consequently stressing 
the abandonment of the so called revolutionary jihad (against national government in order to 
substitute them with an Islamic government, but still recognising a national community) to the 
global jihad (against all the apostates, aiming to delete any borders among Muslims and 
organising a vanguard to prepare Muslim society for the creation of a global caliphate as the 
jihadists’ final objective). 

 
The adjective added before ‘Maghreb’ is not a simple reference to the ties of the region 

with Islam since the eighth century. Indissolubly describing the region as Islamic has important 
geopolitical and strategic implications. According to GIA/GSPC ideology, the guerrillas aim 
to overthrow the secular government in Algiers in order to build an Islamic state. In fact, the 
group’s structure reflected that of a ‘shadow’ government organised in departments and 
ministries on the territory. 

 
If the group assumes –and transmits through including this reference in their name– that 

the Maghreb is historically Islamic in its nature, then every Muslim, according to a strict 
interpretation of the Islamic sacred texts, is obliged to redeem the lands that once were Islamic, 
in order to re-establish the caliphate. Therefore, jihad would be required throughout the region: 
this justifies the expansion of the group. 

 
                                                           
42 Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: au Nord, la mosaïque des acteurs complique la crise”, Jeune Afrique (16 February 2015a), 
at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/32654/archives-thematique/mali-au-nord-la-mosaeque-des-acteurs-complique-
la-crise/; Vall, Mohammed: “Al-Qaeda in ‘Sahara Emirate’.” Al Jazeera (4 January 2010), at 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2010/01/20101416350262841.html 
43 Ross, Jeffrey I. (2011): Religion and Violence: An Encyclopedia of Faith and Conflict from Antiquity to the 

Present, Oxford (UK), Routledge, p. 38. 
44 Literally / ma / comes from makan/mawqie, which means ‘place’, while Garaba/Gharb means ‘where [the sun] 
sets,’ the West. 
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5. Those Who Sign with their Blood 

In December 2011, the emir Mokhtar Bel Mokhtar, sharing the ideological link with Al-Qaeda 
before then, split with AQIM, and created the group known as ‘Those who sign with their blood’ 
(Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam). 
 

The group name is full of symbolic meanings. Its main components are the noun of the 
verb waqqa or ‘sign,’ and dam, ie, ‘blood.’ The name, which sounds almost idealistically 
romantic and has indeed some dramatism, actually underlines the willingness of its members 
to sacrifice and stress their dedication to the cause of jihad, accepting death: in a word, to be 
martyrs (shahid), given that martyrdom is considered an important concept in the narrative of 
the ‘holy war.’45 

 
In Arabic, the meaning of dam is the closest to the biological fluid of blood, which, literally, 

means ‘steams of blood’. Thus, the jihadist group reaffirms its commitment to Islam through 
the extreme sacrifice if needed,46 which is affirmed through the use of this word in its name and 
the connotations of its vital tie to the jihadist cause. As Castro47 pointed out in his study on the 
meaning of blood in ancient civilisations, “blood is [...] the vital liquid. [...] There is no stronger 
tie than [that represented by] the blood”. 

 
The group became world-famous for the major attack of one of its katiba, Al-Moulathimoun, 

against the gas plant at Tiguentourine (Algeria), in January 2013. 
 

5.1. Katiba Al-Moulathimoun 

The name of Al-Moulathimoun reflects the desire for gaining inspiration and legitimation from 
the struggle for Islam of the first Muslims, because it covers the legacy of one of the most 
important groups in Islamic expansion in North Africa. The origin of the name lies in the 
Lamtouna tribe, which occupied the Maghreb, from Morocco to Mauritania, in the tenth, 
eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
 

They were best known as Al-Moulathimoun (‘veiled’ or ‘masked men,’ from litham, ‘veil’), 
because the tribesmen usually wore a face-veil, leaving the eyes and part of the forehead visible. 
In fact, the veil was a kind of symbol of belonging to a nomadic desert tribe, proudly flaunted.48 
A Lamtouna would never have removed the veil, for fear of being criticised by their community. 

 
The tribe hosted one of the most respected and influential Islamic preachers, Abdallah Ibn 

Yasin, from the puritan movement of the ‘marabouts,’ ancestors of the Almoravids dynasty. 
Synergies between tribal economics and military expansion (thanks to their warrior skills), and 
the spread of a pure idea of Islam with the activity of the marabouts, turned the tribe into the 

                                                           
45 Newby, Gordon (2013): A Concise Encyclopaedia of Islam, London, Oneworld Publications. 
46 Lane, Edward. W. (1863): An Arabic-English Lexicon, London, Williams & Norgate, at 
https://archive.org/details/ArabicEnglishLexicon.CopiousEasternSources.EnlargedSuppl.Kamoos.Lane.Poole.18
63 
47 Castro González, Fermín: “La Sangre es un vínculo sagrado. El pacto supremo”, Revista Almiar, No. 32 
(February-March 2007), Madrid, Margen cero.  
48 Wehr, Hans: in Cowan, J. Milton (ed.) (1994): The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, Urbana 
(IL), Spoken Language Services, at https://archive.org/details/Dict_Wehr.pdf 
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strongest group within the Sanhaja tribal confederation, and it was soon identified with the 
Almoravids (see § 7.1).49 

 
Marabouts, embedded in the tribes of the desert, also began to cover their face with a veil, 

at about the same time they started to be known as the Almoravids in Al-Andalus. In the Iberian 
Peninsula, the veil was unusual because the population, mainly composed of the descendants 
of the Arabs of the first wave of the Islamic conquest in North Africa during the eighth century, 
was already urbanised and had lost some habits from their ancestors, who had come from the 
Arabian Desert.50 Consequently, the veil became a symbol of belonging and a credential for the 
marabout movement, rooted in the desert.51 

 
When Belmokhtar formed the group, it seemed that he intended to confirm his willingness 

to both present himself as heir of the true Muslims, the puritan Almoravids, and pivot on the 
ethnic pride of belonging to the Berbers’ indigenous groups with their origins in the desert 
civilisation. The inclusion of the reference to Lamtouna in Al-Moulathimoun’s name proved 
the most direct way to communicate this willingness. 
 

6. Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MOJWA) 

The Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MOJWA, Haraka al-Tawhid wal-Jihad 

fi al-Gharb al-Afriqiya) is a product of ethnic divisions and disaffections, which led the 
Mauritanian Amada Ould Kheirou to quit the Algerian-led AQIM and found a separate 
movement in 2011. Kheirou exploited the creation of the new group as a reference for the Fulani 
Muslims, mainly based in northern Mali, especially in Gao, and legitimated it with starting a 
‘black ethnic’ jihad throughout West Africa, which at that time was not among the objectives 
of AQC or AQIM.52 The name emphasised the doctrinal dimension, as to say, the obligation to 
fight the jihad and to spread and defend the concept of the oneness of the deity, as an entity 
creating and permeating the whole universe and in full communion with all its creatures.53 
 

7. Al-Mourabitoun  

On 22 August 2013, a faction of MOJWA, led by Adnan Abou Walid al-Sahrawi, merged with 
Al-Mowaqqioun bil-Dam to form Al-Mourabitoun.54 
 
 Al-Mourabitoun is the Romanised version of the Arabic name indicating firstly a 
conservative religious movement, whose members’ name was translated as ‘marabouts.’ Later, 
it was adopted and translated as ‘Almoravids’ by the assimilation of the article / al /, to describe 
the Berber dynasty that came from the merger between the preacher movement and the tribes 
they embedded in, ruling over the Maghreb and the Iberian Al-Andalus. Generally, marabouts 
                                                           
49 El-Fasi, Mohammed and Hrbek, Ivan (eds.) (1998): Africa from the Seventh to the Eleventh Century, London, 
Heinemann Educational Books, available at UNESCO Publishing (2000), at 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0018/001842/184282eo.pdf, p. 349. 
50 Actually, they were strongly anchored to their Berber environment and isolated from any influence of the Arab-
descendant populations on the Mediterranean shores, at the end of the trade routes crossing the Sahara Desert. The 
veil was a practical means to protect the face from sand and sunlight; therefore, it was later seen as an identifying 
sign of belonging to the desert-based civilisation. 
51 Finally, a law converted the veil to an exclusive garment of the religious elite, a distinctive sign of the Sanhaja 
ruling class, prohibiting anyone else from wearing it; read Schimmel, Annemarie (1982): Islam in India and 

Pakistan, Leiden, Brill, p. 744. 
52 Quirico, Domenico (2015): Il grande califato, Vicenza, Neri Pozza Editore, pp. 134; 145. 
53  na, Abdelkarim: “Tawhid: la Unicidad de la existencia”, Webislam, 20 May 2002, at 
http://www.webislam.com/articulos/26280-tawhid_la_unicidad_de_la_existencia.html. 
54 Quirico, op. cit., p. 137. 
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were members of the puritanical Sunni movement from the Maliki School of religious law,55 
which pleaded for recovering the origins of Islam and spreading it through jihad and territorial 
conquest.  

 
In the Maghreb, the movement was driven by co-opting the leaders of some tribes of the 

Sanhaja confederation, which occupied the south of the Sahara Desert, north of Senegal and 
south Morocco.56 Within the Sanhaja (formed by the Gadala tribe, the Lamtouna tribe, and 
Massafa tribe), the group of Lamtouna were becoming more and more powerful as it was 
inspired by the missionary zeal of the Almoravids.57 

 

Al-Mourabitoun is the nominal plural form of Al-Mourabit, a word composed of three 
elements: the determined singular or plural article / al /, which means ‘the/those’, the pronoun 
prefix / mou /, which means ‘who,’ and / ribat /. Literally, ‘those from/who live in/people of 
the ribat.’58 Understanding the meaning of ribat, which is often etymologically misinterpreted, 
is the key to assessing the ideological implications of the name of this group.59 

 
Ribat is a term with a controversial meaning as is the interpretation about its origins. The 

triliteral root ‘r-b-t’ is the base for the verb ‘to camp’ (raabat). If interpreted as an evolution of 
the action indicated by this verb, its meaning coincides with the one traditionally given to the 
term: ribat would be the camp or hut where travellers and pilgrims were hosted. Soon these huts 
would become lookouts and guard towers on the desert routes along the limits of the expansion 
of Islam, in front of the territories of Christendom and of the pagan tribes (one of the first 
approach to ribat was that of Doutté60).  

 
They also became centres for errant mystics, ascetics, and hermit preachers of Islam, where 

potential disciples came voluntarily.61 For common people who began using the term, the 
mourabitoun were ‘those quartered at the ribat’ and, by extension and simplification, the 
‘people from the ribat,’ as pointed out in an early study by Bel.62 

 
The ribat were soon regarded as places of purification and training for the exemplary 

Muslim, based on an iron discipline and devotion, so the meaning of marabout was assimilated 

                                                           
55 The Maliki jurisprudential relies, as a primary source of law –apart from the Quran and the Sunna (composed 
of the hadith)– also on the practices of the inhabitants of Medina, where Mohammed was exiled, interpreted as a 
direct expression of the hadith. 
56 The confederation –affine, initially, to the Fatimid caliphate (909-1171)– was one of the three main Berber 
groups, together with the semi-sedentary Zenata, close to the Umayyad lineage of Cordoba; and the sedentary 
Masmuda (from this confederation the Almohad dynasty, which supported the Abbasid caliphate, emerged in the 
eleventh century). 
57 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., p. 344. 
58 Omar, Abdul M. (2003): The Dictionary of the Holy Qur’an (Arabic Words with English Meaning with Notes), 
Noor Foundation International, at 
http://www.google.es/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi2-
eHg8qrMAhXIXhoKHRlLBH8QFggjMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fislamusa.org%2Fdictionary.pdf&usg=AFQj
CNERPMXHGaY_CqeZXavu6ectgWc_Jg. 
59  See, among others, Nallino, Carlo A.: “Marabutto”, in Enciclopedia Italiana (1934), Roma, Treccani, at 
http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/marabutto_(Enciclopedia-Italiana)/. 
60 Doutté, Edmond (1901): “Notes sur l’islam maghribin: Les marabouts.” Revue de l'hist. des religions, No. XL-
XLII, Paris, p. 421. 
61 These groups evolved gradually into zaouias, literally ‘assemblies,’ a Maghrebi term indicating schools or 
religious monasteries, centres and citadels (synonymous with the Arabic Levant dialect madrasa). 
62 Bel, Alfred: “Coup d’oeil sur l’islam en Berbérie”, Revue de l’hist. des religions XL-XLII (1917), Paris, pp. 35-
36. 
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to that of the warrior monk, who voluntarily retired to the ribat to receive military training to 
spread Islam through jihad and study the scriptures.  
 
7.1. The Marabouts  

The phenomenon of the marabouts exerted a profound influence on the religious, social and 
political life of the Maghreb and the whole West Africa.63 From the tenth to twelfth centuries, 
the Berber populations were divided into confederations and tribes. Once more, Bel and Doutté 
explain the history behind the transcendental relevance of the history behind the ribat. 
Economic activity often collapsed due to frequent wars. In the Berber territory, where tribal 
struggles provoked a constant state of anarchy, marabouts played an important role, thanks to 
their knowledge of Islamic law, as judges in disputes and guarantors of the security of the desert 
trade caravans.  

 
Marabout were believed to follow a divine guidance because they received the ‘blessing’ 

(baraka) and set the tradition of “founding saints came from the heartlands of Islam, the urban 
centres of the Maghreb or, better yet, from Syria or Mesopotamia” to make “sweet water flow 
in the desert.”64 

 
Marabouts’ proselytism came together with the imposition of new rules of coexistence to 

clear tribal pre-Islamic habits (Saharan nomadic people often practised a superficial form of 
Islam) and the discipline the movement provided was exploited by tribal leaders as a unifying 
control element.65 

 
In the centre, called Dar Al-Mourabitoun or ‘House/Land of the marabouts’, was the 

religious leader Ibn Waggag Zallou, educated and initiated by Abdallah Ibn Yasin, who was 
sent as a missionary to the Jouddala tribe under the protection of Yahya Ibn Ibrahim. 
Traditionally, the roots of the dynasty of the Almoravids were in the expulsion of Ibn Yasin 
from the tribe in 1053. After that, he created a community of meditation and study in Tidra and 
his disciples were called Al-Mourabitoun.66  

 
As his group grew, Ibn Yasin resumed his mission and joined the Lamtouna tribe. The co-

opting to the movement of its leader, Yahya Ibn Omar, who gave protection and political 
support to Ibn Yasin in 1055, was the beginning of the transition from a theological reformist 
movement to a militant one, led by the Lamtouna.67 

 
The preacher named Ibn Omar as head of the military branch, or ‘emir' of the movement, 

so that there would have been a similarity between the tribal and movement structures, spheres 
of power and interests. As the number of its members increased, the term ‘Almoravids’ began 
to describe only the ruling aristocracy, while most of the movement members were simple 
‘followers.’68 
 

                                                           
63 Clarke, Peter B. (1982): West Africa and Islam. A study of religious development from the 8th to the 20th century, 
London, Edward Arnold. 
64 Harmon, Stephen A. (2014): Terror and Insurgency in the Sahara-Sahel Region: Corruption, Contraband, Jihad 

and the Mali War of 2012-2013, Surrey, Ashgate, p. 10. 
65 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., p. 339. 
66 Ibid., pp. 344-346. 
67 De Moraes Farias, Paulo F.: “The Almoravids: Some Questions Concerning the Character of the Movement”, 
Bulletin de l’IFAN, series B, No. 29 (1967), pp. 796-797; Levtzion, Nehemia: “Abd Allah b. Yasin and the 
Almoravids”, in Willis, John R. (ed.) (1979): Studies in West African Islamic History, London, Cass, p. 54. 
68 El-Fasi and Hrbek, op. cit., pp. 349-350. 
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7.2. Bel Mokhtar’s Sense of History 

Naming his group Al-Mourabitoun denotes Bel Mokhtar’s willingness to exploit both a 
doctrinal legacy and a geographical dimension. The jihadist group presented itself as heir of the 
marabouts, leaders of the Islamic expansion in North Africa (read Clarke69). 

 
However, abandoning the name Al-Moulathimoun meant renouncing any identification 

with a single tribal legacy, to embrace the wider Almoravids concept geo-ethnically (who had 
turned into a dynasty expanding through North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula), doctrinally 
(defending a puritan Islam both through proselytising and jihad) and tactical (they were 
experienced warriors). 
 
 The name could be translated as ‘sentinels of the faith,’ that means ‘guardians’ of Islam. 
Although it does not indicate any specific geographical limit to its action, the choice of the 
name has an implicit regional delimitation. As Ibn Yasin had a leading role in proselytism in 
the Maghreb, Al-Mourabitoun, at least at the beginning, may identify North Africa and Al-
Andalus as its areas of action. 

 
Bel Mokhtar’s tactics of penetration and integration with Tuareg tribal groups is a present-

day version of the marabouts’ embedding in the tribes, whose experienced warriors they need 
for their work of conversion. Gradually their interests have become impossible to differentiate, 
as Islam provided an identity factor that served the tribal confederations as a unifying tool.70 
 

8. The Almoravids–Al-Qaeda in West Africa (AQW) 

On 13 August 2015, Belmokhtar took a step forward to strengthen his power. After the split of 
a faction of the former MOJWA, the so-called Islamic State in Greater Sahara (ISGS),71 he 
added to Al-Mourabitoun the name ‘Organisation of Al-Qaeda for Jihad in West Africa’ or ‘Al-
Qaeda in West Africa’ (AQW, [Tanzim] Al-Qaeda al-Jihad fi al-Gharb al-Afriqiya).  

 
First of all, the change demonstrated once more his alignment with AQC. Secondly, 

underlining a geopolitical dimension made clear the objectives of the organisation: it stressed 
the local African nature of the group and the willingness to extend its battlefront throughout 
West Africa, not only in the Maghreb and the Sahel.72  

 
Both AQW and AQIM claimed on 20 November 2015 an attack on the Hotel Radisson in 

Bamako.73 Soon after, on 4 December 2015, Belmokhtar announced that he would reactivate his 

                                                           
69 Clarke, op. cit. 
70 Mosterín, Jesús (2012): El Islam: historia del pensamiento, Madrid, Alianza Editorial. 
71 The leader of this faction, Adnan Abou Walid Al-Sahrawi, pledged allegiance to the Islamic State, on 13 May 
2015. ISGS is active in the Liptako-Gourma –a geographical area straddling the border areas of Mali, Burkina Faso 
and Niger– and is deepening its relationship with the Islamic State in West Africa, led by Abou Musab Al-Barnawi, 
in order to extend their influence to Mali and Burkina Faso (see § 13). 
72 Joscelyn, Thomas: “Mokhtar Belmokhtar now leads ‘Al Qaeda in West Africa’”, The Long War Journal,13 
August 2015, at http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/08/mokhtar-belmokhtar-now-leads-al-qaeda-in-
west-africa.php; Lagneau, Laurent: “Le jihadiste algérien Mokhtar Belmokhtar devient chef d’al-Qaïda en Afrique 
de l’Ouest”, Opex60 (14 August 2015), at http://www.opex360.com/2015/08/14/le-jihadiste-algerien-mokhtar-
belmokhtar-devient-chef-dal-qaida-en-afrique-de-louest/. Afriqiya in the Middle Ages indicated the region of 
present-day Tunisia, even though it is currently used to describe the African continent as a whole. 
73 Dramé, Tiébilé: “Terrorisme: la nébuleuse jihadiste au Mali”, Jeune Afrique, 2 December 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/283786/politique/terrorisme-nebuleuse-jihadiste-mali/; Olivier, Mathieu: “Mali: 
une menace terroriste omniprésente, du Nord au Sud”, Jeune Afrique, 20 November 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/280281/politique/mali-menace-terroriste-omnipresente-nord-sud/. 
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collaboration with AQIM, ceased in 2011. On 16 January 2016, the alliance was confirmed when 
the two groups, again, together claimed an attack in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso. Two months 
later, on 13 March 2016, they simultaneously claimed the execution of a terrorist act in the 
Balnearium Grand-Bassam, in Abidjan, Ivory Coast.74 These actions made it clear that West 
Africa was set as the new target of the AQ brand, as the name change indicated. 

 
9. Jamah Ansar al-Din and Katiba Khalid Ibn al-Walid (Ansar al-Din “South”) 

Iyad al-Ghaly, leader of the Tuareg rebellions in the 2000s in Mali and a member of the Tuareg 
aristocracy of the Adagh/Ifoghas caste, after having failed to seize power of the independentist 
movement of the vassal Imoghad caste in March 2012, created Jamah Ansar al-Din (Group of 
the Defenders of the Faith).75 

 
Ansar al-Din turned out to be a radical Islamic ethnic-based organisation76 and, on 12 

March 2012, following the occupation of the town of Tessalit in Northern Mali, forced the 
secular independentists to use a typical flag identified with the jihad banner (al-raya al-uqab, 
‘the flag of the eagle,’ sometimes with the shahada or the profession of Islamic faith on it, in 
white) on public buildings, stating its desire to rule over the town through sharia,77  as it 
“emphasize the importance and occurrence of jihad [...] and evokes sentiments rooted in the 
desire to establish a Sunni caliphate.”78 

 
 In Islam, ‘Al-Ansar’ are the ‘helpers’ or the ‘defenders’ (literally, ‘Vanguard for the 

protection’), ie, the local inhabitants of Medina from the two main tribes of Azd, the Banu 
Khazray and the Banu Aus. They hosted the Prophet Mohammad and the Muhajirun, when they 
were exiled from Mecca to Medina (the process known as hiyra in Romanised Arabic). 
Doctrinally, the Ansar are relevant as they were the first people outside Mecca to convert, and 
they also advised Mohammad and helped him expand the teachings of Islam. 

 
 The hijra is the ‘migration’ or the ‘exile’ and marked the beginning of the expansion of 

Islam. If it was a tactical retreat by Mohammad to avoid conflict with the leaders of Mecca, 
doctrinally it is intended as a spiritual retreat or exile, and it inspired the obligatory 
peregrination every Muslim should accomplish once in their life. In this sense, the exile is 
intended as a commitment with Islam based on a spiritual retreat of a Muslim community to a 
safe haven, in order to avoid conflict or to prepare it. 

 
 It is not clear which relationship links Ansar al-Din to Masina Liberation Front, which for 

some is an Ansar al-Din’s katiba.79 However, another katiba, named after Muhammad’s general 

                                                           
74 Mieu, Baudelaire: “Côte d’Ivoire: AQIM revendique l’attaque de Grand-Bassam”, Jeune Afrique (14 March 
2016), at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/309572/politique/cote-divoire-attaque-contre-un-hotel-de-grand-bassam-
prise-dotage-en-cours/; Parellada, Gemma: “Al menos 16 muertos en un ataque contra una zona turística de 
Costa de Marfil”, El País, 14 March 2016, at 
http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/03/13/actualidad/1457884021_238177.html. 
75 Varin, Caroline (2016): Boko Haram and the war on terror, Santa Barbara (CA), Praeger, p. 71. 
76 Raineri, Luca, and Strazzari, Francesco: “Golpe a Bamako”, in Caracciolo, Lucio, et al., (2012): “Fronte del 
Sahara”, Limes Rivista italiana di geopolitica, nº 5 (2012), pp. 83-94, Roma, Gruppo L’Espresso, p. 92 
77 Baldaro, Edoardo: “Algeria, il Pakistan africano”, in Caracciolo, Lucio, et al. (2012): “Fronte del Sahara”, Limes 

Rivista italiana di geopolitica, nº 5 (2012), pp. 161-168, Roma, Gruppo L’Espresso, p. 164. 
78 Beifuss and Trivini Bellini, op. cit., p. 051. 
79 Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: ¿le Front de libération du Macina, un nouveau Boko Haram?”, Jeune Afrique (25/31 
August 2015ab), at http://www.jeuneafrique.com/mag/258720/politique/mali-le-front-de-liberation-du-macina-
un-nouveau-boko-haram/. 
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Khalid Ibn al-Walid, would be active in central Mali and composed of non-Tuareg members, 
for this reason it is also known as Ansar al-Din “South.” 

 
10. Masina Liberation Front (MLF) 

MOJWA diaspora was so fruitful that, in January 2015, between 30 and 150 former MOJWA 
members from the Fulani ethnicity created MLF, close to Ansar al-Din, so that some analysts 
think it could be a katiba of Ansar al-Din.80 The preacher Amadou Kouffa, a jihadist leader 
whose trajectory can be framed in the tradition of the marabouts, led the organisation, which 
was intended to attack the south and centre of Mali, once considered safe areas. On 15 June 
2015, along with Ansar al-Din, MLF attacked Mopti and, on 8 August 2015, the group besieged 
and attacked a hotel in the nearby town of Sevaré.81 Then the Front took some villages in the 
region before retiring in July towards the Ivorian Coast and Mauritanian border. 

 
In Kouffa’s plan, Mopti, which has a high symbolic value for its historical importance as a 

diina (Arabic term for a territorial constituency of religious character) and a centre for the 
spread of Islam, should become the capital of an Islamic state modelled on the Empire of Masina 
or Caliphate of Hamdullahi, which flourished during the nineteenth century.82 The creation of 
the ‘Empire’ was the outcome of the rise of a Fulani ethnic identity linked to a religious 
reformist movement through West Africa with statehood ambitions. 83  It was led by the 
almami84 Amadou Lobbo, who broke the links of vassalage that Fulani sedentary farmers and 
nomadic herdsmen had established with the Empire of Bambara Segou, and struggled against 
the doctrinal monopoly of the Berber, Songhai and Bambara elite of Timbuktu.85 

 
Doctrinally, the ancestors of the homonymous kingdom created and led by an ethnically 

defined dynasty, inspired Masina Liberation Front. It made clear that it is the expression of a 
tradition of jihad as the first phase of proselytism, aimed not only at the spread of Islam but also 
at the conquest of a territory. 

 
The word ‘front’ stresses the militant nature of the group, which is articulated as a vanguard 

to set an example and intends to represent an ethnic collective. Using a reference to Masina 
highlights the difference between the Fulani ethnic group, which founded the empire, and other 
groups perceived as hostile. The geo-ethnic variable introduced an “element of ethnic volatility 
in the conflict against the jihadist radicalisation in a country crisscrossed by tribal tensions.”86  

                                                           
80 Carayol, “Mali: le Front de libération du Macina…”, op. cit.; and Carayol, Rémi: “Mali: Keïta et Koufa, 
l’inquiétant duo terroriste du Sud”, Jeune Afrique, 3 December 2015, at 
http://www.jeuneafrique.com/mag/280602/politique/mali-keita-koufa-linquietant-duo-terroriste-sud/; Olivier, op. 

cit. 
81 The assault on Sevaré was also claimed by AQW. The several claims for the same attacks are not mutually 
exclusive; rather they prove the existence of fluid alliances among jihadist groups in Mali. 
82 Hamdullahi was the name of the capital of the empire. It means ‘Praise God,’ usually pronounced when 
something desired happens. 
83 Austen, Ralph A. (2009): Trans-Saharan Africa in World History, New York (NY), Oxford University Press, p. 
56. According to its original conception, jihad means ‘effort to achieve an objective’ and in this sense is used in 
the Muslim world to describe the nature of the Sahelian ‘Jihad states’: they were entities created by the mobilisation 
of ethnic and tribal warriors due to the proselytism of Islamic preachers and religious leaders, who aimed to 
promote the true Islam and apply it to political life; for further information, Austen, op. cit., p. 59). 
84  Almani/almani, contraction of amir al-Mouminoun, means ‘commander of the faith’ or ‘Emperor of the 
believers,’ close to Khalifa, as it designates an Islamic leader claiming sovereignty on a political entity (Olivier, 
op. cit.). 
85 Austen, op. cit., 61. 
86 Farge, Emma and Adama, Diarra: “Mali’s Islamist conflict spreads as new militant group emerges”, Reuters, 19 
August 2015, at http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mali-violence-idUSKCN0QO19320150819. 
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11. Jamah al-Nusra al-Islam wal-Muslim 

On 2 March 2017, some of the most notorious groups operating in the Sahel and West Africa 
(Ansar al-Din, MLF, Al-Mourabitoun and AQIM) merged under the new banner of an operative 
umbrella group, Jamah al-Nusra al-Islam wal-Muslim (Group for the Support [for the Victory] 
of Islam and Muslims). The new alliance would be led by Iyad Al-Ghaly and would be 
ideologically inspired by Al-Qaeda Central, which, on 19 March, congratulated the unity and 
coordination demonstrated by the “new” actor. The group claimed responsibility for several 
attacks carried out in Mali, the latest of which occurred on 29 March.87 

 
As Maïga and Assanvo88 pointed out, “there has been an exponential increase in the acts 

claimed by, or attributed to, these groups over the past two years.” The authors said that “in 
2016, at least 257 attacks were reported” in the region (Mali, Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast and 
Niger), with “an increase of nearly 150% compared to 2015.” Furthermore, “at least 60 attacks 
have been recorded” during the first trimester of 2017. The group seems to be making an attempt 
to maximise synergies and, basically, formalise the connections already existing among the 
groups operating in the region, as in identity terms, nothing has changed. 

 
Etymologically, any reference to a geographic or ethnic dimension disappeared. The stress 

is on the Islamic identity and the labour of help to the Muslim community. Also, it is interesting 
to note how any reference to AQ disappeared, although the new formation is clearly under the 
operative and ideological patronage of AQ.89 This could be interpreted as the willingness to not 
wound the sensitive identity of any group or as a first attempt to leave the once-famous-and-
respected jihad brand. 

 

Jamaa/jamah is a word that the Prophet utilised, according to the interpretation of some 
hadith,90 to describe the group that represented the majority of the salaf al-salih or ‘the pious 
ancestors,’ the first three generations of Muslims who truly adhered to Islam. The jamah was a 
vital concept and a requirement for the faith, as it represented a congregation of faithful, ie, a 
confessional community, 91  whose union defended against the enemies in a non-Islamic 
environment in the first years of Islam. 

 
It has become common for jihadist insurgencies to utilise the term jamah to refer to their 

intimate link with the umma, as they intend to exploit the symbolic link with the first “core” 
group of Muslims, struggling to build an Islamic community, inspired by faith, in spite of being 
surrounded by enemies. 92  Nusra is a word meaning both ‘help/support,’ in the sense of 
something one can relies on, as the jamah is for the Muslims, and at the same time, it means 
‘victory.’ 
 

                                                           
87 Rodríguez, Bernardo (coord.): “Observatorio sobre la actividad yihadista en el Magreb y el Sahel Occidental: 
marzo 2017”, GESI Seguridad internacional (4 April 2017), Granada, GESI. 
88 Maïga, Ibrahim and Assanvo, William: “Mali’s jihadist merger: desperate or dangerous?”, ISS Today, 3 April 
2017, Dakar, Institute for Security Studies, at https://issafrica.org/iss-today/malis-jihadist-merger-desperate-or-
dangerous. 
89 Rodríguez, op. cit. 
90 Al-Haq, Asim: “Sawad Al-Adam (Largest of the group) and its meaning”, Islam System of life, 31 July 2010, 
at http://www.systemoflife.com/articles/refutation/188-sawad-al-azaam-majority-of-the-
muslims#ixzz4dMcXYJyM. 
91  Yunus, Mohammad: “Importance of collective work or jamaah”, 10 June 2012, at 
http://www.slideshare.net/DrYunus/importance-ofcollectiveworkorjamaah. 
92 Al-Shatibi, Allamah A. I.: “The Meaning of Jama‘ah”, Deoband, 25 August 2013, at 
https://www.deoband.org/2013/08/hadith/hadith-commentary/the-meaning-of-jamaah/. 
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12. Boko Haram 

The group known as Boko Haram’s official name is Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna lil-Dawa wal-Jihad 
(Group of the People [respectful] of the Sunnah for the Dawah and the Jihad). Its (often 
contested) leader is Abou Bakr Shekau.93 

 
As its former leader, Mohammad Yusuf, was strongly opposed Western influence in Nigeria, 

in particular, the Wester education corrupting Nigerian Muslims, the group was unofficially 
known among the people of Maiduguri, where its headquarter was, as Boko Haram, a name 
which spread through the media and the academic world in the mid-2000s. 

 
It has been often translated as “Western education is forbidden.” However, the translation is 

approximate and superficial. Some words do not have a proper literal translation. The 
interpretation of the name closest to a literal translation would be ‘That (which is) despicable 
because of its innate falsity’. This is because Western civilisation and one of its main elements, 
education, is forbidden [because it is corrupted and inferior not only to the ilimin islamiya, or 
traditional Islamic education, but also to every Islam precept; as a consequence, practicing it 
(the despicable) is a sin]’.  

 
As can be seen, the term ‘boko’ includes a profound concept of what is false and it is strongly 

linked to the Western influence. ‘Boko’ is the Hausa term which is mistakenly and simply 
referred to as the Western ‘book’ and, for extension, to ‘Western education’. But the translation 
goes beyond the initial description of a book because of the word’s assonance. 

 
Boko, as the contraction of the locution ‘ilimin boko,’ indicating the Romanisation of Hausa 

writing and the secular education implemented by the British colonial authority, has begun to 
be used for ‘something (an idea or an object) whose nature is so false, not authentic, that it 
implies deception, a fraud.’ Of course, it was used to refer to Western education and, broadly, 
to western influence. So boko has begun to be used to describe, in general, something 
despicable, not genuine, intrinsically false, and fake, in Northern Nigeria. 

 
Nowadays, the term is a synonym of “the Western-related,” and Western civilisation 

influence, and, in general, of everything culturally different.  
 
The Western influence is described as naturally false simply because it is not Islamic, as the 

Islamic culture is the only one desired by the deity, and thus it is the legitimate culture.94 

                                                           
93 Comolli, Virginia (2015): Boko Haram. Nigeria’s Islamist Insurgency, London, Hurst & Company. 
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In conclusion, in spite of the superficial translation, the interpretation of the name by 
scholarship and mass media is roughly correct and does reflect the origins and raison d’être of 
the group.  

 
The official name of the group relies on more doctrinal references as it states the willingness 

of building a community of people respectful of the Sunna and prone to expand (dawa, 
‘inviting,’, intended as inviting to pray and, for extension, inviting to join Islam,’ so that dawa 
is more and more intended to be synonym of the activity of proselytism). 

 
In March 2015, BH pledged its loyalty to the IS caliphate and, in April, communicated its 

new name, Wilaya al-Sudan al-Gharb (Western Africa Province [of the caliphate]) or Wilaya 

al-Gharb al-Afriqiya (West Africa Province [of the caliphate]) (Islamic State West Africa 

Province in English, ISWAP).95 
 
In August 2016, due to internal conflict, the group split into two factions. Abu Musab al-

Barnawi (according to some, BH’s founder Mohammed Yusuf’s son, who led the BH faction 
known as Jamah al-Ahl al-Sunna al-Haqq wal-Jihad [as BH] Fi Sabilillah [fil-Sab al-Allah, 
spelling word by word, and adding the meaning of “in the cause of Allah” or, more befittingly, 
“for the sake of Allah,” referring to those “who fights [jihad] for the cause of Allah”), was 
supported by Islamic State as the ISWAP new wali (leader in hausa). As a consequence, 
Shekau’s core faction broke with IS and utilised BH’s original official name, Jamah al-Ahl al-
Sunna lil-Dawa wal-Jihad.96 
 

13. Ansaru 

In 2011, Khalid Al-Barnawi, former mujahid in Bel Mokhtar’s katiba, created some terrorist 
cells in North Western Nigeria, in order to implement AQ-style attacks (martyrdom against 
high values, institutional, foreign interests’ targets). In May 2011, his groups was known as AQ 
in the Lands beyond the Sahel (no official Romanised Arabic or Arabic name found) when it 
led some Kidnap and Ransom (K&R),97 in order to stress its willingness to link directly with 
AQC and carry out global jihad.  

 
On 26 January 2012, it separated officially from BH and adopted a new name, Jamah al-

Ansar al-Muslimin fil-Bilad al-Sudan (Group of the Helpers/Defenders of the Muslims in the 
Land of Africa), contracted in Ansaru, and its leader adopted the war name of Abou Osama Al-
Ansori.  

 
‘Al-Sudan’ is a traditional Arabic term to refer to the Islamic Sub-Saharan strip (nowadays 

known as the Sahel), from Senegal to the current border between Sudan and Ethiopia and, for 
extension, to the whole Sub-Saharan Africa. 

                                                           
95 Bueno, Alberto, and Altuna, Sergio (eds.): Observatorio sobre la actividad yihadista en el Magreb y el Sahel 
Occidental: abril 2015”, GESI Seguridad internacional (5 May 2015), Granada, GESI. 
96 Echeverría Jesús, Carlos: “Consecuencias de la enésima escisión de Boko Haram para el futuro del grupo 
terrorista”, IEEE Documento de investigación, nº 03 (2017), (10 April 2017), Madrid, IEEE, at 
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_investig/2017/DIEEEINV03-
2017_Escision_BokoHaram_CEcheverria.pdf; Botha, Anneli; Ewi, Martin; Salifu, Uyo; and Abdile, Mahdi: 
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Ansaru closely collaborated with MOJWA in Mali, as they were created in the same period and 
shared some objectives. As MOJWA, Ansaru stressed its local, African geographic scope, as 
its name reflected.98 
 
13.1. Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-Mujahidin 

The main katiba of Ansaru is that led by Al-Barnawi, called Haraka al-Muhajirin wal-

Mujahidin (Movement of the Emigrants and the Mujahidin) or Jund al-Allah (Army/Division 
of God), 99  stressed that the character is strictly doctrinal, but still with a strong military 
connotation. The name of the katiba almost completes the reference to the ansar of the umbrella 
group Ansaru. 

 

Al-Muhajirun are the ‘emigrants’ (‘Those who went on the hijra,’ ie, the first Muslims 
converted, who accompanied Mohammad from Mecca to Medina). A mujahidin is a ‘religious 
fighter,’ ‘who goes to the jihad,’ opposed to the ‘fedayeen’ or ‘political fighter.’ A jund, 
administratively, is a local constituency to ensure tax collection in the medieval Caliphate 
administrative structure. In its military sense, it represents a division, comprising three katiba, 
but it also describes an army in its conquest formation, occupying territory. 

 
14. Conclusion: A Back Door for Counterterrorism 

Taking names seriously is important. ‘Jamah’ is not the same as ‘Jabah,’ just as ‘Jack’ is not 
the same as ‘Jacob,’ even if they sound similar.  

 
This article demonstrates the relevance of the etymological comprehension of the names 

of the jihadist insurgent groups in the Western Sahel. The objective was to find out, through an 
etymological analysis of the names of several West Africa’s insurgent groups, if some 
references to doctrinal, symbolic, historical, ethnic and geographical elements exist and if a 
correlation exists between a change of a name and the likelihood of an attack or the strategy of 
a group. 

 
Names indicate the groups’ ideological and operational scope. New attacks have occurred 

in West Africa and Western Sahel shortly after that a new jihadist group emerged and adopted 
a new name, or other groups chose a new name, or an alliance was announced. 

 
As a verbal act, naming provides direct information through the elements presents in the 

name. Having each element, a very specific meaning, it is likely chosen rationally and thus can 
facilitate the enucleation of some characteristics of the organisation –such as its nature, its 
strategy, its doctrinal corpus, its objectives, etc.  

 
If naming provides information on the groups, security forces could thus take advantage of 

an etymological analysis of the meaning of their references. More tangibly, meanings derived 
from the action of naming can contribute to providing an understanding of their strategies and 
preferences and assess the likelihood that new attacks occur, matching the necessities of law 
enforcement, counter-terrorism, and ultimately, prevention. 
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One can argue that, giving information through their names or name changes could be a back 
door for the groups’ opponents that can use the meaning of their names to disclose strategic 
data of their next moves, objectives, geographic scope, and reference community. However, it 
could be an affordable price to pay for the jihadist groups, if using the name becomes useful 
and allow the organisation to not live anonymously anymore, spread their message, appeal to 
new members, and multiply financial sources. 

 
This is because the name is the most visible and most public part of a group, so a ‘neutral,’ 

ie, not meaningful name, would provide less media attention to the group and, thus, less fear, 
and less attention from the target audience would originate, according to the example of Al-
Qaeda that Contegiacomo100 uses. As Nilsson101 says, “some terrorist groups have appreciated 
the media attention helping them spread their political message.” 

 
The new name could help internationalise the group and raise recruitment.102 A name or a 

name change could be used for a rough guide for any propaganda action, through transmitting 
the groups’ reasons and goals to the international audience or, in addition, the idea of the 
organisations’ commitment to potential militants. The announcement of new partnerships or 
networks of alliances could be communicated through a name.  

 
In addition, a name could mislead or deter opponents or competitors, or indicate new 

strategic conceptions. Alternatively, it could certify a de facto situation and highlight the links 
with a local, ethnically defined supporting community. Identity is reinforced through a name, 
and naming could highlight new doctrinal interpretations, or a switch to non-traditional 
geographic areas of action and the expansion of the insurgency to find new strongholds, etc.  

 
Also, Sander and Enders 103  say that terrorist and insurgent actions are “simulated 

randomness,” as to say, jihadists are not stating where they are focusing and what their 
objectives are, and “make their attacks seem ‘random’ to the public in order to intimidate and 
terrorise, as well as make their next attack difficult to anticipate.” 

 
As branding studies highlight, names are chosen deliberately as tools to transmit messages 

and maximises the strategic utility that its use has.  
 
However, most jihadist insurgent groups use Arabic or elements of Arabic and other local 

languages in their names. The analysed organisations look for inspiration from a radical and/or 
deviant interpretation of Islamic precepts and doctrine. As Arabic is used in the Quran, it is 
considered a sacred language and acquires a symbolic meaning for these organisations. 
Therefore, they usually write their name in classic Arabic.  

                                                           
100 Contegiacomo, Nicole (2007): Rational Choice Theory and the Crime-Terror Nexus: How and Why Terrorist 

and Organized Criminal Groups are Working Together, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina, at 
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Considerations”, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, Vol. 0, nº 0 (2 May 2017), at 
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https://www.kent.ac.uk/economics/documents/GES%20Background%20Documents/Defence/Sandler&Enders%
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Sometimes it is difficult to reach an accurate understanding, in particular, because mass media, 
civil society, officials and policy makers, experts and analysts translate these names in an 
incorrect and/or superficial way.  

 
In addition, these groups are often known by the translation of their names into English or 

French and by the acronyms derived from them. While the translation may make 
communication more fluid and intuitive for Western audiences than reporting the original 
names and explaining them, a simplified translation, or a lack of accuracy, could reduce or omit 
the implicit richness of the nuances of these names. As a result, the possibility is reduced to 
gain a full understanding of their meaning, which may help to uncover the extent of their 
strategic plans and the security threat that their activities represent. 

 
This article is intended to fill this gap and contribute to a more conscious understanding of 

the nature of the jihadist groups, pointing out that an etymological analysis matters and is 
necessary to assess whether a correlation exists between some detectable elements in jihadist 
insurgent organisations’ names and their performance and/or strategic development.  

 
Elements included in the jihadist insurgent groups’ names represent the outcome of a 

decision process that takes into account the power of the historical, doctrinal, ethnic references, 
etc., too specific to be considered as “random” aesthetic choices. Usually, the name is the 
clearest expression of the identity. Etymology helps to assess the weight of historical, cultural, 
geographical, ethnic, territorial, ideological and doctrinal references that jihadist organisations’ 
names contain. In the majority of cases a name includes and anticipates some factors of the 
group, such as: 

• its nature (‘Sunni group ...’, ‘Salafist group ...’); 
• its origin/historical legacy (Al-Mourabitoun, Al-Moulathimoun, Masina...); 
• the type of internal organisation (group, movement, organisation, brigade, division, front 

 ...); 
• an actual or aspired-to membership or affiliation (‘Al-Qaeda in ...’); 
• its objectives (‘release ...’, ‘defence of ...’, ‘spreading ...’); 
• the activity of the organisation (jihad... defence... combat...); 
• its doctrinal references (the oneness of God, jihad, Islam, the faith, the Sunna...); 
• the preferred means of reaching its goal (‘jihad ...’, ‘combat ...’, ‘armed’); and 
• its geographical or ethnic outreach (Maghreb, West Africa, Africa, Masina...). 
 

For the purpose of this article, a brand studies approach has been adopted, taking into account 
the power of a commercial brand to provide some kind of information about the group, the same 
way a firm or a company does with its brand, since brands emphasise the distinctive signs, ways 
of acting, aesthetics, actions, symbols, references, etc. that underlines a group’s characteristics. 
A name of a group or organisation is the synthesis of its essence, as it is linked to the personality 
of an entity, whether individual or collective, that needs to assert its identity.  

 
Through the research framework presented, analysts, policymakers, officials, security 

forces, and law enforcement officials can exploit jihadist groups’ willingness (or necessity) to 
give indications, for various reasons (recruitment, mobilisation, propaganda, misleading, 
motivation, etc.), about changes to their strategy/ies, and alike can better identify the 
vulnerability to be hit by the terrorist violence of regions, countries or communities.  
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Appendix: Notes on Text: Glossary, Terminology, Translation and Transliteration 

 
The jihadist groups usually write their name in classic Arabic (Al-Fosha, ‘literary,’ 

‘eloquent’). However, they also sometimes introduce elements of dialects or local variants.  
 
As they mostly utilise classic Arabic, special attention will be paid to the correct 

transcription of the Romanised version of the Arabic names.104 However, priority is given to 
the consistency of information provided and to its readability. As far as possible, the original 
terms in their Roman script have been retained where available, and diacritics have not been 
used in order to prioritise an easier reading, following Vercellin’s lead.105 Also to facilitate 
reading, the Romanised version of the name will be used, if the organisations are better known 
by the acronym of their English (or French) names than by the acronym of their name in their 
original language, or by their whole name.106 

 
Moreover, an English translation of an original Arabic term is avoided if its Romanised 

variant has already entered the sphere of knowledge and common lexicon of the general public 
(e.g. jihad rather than ‘holy war,’ or sharia rather than ‘Islamic law’) or when it expresses, in a 
Romanised Arabic, a general concept which is not better explained through translation (e.g. 
umma by ‘community of Muslim believers [beyond any border];’ katiba by ‘brigade/battalion’). 
However, English equivalent terms will be used to prevent this study from transmitting a feeling 
of exceptionality or certain exoticism regarding religious doctrinal issues related to Islam (for 
example, Allah will not be used in place of ‘God’ or ‘deity’). 

 
A separate transcription will show the correspondence of each word from the Romanised 

Arabic transliteration, even if the lack of a contraction, for a non-expert Arabic student, speaker 
and/or reader, will not lead to a correct phonetic pronunciation and stress. By the way, in most 
circumstances, a contraction is preferred in order to allow an easier read. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

      

                                                           
104 See Rajki, András (2005): Arabic Etymological Dictionary, at 
http://www.academia.edu/4847281/Arabic_Etymological_Dictionary. 
105 Vercellin, Giorgio (2003): Instituciones Del Mundo Musulmán, Barcelona, Bellaterra; see also Villena, 
Miguel Ángel: “De ‘abangán’ a ‘ziyara’”, El País, 26 June 2009, at 
http://elpais.com/diario/2009/06/26/cultura/1245967205_850215.html. 
106 Vercellin, op. cit. 
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