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Summary
•	 Peacebuilding tools and approach-

es can help transform the societal 
structures, group relationships, and 
individual attitudes needed to effec-
tively disengage and reconcile those 
who engaged in violent extremism, 
even in conflict-affected contexts. 

•	 In conflicts characterized by the in-
volvement of terror organizations, 
enabling people to disengage from 
violent extremism and fostering com-
munity reconciliation will be a neces-
sary component of stabilization. 

•	 Policymakers should consider in-
vestments that serve multiple pur-
poses and consider how, in chal-
lenging conflict and postconflict 
settings, disengaged persons might 
participate in stabilization activities.

•	 Because violent extremism is 
deeply social, efforts that promote 
meaningful disengagement and 
reconciliation would benefit from 
being communal in nature, accru-
ing benefits to both formerly violent 
individuals and to society at large.

•	 In conflict settings where victims, 
bystanders, and adherents have 
experienced destruction and trau-
ma, the keys to enabling a future 
not solely defined by their past re-
quires focusing on their capacity 
for change and their well-being.

•	 Counterterrorism policies should 
therefore begin to embrace the 
possibility that looking for resilien-
cies might be more important than 
addressing all potential risk factors.

Taliban fighters in Afghanistan, on March 13, 2020, where more than two decades of fighting 
have created widespread trauma. (Photo by Jim Huylebroek/New York Times)
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Introduction
It is possible, even in the most brutal and desperate conflict settings, for people to abandon vi-
olence and leave violent groups. Peacebuilders know this well. Terrorism and counterterrorism 
policies and practices, however, have both too often neglected the practical ways to address 
participants in violent extremism and failed to provide them opportunities to reject violence. In 
the aftermath of terrorist movements or violent extremist conflicts, governments and communi-
ties worldwide struggle with what to do about the participants. Peacebuilding helps make this 
challenge addressable. The peacebuilding contribution to disengagement and reconciliation 
makes a future possible in which people are not solely defined by their past. 

Disengagement refers not only to the disaffiliation from a violent extremist organization but also 
to the rejection of violence as an acceptable way to resolve conflict, express grievances, or pursue 
a goal. Reconciliation refers to a process by which communities and those disengaging from violent 
extremism rehumanize each other and foster healing to reduce stigma, open spaces for prosocial 
engagement, address needs for justice and accountability, restore relationships, and move from 
exclusion and fear to inclusion and productive participation in the community and society.

Exiting a violent extremist group in a conflict setting has something in common with exiting in 
civil settings; other aspects will be unique. In contexts mired by numerous conflict dynamics, exit-
ing will encompass more than deradicalization. Put simply, persuading an individual to renounce 
radical ideological beliefs will at best have mixed and inconclusive results. On the one hand, we 

A group of FARC rebels arrive at a new camp hidden in mountains north of Medellín, Colombia, on August 31, 2018. Some former FARC 
fighters have joined dissident groups, endangering Colombia’s 2016 peace accord. (Photo by Federico Rios Escobar/New York Times)
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Men play pool in the streets of Maiduguri, Nigeria, on August 23, 2019. The city was the site of many bombings and attacks carried by Boko 
Haram extremists over the last decade. (Photo by Laura Boushnak/New York Times)

may never know what is really inside someone’s mind. On the other, beliefs change frequently. 
We do not know what effectively changes a person’s mind because many factors contribute to the 
formation of beliefs, just as many contribute to their abdication. Violent beliefs are also only some-
times predictors of violent behaviors. Especially in conflict settings, the idea of choice when joining 
a terrorist group is murky. People turn to violent extremism for other than ideological reasons—for 
safety, security, duress, sense of belonging—which often make participation in the group appear 
as the only viable option. Most pragmatically, people can have hateful, violent beliefs yet never act 
on them. Disengagement is thus possible even when someone continues to believe hateful things 
if they renounce violence and violent groups as a way of expressing that hate.

Peacebuilding helps bridge these realities by focusing on ending conflict and discouraging vio-
lence. Thus, peacebuilders can help the dissatisfied find a way out of violent extremist groups that 
does not hinge solely on ideological commitment. Peacebuilding can effectively focus on nonideo-
logical factors and provide opportunities for new forms of safety, belonging, and security, which can 
in turn alter underlying realities that make violent extremism so viable in conflict settings. Backed by 
practical knowledge and skills honed by working with former members of cults, gangs, and criminal 
organizations, peacebuilding brings lessons from scholarship and practice on why individuals leave 
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violence, abusive relationships, or lifelong careers. Over the last two decades, peacebuilders have 
studied and worked with a cadre of people who have left terrorist groups and beliefs behind.

Peacebuilders have learned that for many during a conflict, participation in a violent extremist 
group was not simply a matter of ideological support. Instead, a group functioned as a social 
fabric, “a shared identity and commitment to a cause,” that made people feel deeply part of 
something.1 For many of these organizations, group identity is even more salient than individ-
ual identity. In conflict settings, “you’re with us or you’re against us” is a matter of life or death. 
In postconflict settings, asking victimized communities to share and help construct new social 
groups and roles for former violent extremists is as essential as it is difficult. Peacebuilding, 
however, witnessed incredible postconflict transformations in Burundi, Rwanda, and Peru, which 
it can help translate to today’s urgent violent extremist conflicts. Further, many of those disen-
gaging from ISIS in the Middle East, Boko Haram in Africa, the FARC in Colombia, the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, and other extremist groups are highly traumatized. This exposure does not ab-
solve them of responsibility for having engaged with a genocidal or violent group, or of having 
engaged in violent and criminal behavior themselves. However, like so many facets of conflict, 
trauma affects victims and perpetrators without regard to justice.

In some settings, violent extremists and community members share grievances, even as they 
differ in seeing violent, absolutist groups as the appropriate way to address those deficiencies. 
In others, many victim communities will never want to reconcile with former violent extremists.2 
Many will wonder, “Why should these people get special treatment, they were the violent ones 
after all?” In conflict settings, disengagement is not charity; it is instead a practical necessity to 
prevent further resurgence of violence. Pulling people away from violence is a prerequisite to 
resolving conflict, and communities must be included and consulted and made an integral part 
of helping do so. Individuals will need to believe that they have an opportunity to leave violent 
groups and to become members of society. Communities in turn will need to be that new group, 
that community, that place for people to redefine their future.

Peacebuilding can provide insight on how to achieve that level of acceptance, which will 
require justice and the rule of law, accountability and governance, and reconciliation and res-
toration. But social cohesion and transition have proven possible in many challenging circum-
stances, and disengagement from violent extremism can stand on the shoulders of giants of 
conflict resolution. From the Shining Path to the Khmer Rouge to the Revolutionary United Front, 
numerous violent groups have faded out of existence. Liberia, Nepal, Kosovo, and Timor Leste 
offer examples of how international efforts to demobilize and reintegrate combatants effectively 
accelerated postconflict stabilization. Still, finding common ground and reaching reconciliation 
in the aftermath of violent conflict will take a village. It means asking communities to help create 
an entirely new chapter for those who, in some cases, were their direct aggressors.

In the most dire conflicts, some will return to lives worse than when they first aligned with 
violent groups. Others, especially adolescents, have few memories of life without violent con-
flict. Recidivism—if that is even the most accurate description—will be a persistent concern, 
with few successful examples for reintegration that have led the way to transformative peace. 
For these cases especially, disengagement and reconciliation will be essential to preventing 
future violence and future grievances. Focusing on conflict settings, this report unpacks how 
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peacebuilding tools and approaches can help transform the individual attitudes, group relation-
ships, and social ecosystems and structures needed to facilitate the effective disengagement 
and reconciliation of former members of violent extremist groups.

Conflict and Terrorism 
Ninety-five percent of the deaths attributed to terrorism occur in countries already in conflict.3 
The people of Afghanistan have experienced violent conflict for generations. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Iraqis and Syrians have lost their lives in the last decade, and millions remain displaced. 
In Yemen, the humanitarian catastrophe continues, entire towns have been reduced to rubble, 
and an estimated 80 percent of the population (about 24.1 million citizens) require some form 
of humanitarian assistance.4 In Libya and Somalia, conflicts that include violent extremists rage 
for years on end. In parts of Mali, Niger, and Nigeria, despite general peace, violent extremism 
continues. The prevalence of participation in extremist groups in these contexts cannot be ap-
preciated without understanding deeper conflict dynamics.

The Syrian people have endured almost a decade of conflict, hundreds of thousands have been 
killed, many times more have been injured, and essential infrastructure has been destroyed—hospi-
tals, schools, roads, businesses all under rubble. More than half of the Syrian population is displaced, 
6.6 million internally and another 5.6 million seeking refuge in neighboring countries.5 The country’s 
economy as well as its social structures are in desperate need of repair. For the nearly eight million 
people who lived under the brutal rule of ISIS, traumatic stress is pervasive.6 Now, in the aftermath, 
so is the lack of access to food, clean water, and education. The multiplicity of conflict actors, includ-
ing state powers unlikely to cease engaging in state-sponsored violence, leaves few opportunities 
for compromise. The onus to disengage relative to limited pressure for state-sponsored actors to 
stop fighting will likely mean continued fighting. Moreover, the need to reweave a Syrian social fabric 
destroyed by years of violent conflict will compound this challenge for years to come.

In such contexts, the disengagement and reconciliation of those who joined violent extremist 
groups will be one of dozens of urgent postconflict needs. It is nonetheless an important one. 
Enabling ways for adherents of violent groups to leave is crucial for postconflict stabilization and 
for any sustainable peace. Efforts to demobilize and reintegrate armed actors and violent politi-
cal groups during and after conflict are not new to the peacebuilding community. In fact, several 
scholars and practitioners have started to adapt the lessons and strategies from the extensive 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) experience to the context of violent extrem-
ism.7 Although cease-fires, peace deals, and reconciliation efforts have their own well-document-
ed challenges—from Congo to Burma, from Burundi to Colombia—international peacebuilding 
efforts have lessons to lend to conflicts that currently involve violent extremist groups.8 It will not 
be straightforward. Some groups will persist despite a peace deal or cease-fire. Some individuals 
will join other violent groups as adherents or mercenaries if their group signs up for peace. Given 
conflict dynamics and international norms, most of today’s conflicts that involve violent extremism 
are unlikely to end with traditional peace deals and conflict resolution. Nonetheless, peacebuild-
ing tools can help reduce the ubiquity of deadly conflicts, as in Afghanistan with the Taliban.9
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Women who formerly lived under ISIS at a rehabilitation center in Aktau, Kazakhstan, in July 2019. Kazakhstan has repatriated hundreds of 
citizens from northeast Syria, both detained fighters and displaced family members. (Photo by Tara Todras-Whitehill/New York Times)

However, when one of the parties to the conflict is an internationally recognized terrorist group 
or organization, peace accords are both politically toxic and more difficult to achieve, and have few-
er historic success stories to draw lessons from.10 Recent historical examples such as Colombia’s 
peace process have as many pitfalls to avoid as they do examples to emulate.11 Even if they are 
achievable, the legacy of international policies of designation, sanctions, and stigma make many 
of the tools of peace transformation (aid, training, services) nearly impossible. Changing the public 
discourse around conflicts with those who were deemed terrorists for decades and changing the 
nature of sanctions and punitive tools to make them reversible or malleable to peace processes 
are deserving of focus and adaptation to violent extremism–driven conflicts.

Today, across the spectrum of the most visible terrorist groups, most are unlikely to be em-
braced for peace deals, let alone amnesties or disarmament buy-back programs, the types of 
international efforts that often characterize international peacemaking and armed conflict res-
olution.12 Moreover, many terrorist group leaders are unlikely to seek such remedies and may 
even try to prevent members from participating.13 Several international actors will run into legal 
and operational barriers, mostly related to the inability to work with members of a designated 
terrorist organization lest they be swept up in charges of providing material support.14
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For contexts that have hundreds or thousands of violent extremist participants, introducing 
traditional peacemaking tools may also be an opportunity to catalyze disengagement and rec-
onciliation—to encourage defections, enable the disillusioned to leave, and provide the dis-
satisfied with an alternative option. Injecting aspects of violent extremism disengagement and 
reconciliation into more robust and well-defined postconflict stabilization needs can buoy both 
stabilization goals and peacebuilding goals. What happens to the cohort of those who were part 
of a violent extremist group is often overlooked when peace deals are implemented, and yet is 
intertwined with preventing the resurgence of violence and enabling lasting peace.

DISENGAGEMENT AND RECONCILIATION IN AL HOL
Displacement camps throughout Syria have struggled with overcrowding and limited capacity 
to provide essential services, as well as repatriating citizens back to their home communi-
ties. The sprawling displacement camp of al Hol in northeast Syria, for example, is host to 
sixty-five thousand people, the vast majority of them women and children, 70 percent whom 
are younger than eighteen.15 To date, those displaced in the camp have little chance of re-
turning to their home communities, whether in Iraq, Syria, or any of dozens of other places. 
Repatriation efforts to date of the estimated two thousand foreigners have been ad hoc, in-
consistent, and subject to vacillations in political will.16 The displacement camps as well as the 
detention centers housing known or suspected ISIS combatants are all under the supervision 
of the nonstate Syrian Defense Forces (SDF), which receives (paradoxically) both international 
support and castigation (strong support from the United States and European countries, char-
acterization as a terror group by Turkey, Russia, Syria, and others). 

The security environment inside al Hol is characterized by adult residents who have a kalei-
doscope of experiences living with ISIS. These include undeniable perpetrators of violence who 
continue to attempt to enforce the caliphate’s austere version of violent laws and norms upon 
others, vociferous adherents, bystanders, the repentant, and victims of ISIS atrocities. These 
varying roles in and levels of devotion to ISIS are neither well understood nor static. 

The SDF also maintains twenty ISIS detention centers across northeast Syria. Recent riots 
and breakouts highlight the strained capacity the SDF and international partners face.17 These 
challenges have only been further compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has intro-
duced new health considerations as well as burdens that the SDF and national governments 
are ill-prepared to address. 

Repatriating and returning camp residents to home communities would enable some of those 
currently living in a squalid, unsanitary confinement camp to forge a life not mired in despair. The 
thousands of children who have gone without formal education are in particular at greater risk 
for adverse outcomes, including a future of involvement in violent extremism. Many nations are 
reluctant to repatriate their citizens.18 The efforts taken so far provide a framework for scaling up 
such efforts globally, however.19 Kazakhstan, for example, has repatriated hundreds of citizens 
from northeast Syria, both detained fighters and displaced family members. It provides services 
to address the unique “physical, psychological, emotional, and material needs” that help stabi-
lize returnees before reentering communities and prevent risks of “re-radicalization or transition 
to other forms of criminal and violent behavior.”20 
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The type of resources, will, and know-how 

to address the human legacies of ISIS, 

Boko Haram, al Shabaab, and other violent 

extremist groups . . . are relatively minimal. 

Violent extremists thus remain in prisons 

or displacement camps, or are shuttled 

back to communities uncertain about 

what to do with them, what rights they are 

due, and how to improve the situation.

Although efforts to do the important work of disengage-
ment and reconciliation may be impossible in the camp, the 
international community could invest in important precur-
sors to this work to provide the runway for eventual efforts 
afterward. For many victims of violence in the camps, ad-
dressing trauma and behavioral health could be a first step 
to changing their outward demeanor (unresponsive, apa-
thetic, angry, removed) that continues to mark them as a risk 
to governments and communities. Addressing these needs 
could help substantiate why they should be allowed the 
opportunity to return to their communities. A public health 

approach that addresses trauma and provides behavioral and psychosocial support can provide 
a pathway to allow residents to find their humanity and dignity again outside the frame of ISIS.21

Disorder and Structure
In a postconflict setting, the roles and responsibilities typically needed to achieve disengagement 
from violent extremism vary widely. Teachers, health-care workers, psychologists, clergy, and local 
politicians may be absent, or overtaxed and otherwise occupied, or traumatized and unable to 
fill such roles. Community members may have become dependent on international humanitarian 
aid, or accustomed to having their safety secured by nonstate security forces, or adjusted to a 
lack of freedom within IDP (internally displaced person) camps or living without a job or the ability 
to provide for their families.22 When societal structures are damaged, applying best practices for 
disengagement and reconciliation necessarily differ from when those structures are intact. 

In a conflict setting, international policies and resources known as stabilization activities are 
often suited to address the familiar set of problems—removing debris; providing food, water, and 
sanitation; rebuilding security forces; helping restart elections; supporting various state-building 
activities. The international community usually surges to implement them during and after vio-
lent conflict.23 Political leaders meet in capitals to allocate resources to urgent and immediate 
humanitarian needs, and donor countries tap into an array of organizations that have worked 
across dozens of contexts and can effectively discharge the work. Peeling people away from 
violent extremism is still a challenge in a postconflict stabilization context, but one of several 
urgent needs, and one without a clear how-to guide.

The type of resources, will, and know-how to address the human legacies of ISIS, Boko Haram, 
al Shabaab, and other violent extremist groups and to promote disengagement and reconcilia-
tion are relatively minimal. Conventional stabilization practices typically focus on other sectors. 
Violent extremists thus remain in prisons or displacement camps, or are shuttled back to com-
munities uncertain about what to do with them, what rights they are due, and how to improve 
the situation, let alone square communal desires for retribution against perceived perpetrators 
of violence.24 Ignoring the needs for disengagement and reconciliation is the policy equivalent 
of an ostrich sticking its head in the sand. Refugee camps cannot deliver justice, disengage the 
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Suspected members of ISIS participate in a volleyball game in the yard of a prison run by Kurdish-led forces in Syria on October 21, 2019. 
(Photo by Ivor Prickett/New York Times)

violent, monitor for threats, or prevent further recruitment or resurgence.25 Capacity gaps in pre-
trial detention, corrections, and prisons have proven to increase the likelihood of further radical-
ization.26 In addition, the longer that people are denied a way out, the greater their potential to 
engage in violent extremism and cause future harm. Conflicts characterized by violent extremist 
group participation will not truly end until better ways are available to enable the prosocial dis-
engagement and reconciliation of violent extremist participants. 

MYOPIC DIAGNOSIS
In conflict settings, the structural order is already deeply broken, often having played an impor-
tant role in the rise of violent extremist groups in the first place. Many of the structural-level chal-
lenges that enable groups—rampant corruption, historical marginalization, unjust distribution of 
scarce resources—take immense political will, time, and resources to address. In conflict-affect-
ed communities such as Yemen, Afghanistan, and Syria, after years of conflict, structural dynam-
ics may be worse off than when the conflict began. 

Traditionally, when a conflict ends, the international community surges to provide stabilization 
and reconstruction. Despite limitations and shaky achievements, the will to act remains.27 But for 
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international peacebuilding efforts to be effective, they must be more locally accountable and 
more attuned to what it takes to build a local future.28 As international governments and organiza-
tions invest in ending conflicts, efforts that adapt postconflict approaches can sometimes buoy the 
goal of ending violent extremist participation, even while providing needed stabilization objectives. 

Violent extremist groups tap into deep dissatisfaction with societal grievances to recruit follow-
ers; addressing some of those dynamics will be a component of how people exit violent extremism 
in conflict settings. For instance, activities that attempt to repair the social compact (build trust 
between government actors and communities) or repair the social fabric (empower different com-
ponents of communities to build a shared future together) will be especially important to denying 
violent extremist groups the ability to hold onto followers with a promise that their status quo pro-
vides better governance than the alternative. In Somalia, for example, the absence of legitimacy 
hampered reconstruction efforts for decades. Studies find that the state must be perceived as 
legitimate by individuals and communities that have previously held grievances against it, and that, 
to achieve the requisite level of trust, a social compact must go beyond mere delivery of services.29 

Efforts designed to yield stabilization goals can be adapted and mobilized to build community 
resilience. For instance, working at the structural level on needed reforms—such as increas-
ing accountability of local governance practices—can also be done in a way that emphasizes 
transparency and inclusive decision making of local stakeholders, so that it meets a stabilization 
objective and has a peacebuilding dividend of improving trust between community members 
and providing an opening for the disengaged to believe that their status quo can be improved 
without violence. Similarly, new decisions about infrastructure investments could be publicly 
broadcast, breaking down the “behind closed doors” practice of elite decision making and 
showcasing how it is possible to pursue practices that curb corruption and graft. These exam-
ples do not imply that it is easy to get members who were part of violent groups to buy into the 
structures they deeply fought to overthrow, especially given that they represent the powers of 
a state they still deem illegitimate. Even as individuals disengage, the previous status quo will 
remain unacceptable. That said, confronting a broken status quo and repairing it inclusively (to 
include the viewpoints of various stakeholders) can build trust and provide governance divi-
dends as communities stabilize postconflict.

Policies on violent extremism have been moving toward a more systemic understanding that 
involves broadening the focus beyond specific drivers to include their interconnected dynam-
ics.30 By looking at an entire system, policymakers can find room to invest in sectors and ac-
tivities that are measured not only by their immediate objectives but also by the potential for 
investments to affect several dynamics at once.31 In a conflict setting, this can be even more 
important because time is of the essence to achieve quick wins and demonstrate to a weary 
populous that incremental progress is possible.32 

STABILIZATION 
The participation of those who have disengaged in reconstruction and stabilization can help 
meet multiple urgent needs at once—giving them purpose as part of their new group and 
demonstrating to communities that they can be productive in society. Especially for conflicts 
where violent extremist groups also functioned as the governing authority, such as ISIS or al 
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Shabaab, those who disengage can use some of their practical skills to help rebuild a new form 
of local governance not characterized by violence. For example, when community-based armed 
groups (CBAG) in Kenya were formalized into a state-sanctioned security provider, it “removed 
the incentive to join a CBAG, provided employment, and enforced regulation” that incentivized 
disengagement.33 Similarly, in Northern Ireland, researchers noticed that when “the community 
[saw] former combatants actively working to contain violence” the community’s perception of 
the group shifted from the former role of inflicting violence to one of enabling community en-
gagement.34 It is not unreasonable to imagine that individuals within today’s terror groups could 
channel their ambitions toward a more peaceful future.35 

Nonetheless, to create a home for those looking to disengage, and to do so by mobilizing 
them to rebuild, is not an easy task or prescription. After all, “ultimately, it is local communities 
which will allow or prevent the reintegration of an ex-combatant,” an incentive to make sure that 
efforts are good for the community, not just for the disengaged person. Within DDR, for example, 
scholars draw a distinction between reinsertion and reintegration of ex-combatants for exactly this 
reason—namely, reinsertion happens to the ex-combatant, whereas reintegration is inclusive, and 
the community has the ultimate vote.36 So, despite programs that may provide skills-building and  
entrepreneurship or employment capabilities, additional efforts are needed to channel vocation-
al-style training toward activities that would start to rebuild trust within communities. 

Focusing on activities that directly affect people’s perception of security as stabilization efforts 
and combining them with de-othering is a good start.37 The concepts of othering and de-other-
ing come from a combination of sociology and philosophy; othering refers to treating a group or 
culture as categorically distinct from one’s self or identified group. De-othering, which refers to 
undoing the types of treatment that would be characteristic of othering, is an important compo-
nent for sustainable disengagement and reconciliation from violent extremism. Some activities 
explicitly seek to build trust by providing a sense of security in a transparent or rights-respecting 
way. Finding opportunities for disengaged individuals to contribute to society may provide the 
type of bridge building necessary to prevent future violence and mitigate grievances. 

HUMAN RESOURCES 
Evidentiary reviews of conflict transformation give considerable prominence to mechanisms for 
state reformation—power-sharing deals, rebuilding of governance councils, and establishing cred-
ible service delivery.38 Yet this is only part of the story. How individuals transform, and the power of 
people to be resilient in the face of dreadful circumstances, is a legacy that transcends all conflicts.39 

In postconflict reconstruction, often the technocrat gets in first: how do we train people for 
new vocations or enable them to build new skills. But rebuilding spirits is another worthy en-
deavor in conflict settings, and getting to “moral renewal” and “social repair” will take more than 
employment programs and court proceedings.40 As documented in postwar Bosnia, “societies 
are marked by the effects of massive, large group traumatization, and if not properly dealt with, 
long-term rehabilitation and social recovery cannot be expected.”41 That said, the ability of peo-
ple to take on new roles after conflict is endless.42 

To invest in human resources at scale in postconflict settings will require a shift away from 
technical benchmarks such as the number of teachers trained and roads repaired, and instead 
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toward redefining success with programs that focus on building on qualities such as determi-
nation, fortitude, and ambition. Technical benchmarks can measure whether goods are getting 
where they need to go in a postconflict setting, but they are ill-suited to measure progress to-
ward sustainable peace because they rarely consider who the beneficiaries are or the impact 
of service delivery on perceptions.43 Revamping benchmarks to reflect localized perceptions in 
postconflict environments can provide true indicators of community and individual perceptions 
and enable a different type of progress. This would include whether people believe their future 
holds promise, whether they have the ability to start their own enterprise, or what their everyday 
peace indicators are.44 Embracing the bottom-up, organic ways that people draw strength from 
histories, cultural practices, and ingenuity to build resilience can more sustainably and authenti-
cally enable the necessary structural-level restoration.45

Communities and Groups 
Incremental improvements at the structural level may provide open space to focus on the more 
sociological and psychological contributions to how people disengage from violent extremist 
groups. However, building that bridge via social groups in a conflict setting is not straightfor-
ward. The violent extremist groups that people were part of provided them with so much. They 
were not just networks and hierarchies, they were families, brotherhoods, livelihoods, and entire 
identities.46 Often, they also provided purpose, significance, and belonging.47 In conflict settings, 
violent extremist groups provided safety and security from threats—both identity threats and 
physical threats.48 In a postconflict society, enabling disengaged people to achieve these as-
pects personally and within a group structure will be extremely pertinent to getting disengage-
ment and reconciliation right. 

In nonconflict settings, it is good practice to enable people disengaging from violent extrem-
ism to find an alternative group to meet many of those existential needs. In conflict settings, find-
ing a new group presents additional hurdles: opening spaces will require reevaluating account-
ability, especially when the communities include victims of violent extremism; communities may 
see initiatives to facilitate disengagement as special treatment for former violent offenders; and 
alternative groups may not be the answer. Policies thus should seriously consider group-level 
transformation from violence to nonviolent action.49 

Reconciliation with those exiting violent extremism entails asking communities to overcome 
deeply held emotions and perceptions, and during postconflict stabilization and reconstruction 
it will have unique facets that those dealing with disengagement and reconciliation in a peaceful 
setting will not face. The request is substantial, and, given the variety of postconflict needs, 
opening community spaces to the formerly violent is not every community member’s top priority. 
As with DDR, however, reconciling with armed actors, their adherents, facilitators, and followers 
is essential to ending ongoing violence, preventing more people from joining violent groups, 
and building community-level acceptance of the idea that violent groups are not an effective 
way to address grievances. 
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TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE 
The notion of transitional justice comprises the “judicial and non-judicial, formal and informal, 
retributive and restorative [measures] employed by countries transitioning out of armed conflict 
or repressive regimes to redress legacies of atrocities and to promote long-term, sustainable 
peace.”50 As Jamie Wise and Alice Friend note, “After a period of intense violence, societies face 
a window of opportunity in which former grievances can and should be addressed. This might 
include holding trials, implementing a truth commission, offering amnesties, issuing reparations, 
and undergoing legal and institutional reforms—a collection of mechanisms under the umbrella 
of transitional justice.”51 Transitional justice populates processes that structure the real human 
emotions that justice attempts to deliver for. They also can honor and temper those sentiments 
simultaneously. Thus, although people may innately gravitate toward retribution or vengeance, 
transitional justice can honor those aspects while tempering pure vengeance with a way toward 
restoration and redistribution of power. 

The grievances created by today’s conflicts involving violent extremism, however, differ from 
notions of grievances that transitional justice typically seeks to address. Specifically, the tran-
sitional justice paradigm is usually conceived as involving situations in which the state (or a 

A nineteen-year-old former member of ISIS in Syria sits opposite a panel of judges in the courtroom of a Kurdish-run terrorism court, in 
Qamishli, in northern Syria, on April 3, 2018. (Hussein Malla/AP Photo)
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nonstate actor that controlled the state apparatus) committed atrocities against civilians, and 
thus the grievances redressed through transitional justice are usually intended to provide res-
titution to the victims. This is complicated in cases of violent extremism, in which the notion of 
grievances is more often defined by those who participate in violent extremism (as a justifica-
tion for participation) than by victims of violence. The irony is that legitimate community deficits 
(grievances against a corrupt state, or marginalized minorities, or abused citizens) were twisted 
by terror groups to then justify the use of totalitarian violence against civilians. In these cases, 
the need for societal redress remains regardless of whose grievances are being addressed. 

Thus, even as transitional justice as a concept “serves the ultimate goal of reconciliation with-
in communities affected by long-term conflicts,” and “evidence suggests it is equipped to deal 
with the responses of society at large in the aftermath of terrorism,” applying it to today’s violent 
extremist conflicts is not a cut-and-paste matter.52 Components are worth borrowing, however. 
Although it will take more than documentation of violent extremist crimes and criminal prose-
cutions, elements of transitional justice can help create the space to elevate aspects such as 
truth-telling and reconciliation rituals. Adapting transitional justice tools and approaches—such 
as perpetrators admitting to crime or guilt in a public forum to victims affected by what was 
done—to include concepts of violent extremist reconciliation in postconflict settings can help 
build bridges between the community and former combatants who have disengaged.

Those disengaging need an opportunity to leave the group and to become members of a 
new one or to find a new place in society. For many, the violent extremist group from which they 
are disengaging had become an essential part of their identity, and in some cases their only 
source of regular social interaction. Although social bonds are widely cited as an explanation 
for entry into and exit from a violent extremist group, a social network may play an even greater 
role. The attitude of the community toward the former violent extremist therefore matters.53 If the 
community welcomes the individual and “helps him or her find work and develop new associa-
tions, the former extremist is less likely to regret the decision to disengage,” but “if a community 
ostracizes a former radical, that individual is likely to find it difficult to begin a career or find an 
alternative support network and, as a result, may gravitate back to the extremist group.”54 That 
said, communities should not be expected to take on this role without some sort of accounta-
bility and reckoning mechanism, which is where transitional justice mechanisms can come into 
play. After all, the violence perpetrated by those who were once members of an extremist group 
cannot be undone and should not be ignored. 

Transitional justice approaches acknowledge “that conflicts have their roots between victim, 
offender and the broader community.”55 (See box 1.) They are also explicitly designed to handle 
situations involving atrocities and to provide ways to move forward on the path to reconciliation. 
Social cohesion and transition have been possible in extremely violent and complicated con-
flict contexts.56 In Burundi, for example, the nongovernmental organization Trauma Healing and 
Reconciliation Services (THARS) has combined “locally-developed trauma healing and recon-
ciliation methods with principles of capacity-building and self-help” to “assist in building social 
trust and community resilience.” Applying lessons of transitional justice, such as “re-opening 
communication channels after terrorist violence” to “build trust and change former conflict par-
ty’s mindsets” is one lesson that can be applied for how the crimes of violent extremist groups 
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Box 1. 

Victims and Restoration

For those who have encountered 
terrorism over the last two dec-
ades, it is widely accepted that 
countries must have mechanisms 
and procedures that support the 
rights and needs of victims of ter-
rorism.a Governments have set up 
trust funds for victims of terrorist 
attacks.b Victims have come to-
gether as networks to speak col-
lectively.c Across contexts, national 
level counterterrorism legislation 
and policy generally have compo-
nents that honor listening and pro-
viding assistance to victims. What 
is less clear is what to do when 

perpetrators—or those associated 
with perpetrators—attempt to live 
again side-by-side with their vic-
tims inside of a community. 

Victims of violence may prefer to 
never reconcile with former vio-
lent extremist members. However, 
transitional justice approaches 
such as truth and reconciliation 
commissions (TRCs) have the po-
tential to enable group mourning 
and to heal the traumas of each 
group by allowing “the stories 
of both victims and perpetrators 
to be heard and acknowledged, 

recognizing that both groups 
have suffered loss and trauma.” 
Such was the approach taken 
in South Africa, where the TRC 
allowed both black victims and 
white perpetrators of apartheid 
violence to tell their stories, for-
give, and reconcile at an interper-
sonal level.d By providing “a safe 
and respectful space for victims 
and witnesses to tell their stories 
and express their feelings,” where 
“previously denied events and 
responsibility are acknowledged, 
the process of recovery and heal-
ing may thus be supported.”c

Notes
a.	U S Department of Justice, “United States Victims of State Sponsored Terrorism Fund,” March 3, 2020.
b.	U nited Nations, “International Network Supporting Victims of Terrorism and Mass Violence,” 2020.
c.	 Wendy Lambourne and David Niyonzima, “Breaking Cycles of Trauma and Violence: Psychosocial Approaches to Healing and Reconciliation in 

Burundi,” in Breaking Intergenerational Cycles of Repetition: A Global Dialogue on Historical Trauma and Memory, edited by Pumla Gobodo-
Madikizela (Toronto: Verlag Barbara Budrich, 2016). 

d.	 Lambourne and Niyonzima, “Breaking Cycles,” 297, 298.
e.	 Lotta Hagman and Zoë Nielsen, “A Framework for Lasting Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration of Former Combatants in Crisis 

Situations,” International Peace Academy, December 12–13, 2002.

can be addressed and overcome by a community. Further, THARS has developed a training pro-
gram on transitional justice that emphasizes healing, forgiveness, and reconciliation. Its model 
translates the UN’s four pillars of transitional justice (prosecutions, truth recovery, reparations, 
and institutional reform) into “culturally and contextually sensitive processes.” It also highlights 
“the need for healing and other psychosocial processes such as community dialogue and rec-
onciliation” in an effort to improve social cohesion and thereby prevent the recurrence of similar 
atrocities. Given examples such as these, it seems possible that local accountability measures 
can serve as alternatives to incarceration and provide opportunities for people to reckon with 
their actions and the legacy of victims.
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SPECIAL TREATMENT
After conflict, people may be understandably resentful when they perceive special treatment to 
those who were a part of a group that, at its core, sought to violently destroy communities that 
did not join them or abide by their rules. Moreover, “there is some risk that if ex-combatants are 
treated as a distinct group, separate from the rest of society, they will continue to identify them-
selves as such, demanding special benefits and targeted economic opportunities over the long-
term.”57 We are witnessing this in real-time in Burma, where armed groups have more voice with 
the government than unarmed political parties, and in Afghanistan, where the Taliban’s direct 
engagement with the United States differentiates their power from ordinary Afghans who never 
took up arms. Paradoxically, in some designated terrorist groups, given international sanctions, 
special treatment also cuts the other way and precludes governments or others from offering 
incentives for disengaged people. 

This special treatment challenge is present in many peacebuilding and postconflict contexts. 
Violent armed groups get a seat at the table. They have access to DDR-related employment op-
portunities and economic development. They get a vote and sometimes outsized political power. 
In fact, “it can even move the social aspect of reintegration backward when perceptions of ine-
quality surface, with ex-combatants usually at the better side of the equation, since DDR has gen-
erally been better funded than overall early recovery.”58 It is not surprising that communities would 
find this difficult to accept. Although violent extremist groups may not garner the same power that 
other armed groups do, they may still encounter this special treatment stigma if the community 
does not view disengaged people as deserving of any place in the future of that community. 

This situation comes into sharp focus when international tools and policies are involved. 
Although reasons for the international community to devote specialized resources to address-
ing violent extremism (and in postconflict contexts, to find ways to shrink numbers of violent 
extremist offenders and adherents) may be valid, it is not lost on communities that had the same 
structural grievances and never chose violence that the international community is not investing 
in them. Nevertheless, and obvious as it may seem, efforts to change the trajectory of violent 
extremists to become nonviolent is a worthwhile imperative and contribution to stopping con-
flict and war that continues to claim lives, produce scores of refugees, and leave communities 
vulnerable to further attacks.59 

In conflict contexts, therefore, efforts that strive toward meaningful disengagement and rec-
onciliation would benefit from being communal—accruing benefits not only to formerly violent 
individuals but also to society. For example, in a study based on experiences in Colombia, Oliver 
Kaplan and Enzo Nussio suggest that social reintegration is worthy of study distinct from rein-
tegration or social participation. This notion has merit, especially given that “community-level 
reintegration efforts can help balance the rights and interests of the community with the assis-
tance provided to ex-combatants.”60 Further, peacebuilding efforts that meaningfully involve the 
community in a postconflict setting can provide tangible goods to community members who 
were not participants in violent extremist groups. Approaches to reconciliation with people who 
have disengaged can dignify communities and incentivize them to more transformative actions 
that collectively improve the circumstances both for those who engaged in violent extremism 
and for the broader community. 
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MEDIATION AND NEGOTIATION
We know that it is not enough for a person to decide that they no longer want to be violent 
or part of a violent group.61 If they do not have a future in a group or community, they have a 
much harder time abandoning their current group and their past selves. But in parts of a conflict 
landscape where participation in armed groups is relatively ubiquitous, mediation and negotia-
tion—core peacebuilding tools—offer opportunities for group-level transformation beyond the 
individual. Given centuries of use attempting to transform the stakes for parties to a conflict, 
mediation and negotiation might be appropriate, especially at the community level, for those 
who have participated in violent extremism but who might not qualify as leadership. Can they 
keep their brotherhood but abandon their violence? What incentives can help tip the scales 
for group-level decisions that violence is no longer useful, advisable, or feasible? Further, what 
would communities require to build that bridge and new mechanisms of trust?62 

High-level strategic negotiations with terrorist leaders are rare.63 They also tend to invite scru-
tiny and skepticism, but enabling them at the local and community level in a conflict setting may 
be feasible.64 In fact, “individual and collective deradicalization are interdependent processes 
that are more likely to succeed in tandem.” Moreover, options for group transformation may 
encourage collective disengagement, given that group solidarity and emotional ties prompt 
behavioral moderation. If, as a result of negotiations, “respected militant leaders are able to 
persuade the majority of their followers to support the reforms, peer pressure and the fear of 
alienating one’s colleagues may push doubting militants to disengage.” By contrast, individu-
als seeking to disengage on their own must be willing to not only defy the group but also to 
estrange their social network.65 In sum, peacemaking tenets in a conflict setting could provide 
possibilities for a group to disengage from and renounce violence yet maintain group identity. 

Individual Well-Being 
In conflict-affected contexts, it is not just the violent extremist participants but also the victims 
and broader war-torn communities who are subject to a host of post-traumatic stress and 
related impacts.66 They may have witnessed violence, committed violence, been subjected 
to violence, exposed to weapons of war, involved in combat, experienced loss of children or 
spouses, been separated from family, displaced, and more. Although the necessity of trau-
ma-informed behavioral health and psychosocial support is crucial to enabling adequate dis-
engagement and reconciliation, the challenge is compounded in conflict settings because 
“psychosocial programming is [needed] to understand exactly how a community and its mem-
bers have been affected by events, and thus how they may be best supported.”67 Also, in 
large swaths of postconflict landscapes, trauma-informed care is likely to have positive im-
pacts on victims, perpetrators, and bystanders. 

The pervasiveness of trauma in conflict settings means that it is usually not the exception 
but instead the rule. Thus, human-centric approaches, such as behavioral health, that focus 
on well-being and human capacity are a more appropriate frame than mental health, which 
often connotes individual deficiencies.68 Indeed, as seen in Colombia, a “recovery model that 
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stretches beyond individual experiences of mental ill-health to promote ideas of collective so-
cial change” may be better suited for addressing needs.69 In Sri Lanka, scholars found that “the 
widespread problem of collective traumatization may be best approached through communi-
ty-level interventions. It may be more beneficial to consider strengthening and rebuilding the 
family and village structures, as well as finding a common meaning for the immense suffering, 
than to treat individual traumatisation per se.”70 

ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF POWER 
In conflict-affected contexts, even as large-scale fighting ends, ceasing participation in violent 
extremist groups is not automatic. Individuals who will need to disengage remain. Practically, 
their ability to leave violent extremism behind will likely hinge closely on the ordinary ways in 
which people spend their time—their ability to get a job, their acceptance back into religious 
life, and their freedom to participate in communal life. They will be doing this against the 
backdrop of changing ecosystems, especially from the wartime economy to an economy of 
peace (which may include fewer resources and fewer spoils). Prioritizing ways to allow them 
back into ordinary life is also a critical lesson learned from DDR cases, where excluded and 

Volunteers take calls at a suicide prevention and counseling hotline in Colombo, Sri Lanka, on March 4, 2018. Many Sri Lankans were left 
grief-stricken and traumatized by the country’s long civil war. (Photo by Adam Dean/New York Times)
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“idle” former combatants often posed a threat to ongoing security.71 Further, in a postconflict 
setting, future potential and opportunities are also suddenly changed because peace can 
lead to new development. Enabling individuals to pair disengagement with new livelihood 
opportunities, such as developing a new social network that encourages temperate behavior, 
securing steady employment, and being accepted by the community, decreases the proba-
bility that they will reengage in violent behavior. Conversely, the likelihood of recidivism will 
correspondingly increase with the inability to establish a supportive social network, find em-
ployment, or be embraced by the community.72 

Although the observation might seem to be an oversimplification, it is true that, as intractable 
conflicts continue, some individuals may just be tired of fighting.73 That may not mean that they 
have abandoned their quest for justice against an unjust status quo, or no longer enjoy the 
agency that militancy provided them, or cease desiring the comradery of being on a shared 
moral mission. But for some, violent extremism is just a job. Especially in instances where indi-
viduals in violent extremist groups “took up the ‘job’ of fighting a military occupation, typically 
targeting soldiers rather than civilians, at least some of them could conceivably be rehabilitated 
once foreign troops leave.”74 When armed struggle has lost its luster, feasibility, or practicality, 
the imperative to disengage may be well served by trying to refill these aspects in nonviolent 
ways—namely, by mobilizing alternative forms of power that may be good for society overall, 
and by getting formerly violent extremist adherents to participate in governance activities, in 
unarmed struggle, and in peaceful movements.75

From Risks to Strengths 
In conflict settings where terror groups have found the fertile grounds of discontent, further study 
is warranted on why some people never turn to violent extremism in the face of shared circum-
stances. The exceptionalizing of violent extremism has led to a diagnostic lens that dominates 
counterterrorism policies. In conflict settings, however, where the goal is ending the bloodshed, 
it is appropriate to understand what about terrorism is different than other types of conflict. 

We are so fascinated by the low-incidence phenomena that, of those who experience a simi-
lar set of circumstances, only a few will ever join terrorist groups that we fixate on what is wrong 
with that person or that person’s life that made them part of a violent extremism movement.76 
Research on terrorism “tends to focus on them—the terrorists—rather than on the situation they 
are in—or, more precisely, the situation they believe they are in.”77 We try to understand why 
someone joined and think it might help prevent others from joining. However, we rarely ask 
why others did not join and seek to build those assets to shape more nonjoiners. The diagnosis 
mindset seeds further challenges because we assume that the reasons someone was initially 
aggrieved are the same that need to be addressed for them to leave. The process of disen-
gagement, though, is “more than merely radicalization in reverse.” In fact, “the reasons that an 
individual leaves a radical group are not necessarily tied to the reasons for joining the group.”78 
Throughout their career in extremism, individuals tend to change values, motivations, positions, 
and roles, meaning what initially attracted them to the group may or may not continue to sustain 
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their involvement.79 “Just as the passion for justice and 
law that drives a lawyer at first may not be what keeps 
him working at a law firm, a terrorist’s motivations for re-
maining in, or leaving, his ‘job’ change over time.”80 This is 
especially worth noting in conflict settings, where the war 
economy had ties to violent extremist groups—weapons 
vendors, smugglers, surveillance operators, and so on—all 
had economic livelihoods tied to violent extremist groups. 
As an economy transitions from conflict to peacetime, 
those business-oriented supporters may have additional 

varied paths out of their material support for violent groups. All this is to say that what causes 
someone to leave or withdraw support can be multifaceted and certainly not limited to proving 
that the reason for initial joining or adherence didn’t quite play out.81 We therefore ought to “take 
account—and advantage—of variations and shifts in motivations” as they occur throughout an 
individual’s extremist tenure.82 In a conflict setting, these tweaks to our understanding could 
make all the difference in approaching postconflict stabilization.

Most counterterrorism policies have yet to embrace the possibility that looking for resiliencies 
might be more important than a risk calculus. Existing approaches have attempted “to target 
individuals at risk of committing terrorist acts and have focused on those who are in contact with 
the criminal justice system, neglecting to a large extent the study of risk and protective factors in 
the general population.” Currently, risk calculations for those associated with violent extremism 
are almost entirely a function of past behavior and past actions. However, past actions are not 
the best indicators of future risk—because not only do people change, but also their ability to 
change depends on what options are available in the future.83 In a conflict setting, when few 
hands are clean, having an approach that puts primacy on the future may be not only practical, 
but also the only real option. 

The existing approach looks at all of the potential violent extremist adherents and tries to 
assess, based on their observable past behavior, how much risk they might pose if they were 
to reenter the community. Too often in practice the focus is “mostly put on secondary preven-
tion (trying to detect and treat at-risk individuals) while primary prevention remains very poorly 
defined in terms of objectives and associated outcomes.”84 We attempt to answer the question 
of how observably radical they are and then diagnosis turns to assessment, based on prede-
termined programmatic interventions, to ascertain deficiencies at the individual, communal, and 
societal or institutional level that need to be addressed to mitigate risk. An example might look 
like a prescription or menu set of things—from mental health and trauma counseling to vocation-
al opportunities to prosocial group opportunities. 

But what if we flipped it—if we asked that community what makes them strong?85 Perhaps the 
answer is strong family networks, or religious clergy that provide for pastoral care, or burgeon-
ing industries that are understaffed. “While most studies focus on social marginalization as a risk 
factor, an inverse frame points to the possibility of strong bridging and social capital as a means 
of protection.”86 With that in mind, we then look at those potential adherents and try to think of 
the ways to build on the right mixture of safety measures for their reinsertion. Do they have a 

Risk calculations for those associated 

with violent extremism are almost entirely 

a function of past behavior and past 

actions. However, past actions are not the 

best indicators of future risk—because 

not only do people change, but also 

their ability to change depends on what 

options are available in the future.
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family member who will vouch for them? An opportunity for a job based on specialized skills? Do 
they have a relationship with sports, hobbies, or other organizations? Are there other “formers” 
in their community that they can connect with? Is counseling available in the place where they 
are headed? Will they have a place of worship to belong to? If there are no mental health practi-
tioners but strong community groups, could those groups fill the role by fusing trauma care with 
their existing work?

Asking these types of questions can start to shift the burden from trying to address every 
deficit and potential risk factor toward identifying resiliencies to bolster. It allows for policies to 
amplify what is working and to build from existing structures rather than always seeking to reify 
a person or a community as deeply deficient and in need of new capacities. 

Something is deeply empowering about asking an individual or asking a community what 
makes them strong. Rather than diagnosing from the outside risks and unmet needs, we can 
instead highlight from the outset that some things are right with the community or individual 
and build from there. Doing so is more participatory and more dignified. It implicitly recognizes 
that “each community boasts a unique combination of assets upon which to build its future.”87 
Psychologically speaking, you promote hope and encourage the possibility of different out-
comes by asking “What makes you strong?” and seeking to build rather than asking “What is 
wrong?” and seeking to cure.88 

In postconflict settings, what makes someone or a community strong might just include how 
they reconcile with former violent members and form a new community. In the aftermath of 
months, years, or even decades of bombs and sirens, explosions, and funerals, what makes 
people resilient in the face of the unimaginable circumstances might just defy reason. And it 
may be invisible to outsiders at first. But it likely will include some combination of local, authen-
tic, human-centric peacebuilding practices adapted to the urgent realities of violent extremism.  
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