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Zacharias P. Pieri and Kevin S. Fridy’s Governance, Grievance, and Violent Extremism in West 

Africa: From the Caliphates to Great Power Competition offers a timely and analytically 

ambitious contribution to scholarship on political violence and state fragility in West Africa. 

At a moment when jihadist insurgencies continue to expand across the Sahel and 

increasingly threaten coastal states, the book seeks to illuminate the deeper historical and 

structural dynamics that sustain violent extremism in the region. In situating contemporary 

insurgencies within a longer historical trajectory that extends from precolonial Islamic 

polities to modern geopolitical competition, Pieri and Fridy challenge reductionist 

interpretations that frame jihadist violence solely as a religious phenomenon. The book’s 

most significant intervention lies in its insistence that violent extremism in West Africa 

cannot be understood without careful attention to the historical, political, and institutional 

contexts in which it emerges. 

Drawing on data collected in Ghana, Mali, and Burkina Faso, the authors develop a 

political and security analysis of violent extremism in the West African subregion. Their 

central argument is that contemporary jihadist movements are rooted not only in 

ideological currents but also in governance failures that undermine state legitimacy and 

intensify local grievances. According to the authors, extremist groups flourish in contexts 

characterized by weak institutions, entrenched corruption, and declining public confidence 

in political authority. As they observe, such organizations frequently “capitalize upon poor 

governance, rampant corruption, and a retreat of civilian rule where elected governments 

were usurped by military figures promising the end of jihadist terror” (p. 1). In this regard, 

the book effectively reframes violent extremism as a structural and political challenge rather 

than a narrowly religious one, thereby contributing to a more nuanced understanding of 

insurgency in the region. 

The volume is organized into eight chapters. Chapter One introduces the study by 

tracing the historical evolution of jihadist thought and political authority in West Africa. 

Pieri and Fridy survey developments from the nineteenth century—and at times as far back 

as the ninth century—to demonstrate how contemporary jihadist movements selectively 

reinterpret historical narratives to legitimize their activities. In particular, the authors 

highlight the enduring symbolic significance of the Sokoto Caliphate and other Islamic 

polities whose ideological legacies (pp. 6, 7, 15) are reappropriated by modern militant 

groups. This historical framing constitutes one of the book’s most compelling contributions, 

encouraging readers to situate present-day insurgencies within a broader intellectual and 

political genealogy. 

Chapter Two expands the analysis by examining the transformation of West Africa 

from the precolonial era through the Cold War. The leaders of jihadist movements, Pieri 

and Fridy note, ‘‘draw inspiration for their goals and actions today by drawing parallels 

with the actions of nineteenth century reformers who recast the sociopolitical and moral 
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order of their time through violent collective action. Viewing history from the perspective 

of jihadist groups is important to understanding the drivers of violence in the region’’ (p. 

12). The authors assert that external interventions by imperial and later Cold War powers 

profoundly reshaped the region’s political boundaries, economic systems, and governance 

structures. European imperial expansion in the late nineteenth century disrupted existing 

political arrangements and produced fragile states whose institutional weaknesses persisted 

after independence. Cold War rivalries subsequently reinforced authoritarian governance 

and militarized political competition. By foregrounding these global dynamics, Pieri and 

Fridy demonstrate how international power politics contributed to the structural 

vulnerabilities that insurgent movements continue to exploit. 

Chapters Three through Eight shift attention to contemporary jihadist insurgencies. 

Here, the authors analyze how militant organizations capitalize on local grievances to 

recruit and expand. Economic marginalization, intercommunal tensions, and conflicts 

between communities and state authorities provide fertile ground for insurgent 

mobilization. As Pieri and Fridy note, “Jihadist organizations have been masters of picking 

up on local grievances, in amplifying these grievances, and in turn strategically framing 

their own narratives to resonate with the local population” (p. 77). Through references to 

groups such as Boko Haram and al-Qaeda affiliates operating in the Sahel, the book 

demonstrates how insurgent actors embed themselves within local socio-political dynamics 

rather than functioning solely as externally driven ideological projects. The concluding 

chapter synthesizes these insights and reiterates the authors’ claim that improving 

governance, strengthening local security institutions, and rebuilding state legitimacy 

remain central to addressing violent extremism in the region. 

Methodologically, the book combines textual analysis, survey data, and graphical 

representations to produce a multi-layered account of violent extremism in West Africa. 

Particularly noteworthy is its effort to incorporate a bottom-up perspective by 

foregrounding how ordinary citizens perceive and interpret jihadist movements. This 

emphasis on local perspectives represents a valuable corrective to elite-centered narratives 

that frequently dominate security studies and policy-oriented analyses of insurgency. 

The book’s principal limitation, however, lies in its relatively limited engagement with 

the broader theoretical literature on insurgency, state formation, and political violence in 

Africa. While the historical narrative is informative and accessible, parts of the analysis 

remain descriptive and would benefit from a more sustained dialogue with existing 

scholarly debates. Similarly, although governance failure is presented as the book’s central 

explanatory variable, the concept occasionally remains analytically broad, leaving 

underexplored the specific institutional mechanisms through which state weakness 

translates into insurgent opportunity. A more explicit comparative perspective—either 

within Africa or across other regions experiencing jihadist insurgencies—might also have 

strengthened the book’s broader analytical claims. 

Despite these limitations, Governance, Grievance, and Violent Extremism in West Africa 

makes a meaningful contribution to ongoing debates about the causes and dynamics of 
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militant violence in the region. Its insistence on linking historical memory, governance 

deficits, and local grievances offers a valuable corrective to security narratives that attribute 

insurgency primarily to religious radicalism. By foregrounding the political and 

institutional roots of insecurity, Pieri and Fridy provide an analytically grounded 

framework for understanding the persistence of jihadist movements in West Africa. For 

scholars, students, and policymakers concerned with the region’s evolving security 

landscape, the book represents an important and thought-provoking intervention. 

Yahaya Halidu, University of Texas 
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