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Extended Abstract

%e North Caucasus region has faced increasing insecurity since the collapse of the Soviet Union

and the emergence of Islamic movements. The developments of the Arab Spring and the Syrian crisis
in 2011 intensified the activity of Salafi groups and the presence of North Caucasus militants in Syria,
leading to the expansion of Salafi-Takfiri groups' activities in the region and beyond. Given the
geopolitical importance of the North Caucasus, this research examines the consequences of the presence
of these movements in the Syrian crisis on Russia's national security. The main question is: what impact
does the presence of North Caucasus Salafi-Takfiri movements in the Syrian crisis have on Russia's
national security? The research hypothesis is that this presence has a significant negative impact on
Russia's national security through the increase in terrorist threats, the spread of extremism, and regional
instability. The research findings indicate that the presence of North Caucasus Salafis in the Syrian crisis
significantly threatens Russia's national security through the expansion of extremism and regional
instability. This research addresses the topic using a descriptive-analytical method and library resources.
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Introduction

The Syrian crisis, which began in 2011, evolved into one of the most complex
conflicts of the twenty-first century. Following the intervention of regional
and extra-regional actors, the conflict became a theater for the expansion of
extremist and terrorist groups and the internationalization of the conflict. One
important dimension of the crisis was the presence of foreign fighters,
particularly Salafi and Takfiri militants originating from the North Caucasus,
among the armed groups operating in Syria. The significance of this issue for
Russia derives from the fact that, even before the Syrian crisis, the North
Caucasus had been one of the major centers of insecurity, insurgency, and
extremist Islamist activity within the Russian Federation. Following the
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the First and Second Chechen Wars,
conditions emerged for the growth and expansion of Salafi and Takfiri
movements in several Muslim-majority republics of the North Caucasus,
particularly Chechnya, Dagestan, and Ingushetia. The formation of armed
groups and, subsequently, the establishment of the “Caucasus Emirate”
demonstrated that the activities of these movements had extended beyond the
religious and social spheres and had become a significant security concern for
the Russian central government.

The outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011 created new opportunities for
Salafi and Takfiri movements from the North Caucasus. A number of citizens
and militants from the region joined groups such as ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra
and entered the Syrian battlefield. As a result, part of North Caucasian
jihadism became integrated into transnational Salafi and Takfiri networks. The
presence of these forces in Syria was not limited to participation in a foreign
conflict; rather, it generated consequences for Russia’s domestic security,
regional stability, and foreign policy. The most important concern was the
potential return of fighters who had acquired combat experience and
established new organizational and ideological ties in Syria. Upon their return,
these individuals could contribute to strengthening existing extremist
networks, recruiting new members, and reproducing violence in the North
Caucasus.

At the same time, Russia’s involvement in the Syrian crisis in support of
the government of Bashar al-Assad exposed the country to threats from
terrorist groups operating in Syria. Thus, the Syrian crisis linked the domestic
security threats arising from extremism in the North Caucasus with security
developments in the Middle East. The expansion of extremist propaganda in
cyberspace, the establishment of links between Caucasian fighters and
domestic groups, and the possibility of retaliatory attacks against Russian
interests constituted additional dimensions of this threat. From this
perspective, the presence of North Caucasian Salafi and Takfiri movements in
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the Syrian crisis can be regarded as a factor that transferred the threat from the
local level to the national, regional, and international levels.

Accordingly, the central problem addressed by this study is to examine the
consequences of the presence of North Caucasian Salafi and Takfiri groups in
the Syrian crisis for the national security of the Russian Federation. The
significance of this issue derives from the connection between two security
domains: first, the history of insecurity and extremist Islamist activity in the
North Caucasus; and second, the internationalization of these movements
within the context of the Syrian crisis. Examining this relationship can
therefore contribute to a better understanding of how Russia’s security threats
evolved between 2011 and 2024. The main objective of this study is to
examine and explain the consequences of the presence of North Caucasian
Salafi and Takfiri groups and movements in the Syrian crisis for Russia’s
national security. To this end, the study examines the intellectual foundations
of Salafism, the historical development and expansion of Salafi movements in
the North Caucasus, the ways in which these movements became connected
with terrorist groups operating in Syria, and the security consequences of this
involvement for Russia. The study also seeks to examine various dimensions
of this threat, including the return of foreign fighters, the spread of extremist
ideology, the growing potential for instability in the North Caucasus, threats
to Russian interests in Syria, and the implications for Russia’s foreign policy
and international image.

The research question is: What impact has the presence of North Caucasian
Salafi-Takfiri movements in the Syrian crisis had on Russia’s national
security?

The research hypothesis is that the presence of North Caucasian Salafi and
Takfiri movements in the Syrian crisis has had a significant negative impact
on Russia’s national security by increasing terrorist threats, expanding
extremist activities, and intensifying regional instability.

1. Research Method and Conceptual Framework

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method and draws on library and
documentary sources. First, the intellectual foundations and historical
evolution of Salafism are examined. The study then analyzes the formation
and expansion of Salafi movements in the North Caucasus and their
participation in the Syrian crisis. Finally, the consequences of this
involvement for Russia’s national security are examined across different
dimensions.

The conceptual framework of the study is based on the concept of Salafism.
Salafism emphasizes adherence to the pious predecessors, or al-salaf al-salih,
and stresses a return to the Qur’an and Sunnah and to the model of the early
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Muslim community. Over the course of its historical development, Salafism
has evolved into different currents, including traditionalist, reformist, and
jihadist Salafism. Among these currents, jihadist Salafism is particularly
relevant to this study because organizations such as al-Qaeda and ISIS are
generally categorized within this current and emphasize armed jihad and
confrontation with existing governments and what they perceive as a global
system of domination. In this study, Salafi-Takfiri movements are examined
in terms of their capacity to produce and reproduce violence and extremism
and their effects on state security.

The North Caucasus occupies a particularly important position within this
framework. The revival of Islam following the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
the history of the Chechen wars, contacts between regional Islamists and
jihadist movements, and the establishment of the Caucasus Emirate created
conditions conducive to the expansion of extremist movements in the region.
With the outbreak of the Syrian crisis, these movements became increasingly
integrated into transnational jihadist networks, and a number of North
Caucasian fighters traveled to Syria and Iraq. From this perspective, the Syrian
crisis became an environment for strengthening ideological, organizational,
and operational links between North Caucasian extremist movements and
international Salafi-Takfiri groups.

2. Discussion

The findings of the study indicate that the presence of North Caucasian Salafi
and Takfiri fighters in the Syrian crisis generated a range of direct and indirect
threats to Russia’s national security. The first and most important consequence
was the threat posed by the return of experienced fighters. Participation in the
Syrian battlefield provided these individuals with combat experience and
strengthened their ideological and organizational ties with international
terrorist networks. Consequently, their potential return to Russia could create
new capacities for reproducing violence and conducting terrorist activities.
Returning fighters, in addition to possessing military experience, could
potentially use the communication networks established in Syria to connect
with extremist elements inside Russia. Thus, the Syrian crisis could facilitate
the transfer of experience and operational capabilities from terrorist groups to
Russia’s domestic environment.

The second consequence was the spread of extremist ideology and
radicalization. The activities of Salafi-Takfiri groups in Syria and their use of
media and cyberspace increased their ability to disseminate extremist views
and recruit new members. Caucasian fighters participating in the Syrian
conflict could also influence young people vulnerable to radicalization in the
North Caucasus through communication with supporters and the
dissemination of propaganda. This issue becomes particularly significant
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given that the North Caucasus had already faced social, economic, and
political conditions conducive to discontent and extremism. Under such
circumstances, the Syrian crisis could function as a source of ideological
inspiration and mobilization for extremist movements in the region.

The third consequence was the increased potential for instability in the
North Caucasus. The return of fighters and their connections with local groups
could strengthen the morale of domestic Salafi groups and increase their
capacity for insurgent activities. From this perspective, the Syrian crisis is not
merely a threat located outside Russia’s borders; rather, it could spill over into
the North Caucasus through human and ideological networks. A region with
a long history of armed conflict and separatist and extremist activity is
particularly vulnerable to this type of security spillover. Therefore, the
internationalization of Caucasian fighters’ activities in Syria could create
conditions for the reproduction of previous threats within Russia.

The fourth consequence was the creation of security challenges for Russia
in Syria and the increased possibility of retaliatory attacks. Russia’s support
for the Syrian government and its direct involvement in the Syrian crisis
exposed the country to threats from terrorist groups operating there. The
presence of Russian citizens, particularly North Caucasian fighters, among
groups opposing the Syrian government further complicated this threat. The
defeat or weakening of terrorist groups in Syria could increase their motivation
to carry out retaliatory attacks against Russian interests inside or outside the
country. From this perspective, Russia’s policy in Syria became connected
with new dimensions of terrorist threats, and the country’s national security
concerns extended beyond its geographical borders.

The fifth consequence concerned the impact on Russia’s foreign policy and
international image. The presence of Russian citizens within international
terrorist organizations complicated Russia’s efforts to combat terrorism. On
the one hand, Russia strengthened its security and military policies in response
to the threats posed by these groups; on the other hand, the participation of
Russian citizens in terrorist organizations operating in Syria became an issue
related to Russia’s foreign policy and its role in the Syrian crisis. Thus, the
consequences of this phenomenon were not confined to domestic security but
also acquired regional and international dimensions.

In response to these threats, Russia has pursued a range of security and
legal measures. Military confrontation with terrorist groups in Syria,
intelligence cooperation with regional states, legal restrictions aimed at
countering individuals suspected of extremism, and the establishment of lists
of terrorist organizations constitute some of these measures. In this context,
the inclusion of organizations such as al-Qaeda, ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra, the
Caucasus Emirate, and Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham on the lists of terrorist
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organizations recognized by Russian judicial institutions represents part of
Russia’s legal and security approach to countering extremist threats.

Nevertheless, the findings indicate that these threats cannot be addressed
solely through security measures. The expansion of extremism has social,
economic, political, and cultural dimensions and therefore requires a
comprehensive approach. In this regard, strengthening security forces in the
North Caucasus, countering extremist propaganda, exchanging information
with other countries, and strengthening regional and international cooperation
are important measures. Attention to the underlying factors that contribute to
young people’s recruitment into extremist movements is also necessary to
reduce the potential for the reproduction of this threat.

At the same time, the presence of North Caucasian fighters in Syria and
Iraq and the shared threat posed by the expansion of Salafi-Takfiri movements
provided a basis for greater security convergence between Russia and Iran.
Accordingly, security and intelligence cooperation between the two countries
could contribute to countering threats arising from Salafi and Takfiri groups
and preventing the expansion of insecurity in the region.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

By examining the consequences of the presence of North Caucasian Salafi and
Takfiri movements in the Syrian crisis, this study demonstrates that this
phenomenon has had a significant negative impact on Russia’s national
security. The Syrian crisis caused parts of the extremist movements in the
North Caucasus, which had previously operated primarily within the
framework of local insurgencies and insecurity, to become integrated into
transnational jihadist networks. This development expanded the scope of
Russia’s security threats from the domestic level to the regional and
international levels.

The most important consequence of this situation is the threat posed by the
return of fighters who acquired combat experience and developed new
ideological and organizational connections in Syria. If they return, these
individuals could contribute to strengthening extremist networks, recruiting
new members, and reproducing violence in the North Caucasus. In addition,
the dissemination of extremist propaganda in cyberspace and communication
between fighters based in Syria and supporters inside Russia increase the
potential for radicalization and social instability. Moreover, Russia’s
involvement in the Syrian crisis and its support for the Syrian government
exposed the country to retaliatory threats from terrorist groups.

Accordingly, the Syrian crisis can be regarded as a factor in the
internationalization of North Caucasian jihadism and the growing complexity
of Russia’s security environment. Addressing this threat requires a
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combination of security, intelligence, legal, and social measures.
Strengthening regional and international cooperation, countering extremist
propaganda, preventing the return and activities of terrorist fighters, and
addressing the social and economic roots of extremism are among the
measures emphasized by the findings of this study. Security and intelligence
cooperation between Russia and regional states, including Iran, can also
contribute to confronting shared threats arising from Salafi-Takfiri
movements. Overall, the continuation of instability and conflict in Syria may
provide conditions for the continued activities of extremist movements and,
consequently, the persistence of security challenges for Russia.
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