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Introduction1
As is well-known, today the danger of so-called “foreign fighters”2 is high on the agenda.
These individuals can access militant groups, acquire weapons training and combat
experience, and develop radical anti-Western positions. The phenomenon of foreign
fighters is not novel but the flow of jihadist foreign fighters into Syria and Iraq is
unprecedented.3 According to recent estimates, more than 29,000 foreign fighters have
joined the fight against the Assad regime since 2011. Nearly one fifth of these
individuals have come from the West. In fact, by 2015, foreign fighters from Europe and
other Western democracies who departed for Syria reached between 5,000 and 7,000. 4
According to a recent in-depth ICCT report, the EU-wide estimate lies between 3,922
and 4,294 foreign fighters and an average of 30% have returned to their countries of
departure.5
Clearly, in addition to their role in conflict areas,6 the fear is that some of the survivors
return to their home countries or to a third country and can carry out or support
terrorist attacks. In fact, a number of serious terrorist attacks in Europe have involved
returned foreign fighters: from Mohammed Merah’s shootings in Montauban and
Toulouse in March 2012 to the devastating attacks in Paris on 13 November 2015 and
beyond. Furthermore, according to some experts, jihadist foreign fighters have often
played the crucial role of active “entrepreneurs” of terrorist cells in Europe. 7
Additionally, the foreign fighters phenomenon may have a significant impact on social
cohesion within European societies.8
This Research Paper explores the extent of the problem in Italy. This national case
presents interesting particularities that both conform with, but also distinguish it from
other European countries. The contingent of Italy’s jihadists who have travelled to Syria
and Iraq appears to be fairly small, with around 100 individuals having left the country.
On the other hand, Italy represents an important transit country for foreign fighters
headed to Syria and Iraq.9 In this regard, it is worth recalling that the country has been
considered an important logistical basis for Islamist militants since the early 1990s. 10
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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This paper explores the current extent of Italy’s Sunni jihadists who have joined armed
groups in Syria.11 In fact, after the outbreak of the civil war, Syria has become the main
destination of European – and Italian – foreign fighters. Unlike other Western countries,
the Italian case has not so far been extensively investigated. 12 This paper aims to help
fill this gap. The analysis draws on both primary sources (in particular, interviews with
experts 13 and original jihadist material) and secondary sources (scientific works,
journalistic pieces, official reports).
This paper is organised into five parts. The first chapter examines the scale of the
problem. The second analyses the backgrounds, motivations and activities of four
Italian jihadists on whom open-source information is available. The third chapter
discusses these four individual cases, underlining points of similarity and difference.
The fourth examines the different reactions of their families of origin. The conclusions
recapitulate the most important findings presented in the paper.

1. The Foreign Fighters Problem in Italy
1.1. Size of the Italian Contingent
Official estimates of the Italian contingent date back to the end of 2015. In September
2015, Defence Minister Roberta Pinotti said that 87 foreign fighters had travelled from
Italy. Only 12 individuals had Italian passports; in her words, “six were Italian nationals
and another six had dual nationality”. 14 The Defence Minister did not add other
information, including names or ethnicities, on the grounds of secrecy. In addition,
according to Italian media, in October 2015, Giampiero Massolo, then Director of the
Security Intelligence Department (Dipartimento delle informazioni per la sicurezza, DIS),
that is coordinator of Italy's intelligence system, referred to “around 90 foreign fighters”
linked to Italy. In his words, “the Italians, sons of Italian parents, are fewer than 10”. 15
According to the Italian Ministry of Interior, by October 2015, 57 out of the 87 foreign
fighters were allegedly in the conflict zone, while 18 had died. The authorities also
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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indicated that 15 foreign fighters had joined the so-called “Islamic State” (IS), two had
joined Jabhat al Nusra, and seven had joined other opposition forces.16 According to
recent reports, the returned foreign fighters, not necessarily all dangerous, would
number ten (i.e., 11% of the total). 17 Moreover, according to estimates presented by
analyst Alessandro Boncio, “[t]he age of the Italian foreign terrorist fighters ranges from
18 to 42 years, with a majority of youngsters (18-26 years); the [sic] 29% of the fighters
are converts and the percentage of women makes up around 7% of the total”. 18
It is worth stressing that in the Italian case, official estimates are generally high because
they include individuals who are linked to the country in various forms, in a broad sense
(not only citizens and residents). For example, according to some sources, the 87
foreign fighters belong to three different categories: Italian citizens, both converts and
“second-generation immigrants” (12 individuals, as indicated by Minister Pinotti);
foreign nationals who resided in Italy for medium-long periods (11); foreign nationals
who passed through the country and stayed there for short periods (64). 19
According to Italian media, more recently, at the end of April 2016, the then Chief of
Police, Alessandro Pansa, is said to have mentioned 98 foreign fighters linked to Italy.20
Thus, it can be estimated that the number of jihadist foreign fighters linked to Italy –
Italian citizens or not – is around 100 individuals. Actually, only a minority have Italian
passports. After all, this is a modest figure, compared to recent estimates 21 for other
large European countries, such as France (1,700 fighters), the UK (760) and Germany
(760); and low even compared to less populous countries such as Belgium (470), Austria
(300), Sweden (300) and the Netherlands (250). 22 In the European context, Italy’s
number of foreign fighters can be described as medium/low in absolute terms and very
low in relation to the general population (around 1 foreign fighter per million,
compared to 41 per million in Belgium).23 On the other hand, these figures are still on
the increase: for example, the contingent of foreign fighters linked to Italy was officially
estimated at 59 individuals back in January 2015, representing a 47% increase in eight
months.

1.2. National Context
Some of these foreign fighters are connected with the local home-grown jihadist milieu,
made up of converts and “second-generation immigrants”, with or without Italian
passports.24 This home-grown jihadist scene has only recently emerged in the country
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

and it is still relatively small in size, 25 especially in comparison with other Western
European countries. Within this radical milieu, which is heterogeneous and
unstructured within the country, the percentage of converts appears to be overrepresented in comparison with their ratio among the broader Islamic community (see
below). As for “second-generation immigrants”, the relatively limited scope of this
threat is, to some extent, the result of a simple demographic factor: unlike other
Western European countries, large-scale Muslim immigration to Italy began only in the
late 1980s and early 1990s and therefore the first wave of “second-generation Muslims”
has only recently entered adulthood.26
Obviously, jihadists represent only a tiny minority of the Islamic presence.
Unfortunately, there is no official information on the size and the composition of the
Muslim community in Italy.27 Different rough estimates are available on this subject.
However, relatively recent estimates from reputable sources set the number of Muslim
individuals at about 1.6 million, 28 out of nearly 61 million residents (2,6%), with a
significant growth in recent years. Today, Islam is the second most widespread religion
after Roman Catholicism. The overwhelming majority of these Muslim residents are
Sunni. They are predominantly first-generation immigrants. According to rough
estimates, converts would be in the range of 70,000 (around 4% of the Muslim
community).29 In short, in Italy Islam is still, to a large extent, a “religion of immigrants”
and is even more widely perceived in this way by the population (actually, only about
one third of all immigrants are Muslim).
In general, this religious community, scattered throughout the territory, is
heterogeneous and stratified along ethno-national and cultural lines, unlike other
European countries. In addition, it lacks a unified leadership. 30 A variety of Islamic
organisations, with divergent orientations and positions, are active in the country. All
of them have officially condemned jihadist violence. 31 It is worth mentioning that,
despite repeated efforts, no official bilateral agreement (Intesa) has yet been signed
between the Italian State and representative bodies of the Muslim community in the
country. Furthermore, it can be argued that the country has not adopted a clear model
of pluralism or integration.32
As has been noted, the public visibility of Islam in Italy is seldom due to Muslims’
activism but is mainly the product of the cultural and political mobilisation of which
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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Islam has been made the target. 33 In particular, Italy has not been immune to the
Islamophobic attitudes which have pervaded European societies in the last 15 years.
For example, a comparative study conducted by the Pew Research Center after the
Charlie Hebdo massacre in January 2015 found that as many as 61% of Italian adults
expressed a negative view of Muslims in their country. 34 Furthermore, today, fear of
immigration, fear of terrorism and fear of Islam are in danger of overlapping among
the population, especially after the strong growth of irregular migration flows from
Libya by boat and the sequence of terrorists attacks carried out by jihadist militants in
Europe and in other regions.
As mentioned earlier, only a minority of the jihadist foreign fighters linked to the
country have Italian passports: arguably a few tens at most. However, these individuals
deserve attention because they are particularly difficult to detect and stop. In fact, fullfledged Italian citizens – and especially Italian-born converts – may arouse less
suspicion because in the country Islamist extremism is still often associated with
immigrants. Furthermore, Italian nationals cannot be expelled. By contrast, many
home-grown jihadists who were born or grew up in the country may not have
citizenship, because of Italy’s strict naturalisation laws,35 and could therefore be subject
to deportation.36
It is important to stress that Italy has made extensive use of administrative expulsions
of foreign suspects for reasons of State security, without prior trials. For example, from
2015 to May 2016, 88 individuals were deported. 37 According to some experts, fasttrack deportations can help prevent the creation and stabilisation of extremist
networks on national territory. 38 This original tool represents a key element of the
national counter-terrorism policy.39 The limited number of jihadists, in turn, makes the
monitoring and surveillance of suspects easier compared to other European countries.
Overall, according to many observers, the Italian system has proved to be effective
against the jihadist threat.40 In any case, it is a fact that Italy has, to date, avoided major
attacks on home soil.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

2. Four Individual Case Studies
Although, in general, there is little public information on Italy’s foreign fighters and
other jihadists who left for Syria, four cases are relatively well-known. They concern (in
chronological order of their departure for Syria):
1. Giuliano Delnevo, the first Italian foreign fighter, who left in November 2012 and
died in combat in the Aleppo area in June 2013;
2. Anas el Abboubi, a second-generation “born-again” Muslim who joined the ranks of
IS in September 2013;
3. Maria Giulia Sergio, a female convert who, after her departure in September 2014,
settled in the self-proclaimed “caliphate”, where she has received some weapons
training;
4. Meriam Rehaily, a young “second-generation immigrant” who left for Syria in July
2015.
The two men, Delnevo and el Abboubi, served as foreign fighters alongside an al Qaedalinked group and IS, respectively. By contrast, Sergio and Rehaily, as women, have so
far not been allowed to engage in combat for IS. However, Sergio explicitly expressed
her desire to fight. In general, we know that women, with or without children, form a
minority of jihadists who have left for Syria and Iraq. Nevertheless, the problem of
European muhajirat (female “emigrants”) is on the rise and has been receiving
increasing attention.41
Like many foreign fighters in Europe, these four individuals are either secondgeneration children of Muslim immigrants or recent converts to Islam. Thus, in a simple
table that combines the basic characteristics of sex and origin, each individual case in
our sample occupies a different cell (Table 1).
Sex

Individual cases of foreign
fighters by category
Descendant of
Origin

immigrant parents
Convert of Italian
descent

Male

Female

Anas el Abboubi

Meriam Rehaily

Giuliano Delnevo

Maria Giulia Sergio

Table 1: Individual cases of Italian foreign fighters by category

This chapter reconstructs the backgrounds, motivations, and activities of these four
jihadists, on the basis of currently available knowledge. The information on the cases
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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of Delnevo, el Abboubi and Sergio, based to a considerable extent on crime
investigation material, are very solid, while in the more recent case of Rehaily
important, at times even striking, aspects have not yet been confirmed and still require
to be treated with caution. While this is a small sample, it is drawn from a relatively
small population (especially as regards Italian nationals: only a dozen, according to the
latest official estimates by Italian authorities) and can contribute to a better
understanding of the foreign fighter threat in Italy.

2.1. Giuliano Delnevo42
Giuliano Delnevo was born in February 1989 in the north-western port city of Genoa
(Liguria region) to a Catholic middle-class family. His parents separated when he was a
child. He grew up in the historic centre of the city, one of Italy’s most ethnically diverse
areas.43 He was a quite introverted and sensitive person and experienced socialisation
problems and difficulties at school in his teenage years. He went to a nautical technical
high school. The closest among his few friends was an older schoolmate of Moroccan
descent, Naim, who had failed his exams several times.44
Once turned 18 years of age, Delnevo and his friend spent some months in the port
city of Ancona, in central Italy, where Giuliano’s older brother worked as a nautical
engineer.45 There Delnevo got a job as a handyman in a shipyard and met a group of
fellow workers, probably from Bangladesh, who reportedly were members of Tablighi
Jamaat, the Islamic missionary movement established in India in the 1920s, devoted to
proselytism (daʿwah). In 2008, Delnevo converted to Islam and took the name
Ibrahim.46
Once back in Genoa, Delnevo obtained his high-school diploma and enrolled in
university (degree in History) but preferred to devote most of his time to Islam. He
stopped wearing Western style clothing and started wearing the djellaba (the traditional
robe of middle-eastern origin) and grew a beard. Moreover, he befriended Umar
Andrea Lazzaro, another Genoese convert who was known for his previous militancy in
the local far-right scene and his strong anti-American sentiments. 47 Lazzaro and
Delnevo were the driving force of a small group of converts operating in the city of
Genoa, inspired mainly by the Deobandi school, the Indo-Pakistan revivalist movement
established in 1867. According to the information available, most local mosques
shunned these converts. Thus, the small group started to seek contact with more
established Islamist circles in other European countries. Following a trip to the UK,
Delnevo was investigated in Genoa on suspicion of enlistment for the purposes of
terrorism. According to unconfirmed reports, he is also alleged to have visited
Chechnya.48

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Delnevo was active on the internet. He created a Facebook profile and a YouTube
channel which he called LiguristanTV (Liguria being the Italian region of which Genoa is
the capital).49 In his online production, the Genoese convert created an original hybrid,
mixing the usual narrative of jihadism with Western and Italian themes, such as leftist
anti-imperialist symbols and even celebratory references to the Italian nation.50 He also
showed a contradictory fascination for motives of violence and criminality, coming from
Western popular culture (in particular, movies) as a form of youth rebellion from
society.51
From 2008, Delnevo did not study or work and all his life resolved around Islamic
activism. He became increasingly militant. Online he met a Moroccan woman 13 years
his senior and married her soon after. He moved to Tangier, presumably around 2011,
but returned without her after a few months. 52 She remained in Morocco with her
family. In Genoa, Delnevo separated from his small group of converts and broke with
his friend Lazzaro, a reflective person seemingly more interested in his studies than in
action.53
Delnevo began looking for connections that would allow him to join a field of jihad
abroad. In the summer of 2012, he travelled to Turkey and from there sought to cross
into Syria but his attempt failed and he returned to Italy. He tried again a few months
later, with more success. First, he shaved his long beard and started wearing Western
style clothes again, probably in order to arouse less suspicion. Then, on 27 November
2012, he went to Turkey by plane and reached Syria. After a few weeks, he called his
father, telling him he had travelled to Syria and joined a group of foreign fighters led by
Chechen militants; namely, the Katibat al-Muhajirin (Brigade of the Emigrants).54
He appeared to be enthusiastic about his experience and optimistic about the final
outcome of the conflict against the Assad regime. 55 At times his account from Syria
reflected an almost mystical religiosity. For example, he wrote to an Italian convert:
“Insha’Allah, we will win. Do you know that here miracles happen? Martyrs smell nice.
Airplanes are brought down with prayers”.56 In a dramatic Skype conversation on 11
June 2013, Delnevo told his father that the enemy was only 100 metres away and to
pray for him. On the next day, his father received a call from a man named Zamza,
possibly a Chechen commander, using Delnevo’s cell phone, telling him in English that
his son Giuliano/Ibrahim had died the night before while trying to help a fellow fighter
of Somali origin who had been shot.57 The Genoese foreign fighter lost his life near the
village of Kafr Hamrah, in the north-west of Syria, at the age of 24. 58 He was the first
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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Italian foreign fighter to fall in battle. His eulogistic obituary, which referred to him as
Abu Musa, was featured on various jihadist websites.59
From December 2012 to March 2013, Delnevo’s mother, Eva Guerriero, had travelled
along the border between Turkey and Syria in her search of her son, but she did not
succeed in finding him.60 In a visit to Syria in the autumn of 2013, after his death, she
managed to find Giuliano/Ibrahim’s diary.61 This document was consigned to the public
prosecutor’s office of Genoa and, at the time of writing, apart from few passages, its
content has not been made available. 62 Delnevo’s body has not been found. In
December 2015, the Italian judiciary concluded that there was no evidence that the
Genoese convert had been committed to recruit other people or to participate in
terrorist acts in Italy.63
Interestingly, Delnevo’s father, Carlo, has repeatedly described his son as a brave
“hero”,64 even though he explicitly does not share his extremist ideas. 65 His statements
caused controversy in the country.66 In early 2014, Carlo Delnevo, in his own words a
“practising Catholic”, decided, accepting his son’s wish, to convert to Islam. 67

2.2. Anas el Abboubi68
Anas el Abboubi was born in Marrakech, Morocco, on 17 October 1992, but moved to
Italy when he was seven. He lived with his well-integrated Muslim family (father,
mother, and a younger brother) in Vobarno, a small rural town near Brescia (Lombardy
region), in northern Italy.69 In high school, el Abboubi developed a passion for rap and
was active in the Brescia Hip Hop scene under the name of McKhalifh. In March 2012,
this energetic teenager appeared in an MTV report on young Muslim musicians in Italy.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

In this mini-documentary, he expressed ambivalent, albeit not hostile, feelings toward
Italians and described with satisfaction his “return” to Islam a year and a half before the
interview.70
Nevertheless, in a few months, el Abboubi “went from being a restless teenager using
alcohol and light drugs to a rapper motivated by Islam and, finally, a committed jihadist
militant”.71 Tellingly, he changed the content of the YouTube channel he had held since
his rap days to bring it more in line with his new religious zeal.72 In the summer of 2012,
he began to follow and produce Islamist material on the internet, under the name of
Anas Abu Shakur. In particular, he lashed out at the values and institutions of Western
civilisation (including individualism and sexual promiscuity, man-made legal systems,
global capitalism and the banking system73) and denounced the “crusade against Islam
of the new world order” led by the US. He also displayed anti-Jewish sentiments.
Furthermore, he openly expressed his desire to travel for jihad.74
El Abboubi soon got in touch with other jihadist activists, especially in central and
northern Europe (the UK, Belgium, Germany). He was also in contact with
Giuliano/Ibrahim Delnevo. Moreover, he tried to open the Italian branch of the radical
Sharia4 franchise,75 Sharia4Italy,76 although without much success. Italian authorities
have monitored his activities at least since September 2012. On 12 June 2013 (on the
very day when Delnevo was killed in Syria), they decided to arrest el Abboubi after
becoming concerned by the increased militancy of his online activities and, above all,
by the fact that he had used the internet to research various iconic sites in Brescia
(Operation “Screen Shot”).77 The worry was that he could be planning attacks in the city.
He was charged with providing training and instructions for purposes of terrorism. 78
However, on 28 June 2013, he was released, as the court did not deem his behaviour a
violation of the law.79
On 14 September 2013, Abboubi travelled to Syria, via Turkey, where he became a
fighter of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (now IS). If the charge of preparing
terrorist attacks in Brescia turned out to be well founded, el Abboubi’s story would
represent an interesting and quite unusual case of a jihadist who attempted to carry
out attacks in the West and later travelled to the Syrian battlefield.80 In order to arrange
his travel, el Abboubi contacted a small group of Albanian jihadist facilitators who
operated between the Balkans and Italy. Two Albanian citizens (Alban Haki Elezi, 38,
and his nephew Idris Elvis Elezi, 20), were arrested on these grounds by Italian
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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authorities in March 2015, respectively in Albania and Italy (Operation “Balkan
Connection”).81 The Elezis were already known in Albania for their family link to Idajet
Balliu, a jihadist who was killed in Syria in August 2014; Alban Elezi reportedly had
helped him leave for the battlefield. Both uncle and nephew were released by July 2015,
against the opinion of the prosecution, for lack of evidence on their genuine activity of
recruitment in direct support of IS. 82
In August 2013, el Abboubi had created a new Facebook profile, under the name Anas
al-Italy and indicated his job as “jihad”. However, this profile has not been available
online since January 2014. The last phone call with his mother was on 28 January 2014.83
As is well-known, in March 2016 an alleged IS staff list was leaked. This document
includes the names of 122 people who were willing to become “martyrs” for the armed
group. One of them, named Rawaha al Itali, from Brescia, is likely to be Anas el Abboubi.
He would have registered in September 2013 in Aleppo, presenting an Italian identity
card.84 To this day, the fate of Anas is not clear. However, in March 2016, his father said
in an interview that he was dead.85

2.3. Maria Giulia Sergio86
Maria Giulia Sergio, a 28-year-old woman, was born in Torre del Greco, near Naples, to
a Catholic family (father, mother and an older sister). Her parents came from a humble
background and had economic problems. The family decided to move to northern Italy
around 2000; they settled in Inzago, a town between Milan and Bergamo (Lombardy
region). There her sister Marianna (born in 1985) married a Muslim immigrant of
Algerian origin.
After high-school, Sergio studied biotechnology at the State University of Milan. She
also worked in part-time jobs to pay for her studies. In 2007, she converted to Islam on
her own initiative and took a new name, Fatima az Zahra. 87 In her own words, the
internet facilitated a sudden conversion experience. In particular, she followed the
online videos of Yusuf Estes, a controversial Muslim preacher from Texas who
converted to Islam in the 1990s. 88 Sergio declared the Shahada (the Islamic profession
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

of faith) on 14 September 2007 in her room, alone. Initially Sergio’s parents did not
approve of her decision.89 Nevertheless, in the following years they converted to Islam,
too.
She started to frequent the Islamic communities of the hinterland of Milan. On 29
September 2009, she officially declared the Shahada before an imam. She also studied
the Quran. The conversion represents a crucial experience in Sergio’s life. In her words,
“I don’t want to speak of conversion, but rather of reversion. It was like finding a lost
way [...] It is like I received a calling”. Islam soon became “what fills my life”. 90 In the
same month, Maria Giulia/Fatima married Jamal, a local pizza maker of Moroccan
origin, in an Islamic ceremony. She wore a white niqab (the veil that covers the entire
face with only a slit for the eyes) as wedding dress. For this unusual event she agreed
to give an interview, with photographs, to a national magazine. 91 However, in 2011 she
filed for divorce, possibly disappointed by her husband’s lack of religious fervour.
On 5 October 2009, she participated in a popular TV show (Pomeriggio 5) where she
argued for the use of the headscarf (hijab) for Muslim women and supported the idea
of a “pluralist system” in society. However, around that time, she adopted the niqab,
after an “enlightening” trip with a few Muslim friends to Slovenia, where he met some
completely veiled women (munaqabbat). 92 In addition, on 16 September 2011, she
subscribed to a petition in favour of the niqab, along with her sister and her mother.
The petition was signed by Delnevo and his friend Lazzaro, too, and was reportedly
written by the latter.93
Sergio felt she was a victim of religious discrimination.94 For example, according to her,
one of her employers tried to tear out her veil and sent her away. On another occasion,
a driver put her off a bus because of her niqab. In October 2009, her refusal to lift the
veil of the niqab in a post office, together with her sister, caused a public quarrel. On
the other hand, she was well aware that her lifestyle and habits were regarded with
suspicion or even hostility in some places she went in everyday life. Furthermore, it can
be assumed that she even wanted to mark a difference and seek a confrontation. 95
Over time, her positions became increasingly radical. She also expressed her ideas on
Facebook, at least until November 2013, when her online public communications
stopped.
2014 was a breakthrough year in her radicalisation process. On 17 September, in the
mosque of Treviglio, near Bergamo, she married an Albanian citizen, Aldo “Said”
Kobuzi,96 in an apparent marriage of convenience, facilitated by a mutual acquaintance
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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of Albanian origin, Lubjana Gjecaj; Gjecaj, related to Kobuzi, met Sergio at an Islamic
book fair near Bergamo, in June 2014. After the wedding, Maria Giulia Sergio moved to
the house of Kobuzi’s uncles near Grosseto, in Tuscany. Unlike other “IS brides”, Sergio
wanted to marry a man she met through personal contacts before her departure, so as
not to be compelled to marry a total stranger in Syria in circumstances that were out of
her control.97
Just four days after the marriage, Sergio and her new husband took an airplane from
Rome to Istanbul and then reached Syria from Gaziantep, where they joined IS. They
took up residence near the Tishrin Dam on the Euphrates, in the Aleppo Governorate,
where they were reunited with Kobuzi’s sister and mother. 98 They joined the Albanian
contingent that had settled in the area.
In her eyes, Maria Giulia/Fatima fulfilled the duty of the “journey” (Hijra)99 to the newlyclaimed “caliphate”, responding to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s call; in this way, she became
a muhajira (female “emigrant”, from the same root of Hijra).100 In Syria, Sergio took up
firearms training, waiting to take part in combat someday. She explicitly expressed her
desire to fight.101 Thus, strictly speaking, Maria Giulia/Fatima is not a genuine fighter,
but only because at the moment IS, basing its activity on a rigid interpretation of Sharia
law, normally prefers not to use women in military combat. 102 However, this does not
preclude the possibility that she could conduct acts of violence in the self-proclaimed
“caliphate” or in other countries. For his part, Aldo Kobuzi went to an IS training camp
in Iraq in November 2014. However, he was exempted from fighting because he had to
take care of his widowed sister Serjola who was pregnant. For this reason, he was
entrusted with religious policing tasks. 103
Sergio’s story became public in January 2015. Then, from Syria, via the internet, the
woman, now nicknamed “Lady Jihad” by Italian media, recommended that her parents
did not talk on the phone, said that they did not know anything and avoided
journalists.104 In the meantime, one by one, all family members of Sergio had converted
to a very strict form of Islam. On 1 July 2015, Italian police arrested Sergio’s father,
mother and sister105 in their house in Inzago, on charges of travel for the purposes of
international terrorism and criminal association: 106 they had been preparing to go to
Syria and join the self-proclaimed “caliphate”, convinced by the young woman’s
pressing requests. On the same day, two Albanian relatives of Aldo Kobuzi (his uncle
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Baki Coku and his aunt Arta, alias Anila, Kacabuni) were arrested. Five arrest warrants
were also issued for the Kobuzi-Sergio couple, two other Kobuzi-Coku relatives (his
sister Serjola and his mother Donika Coku) and an Italian-born woman with a Canadian
passport, Bushra Haik. At the time of writing, they are still at large. The police operation
took place simultaneously in Italy and Albania and was tellingly called “Martese”, the
word for “marriage” in Albanian.
The figure of Bushra Haik is noteworthy. She allegedly is an IS supporter and had an
important role in indoctrinating Maria Giulia/Fatima, her sister Marianna and other
women via the internet. 107 In particular, she apparently accelerated Maria Giulia’s
radicalisation process. Haik was born into a Syrian family with Canadian passports in
1985 in Bologna and lived in Italy for many years, before she moved to Riyadh, married
to an imam. She managed different internet forums and online communities. At first
glance it appeared that she only offered lessons on Islam and the Quran, but actually
she also spread jihadist messages. For example, she justified the killing of “unbelievers”,
including women and children. More importantly, she is accused of encouraging and
preparing women to travel to the self-proclaimed “caliphate” and, additionally, to turn
them into new “recruiters”.
In this sense, Maria Giulia Sergio proved to be a good disciple of Haik. In particular, in
March 2015, Sergio said that she was very busy with the study of the Quran and Arabic
and she was prepared to give lessons to “Albanian women”. Additionally, Sergio’s sister
Marianna, too, started to participate actively in Bushra Haik’s Skype groups. Marianna
defended IS and its actions and did not spare references to her own country; tellingly,
in a conversation to another woman, Marianna exclaimed: “ISIS [...] said that it will
arrive in Italy, too, understood?”.108
The Italian judiciary issued an international warrant for Haik’s arrest, but received no
reply from Saudi Arabia. It is unclear whether she has continued her propaganda
activity on the internet.109 Italian authorities had intercepted Sergio’s internet and SMS
communications with her relatives in Italy. Apparently, the woman thought that she
could not intercepted via these channels. These wiretaps give a valuable insight into
Sergio’s activities and motivations. Among other things, in these conversations
(actually, almost monologues), this assertive woman endorsed the duty to “destroy the
unbelievers” and expressed a strong desire to “die as a martyr”. Moreover, she referred,
generically, to the presence of “mujahidin in Italy who have connections”. She also
envisaged the progressive expansion of the self-proclaimed “caliphate” to Rome itself,
repeating IS’s watchwords: in her words, “towards the end, Insha’Allah, we will go to
Rome, too, as the Prophet said (...) In Rome there will be a great battle”. 110
According to Italian investigators, these wiretaps led to the Turkish phone number of
an “important IS member”, Ahmed Abu al-Harith, who coordinated the arrival in Syria
of foreign fighters from different countries, even if they did not speak Arabic at all. In
particular, he provided practical information regarding the clandestine journey to Syria:
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for example, where to go along the border with Turkey and how to use the phone. 111
Unfortunately, further details are not publicly available on this person.
Sergio has peculiarly contrasting views about the role of women. On one hand, she
appears to be a strong-minded woman and certainly represents the driving force in her
family, despite being the youngest; but, on the other hand, she maintains that women
should recognise the superiority of men. Tellingly, in an intercepted Skype
conversation, Maria Giulia/Fatima paradoxically demanded that her father impose his
(actually, her) will on her mother, by saying: “you are in charge (...) you decide, you are
the man of the house and then grab mum by her hair and come here [to Syria] and
make Hijra! She doesn’t need to have any opinion about it”. 112
On 5 July 2015, following the police operation, Sergio gave a striking interview to Marta
Serafini, a journalist from Italy’s major newspaper.113 She agreed to speak in exchange
for information about the conditions of her relatives in prison. During the entire
interview she displayed a self-confident, doctrinaire tone. In this Skype conversation,
Maria Giulia/Fatima denounced her relatives’ arrests as “illogical and irrational”.
Furthermore, she glorified IS as a “perfect state” based on Sharia law. She denied the
accusation of human rights violations or tortures in the newly-proclaimed “caliphate”
but at the same time defended the use of beheadings and other forms of corporal
punishment. In her words, “here tortures are not used [...] the Islamic State does not
torture any prisoner but it acts in accordance with Sharia, according to the law of Allah
The Most High. When we behead someone – and I say ‘we’ because I too belong to the
Islamic State, ok? - , when we make an action of this kind, we make it on the basis of
Sharia. Those who are beheaded are thieves, are spies who pass information on the
unbelievers to attack us. You know – don’t you [...]? – that all the world attacks us, you
know that?”114 Thus, she justified beheadings and other acts of violence, in value-based
terms, on the basis of a fundamentalist and a-historical interpretation of Sharia law, but
at the same time she also seemed to refer to utilitarian reasons, in the context of an
apparent siege.
In July 2015, Sergio’s family members were imprisoned in Milan. The health condition
of her mother, Assunta Buonfiglio (born in 1955), deteriorated rapidly. On 5 October
2015, the woman was granted house arrest, together with her husband Sergio Sergio
(born in 1954), following surgery for intestinal obstruction. 115 However, she died the
next day.116
After preliminary investigation, on 23 February 2016, the court of Milan indicted Maria
Giulia Sergio: the case went to trial (rinvio a giudizio). The same applied to Sergio’s
father, her Albanian husband Aldo Kobuzi, her mother-in-law Donika Coku, her sisterin-law Serjola and Haik Bushra. The trial began on 13 April 2016. On 23 February 2016,
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Sergio’s sister, Marianna, who had asked for a “fast-track procedure” (rito abbreviato) in
December 2015, was sentenced to five years and four months in prison. She showed
no repentance. Among other things, the motivation report of this sentence stressed
that after Maria Giulia’s departure Marianna became a “point of reference in the activity
of proselytism for other women”.117 Similarly, Arta Kacabuni and Baki (Coku, Kobuzi’s
uncles) were sentenced to three years and eight months and two years and eight
months, respectively. Lubjana Gjecaj, the woman who introduced Aldo Kobuzi to Maria
Giulia Sergio, was given three years of imprisonment, while her husband Dritan Gjecaj
was acquitted.118

2.4. Meriem Rehaily
The case of Meriem Rehaily is the most recent and in many respects the least clear and
linear in our sample. Her story presents striking details, described by reliable sources,
but currently not all of them have been officially confirmed. Thus, the case is extremely
interesting but still requires caution with regard to some facts.
Meriem Rehaily, a 19-year-old girl of Moroccan descent, arrived in Italy when she was
nine. Her Muslim family (father, mother, four younger brothers) does not have radical
attitudes. They settled in Arzergrande, a rural town near the north-eastern city of
Padua, not far from Venice (Veneto region). The father, Roudani Rehaily, works in a
factory and is described as a hard worker. 119 Meriem was a teenager with a strong
personality and had some quarrels with her family, although these did not seem to be
dramatic.120 Rehaily attended high school in Piove di Sacco, a nearby town. According
to media reports, her teachers noticed something worrying in her compositions (in
particular, references to a “war” of the West against Islam) 121 and reported it to the
authorities at the beginning of 2015.
The stages of her radicalisation pathway are still unclear. According to an anonymous
school friend, a girl from Campolongo Maggiore had “brainwashed” Meriem about IS,122
but further information on such an eventuality is presently not available. On the other
hand, Rehaily spent a lot of time on the internet. According to friends, she has very
good computer skills.123 Meriem had a Facebook account where she expressed jihadist
and pro-IS messages. She closed the account shortly before she left for Syria in July
2015. One of her last posts reads, in Italian: “Stop stand by and watch, fight in Syria
against the Western oppressors! It’s up to you Muslim brothers”. She was also active on
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Twitter where she called herself “Sister Rim”. Furthermore, in May 2015, Meriem
allegedly spread on the internet, perhaps with an accomplice, an anonymous blacklist
of ten Italian police officers,124 with their biographical data and addresses (often not
accurate), inviting “the brothers resident in Italy” to attack these targets. 125
On 14 July 2015, Rehaily ran away from her hometown. She told her family she was
heading for a seaside holiday to spend some days with her friends. Instead she went
to Bologna, in north-central Italy, where she took a plane to Istanbul on 15 July. 126 Then
she crossed into Syria. Before her departure, Rehaily’s smartphone was reportedly
modified in such a way that her outgoing and incoming calls passed through a repeater.
Thus, interception would have become more complicated. According to media reports,
Italian authorities believe that the girl was helped and supported by someone in the
country.127
Soon after Rehaily’s departure, two of her female friends of Moroccan descent received
a message via WhatsApp from a Turkish phone with a general invitation to move to IScontrolled territory. It can be assumed that these contacts were pointed out by Meriem
herself, in an apparent attempt to recruit other girls in the area. In October 2015 Rehaily
reportedly sent a message to a friend in Italy, writing: “I’m okay, here I’m useful, I’m
dealing with logistics”.128
Interestingly, according to Italian media, in January 2016 Rehaily is alleged to have
called a relative on the phone and said that she regretted her decision, was “afraid” and
wanted to “return home”. 129 Rehaily’s father, Roudani, soon publicly denied these
reports.130 On other occasions, he seemingly preferred to skirt the issue and expressed
the fear that the news could endanger the life of Meriem and her family members. 131
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In any case, the real reasons for Meriem’s alleged reverse are not clear. There are no
indications to suppose genuine repentance above other possible motives.132 In June
2016, an international warrant was officially issued for her arrest on charges of
enlistment for the purposes of terrorism.133

3. Pathways to Radicalisation
3.1. Individual Profiles
These four stories present similarities but also important differences. With regard to
socio-demographic characteristics, like the vast majority of foreign fighters, all
protagonists were young or very young: Delnevo was born in 1989, el Abboubi in 1992,
Sergio in 1987 and Rehaily in 1995. None had started a family in Italy. El Abboubi and
Rehaily were not in a relationship, Delnevo married a Moroccan woman in Morocco but
he did not live with her, while Sergio married a man she barely knew and only few days
before her departure for Syria.
The level of education was not very different. The two younger jihadists, el Abboubi and
Rehaily, attended high school (in particular, technical schools), while Delnevo and
Sergio attended high school and, in addition, went to university but did not graduate.
None had profound knowledge and extensive expertise in Islamic and Arabic studies.
Nevertheless, the two Italian-born converts, Delnevo and especially Sergio, showed
interest in learning about these issues, outside formal educational paths. In particular,
Sergio’s dogmatic and proud insistence on doctrinal questions was evident. After all,
the commitment to study can be an important factor of social recognition and
legitimacy for a woman like Maria Giulia who cannot aspire to take combat roles within
armed groups such as IS.134
None suffered conditions of poverty or social exclusion. Sergio’s family of origin had
experienced some economic difficulties, like other Italian families, but they did not live
in conditions of serious deprivation in run-down areas. Besides, unlike other foreign
fighters,135 none had a dramatic family history. They all, like other Muslim residents,
lived in northern Italy (in the regions of Lombardy, Liguria and Veneto), in the richest
and most dynamic part of the country. In general, we know that the majority of
European foreign fighters originate from large metropolitan areas or peripheral
suburbs. 136 Interestingly, like many other Italian jihadists, 137 el Abboubi, Sergio and
Rehaily lived in rural towns. On closer inspection, this is not particularly surprising to
the extent that in Italy many Muslim families live in small provincial towns, where the
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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composition of neighbourhoods and school classes do not reflect a strong
concentration of migrants. Furthermore, this scattered habitat tends to prevent forms
of ghettoisation.138 High-risk neighbourhoods or suburbs, like Molenbeek in Belgium,
are not present in Italy.139
As for psychological factors, none showed signs of mental illness. On the other hand,
they differed markedly in their personality traits: in particular, Delnevo was a troubled
young man, while Sergio is a strong-minded, self-confident woman and Rehaily, too, is
described as a fiery and energetic teenager.
Apart from a few similarities, there are no indications of a specific profile. This
conclusion is in line with the findings of the current literature on radicalisation. In fact,
earlier attempts to draw conclusions from socio-demographic variables and to identify
the “terrorist personality” have been largely abandoned. Rather, today there is a
general tendency to “shift the focus away from profiling extremists to profiling the
radicalization pathways they take”. 140 The same applies to the foreign fighters
phenomenon, in Italy as well. 141 Incidentally, this heterogeneity can have important
consequences for the possible planning of de-radicalisation initiatives.142

3.2. Radicalisation Pathways
Like most Italian home-grown jihadists in recent years,143 their radicalisation pathways
did not take place in traditional settings, such as radical mosques or prisons. On the
one hand, el Abboubi had no strong connections with Islamic places of worship or
cultural centres; Delnevo went to the mosque from time to time and, for a short time,
frequented a mosque with “known militant ties” near Imperia, not far from Genoa; 144
Sergio attended a few mosques quite regularly; while Rehaily “never went to the
mosque”, according to her family. In any case, mosque attendance did not play a crucial
role in their decision to join jihadist groups in Syria.
El Abboubi and Delnevo were certainly known to the Italian authorities before their
departures for Syria. Nevertheless, unlike other foreign fighters, none of the four Italian
jihadists had criminal records nor they had ever been to prison, with the exception of
el Abboubi’s very short detention in June 2013; in any case, he was not influenced by
fellow inmates. In addition, all four did not have violent friends, did not belong to
criminal gangs and were not involved in drug use or dealing.
Delnevo, el Abboubi and Sergio exhibited outward “signs of radicalisation”, broadly
speaking, in terms of changes in lifestyle, habits and social relationships. 145 For
example, by the summer of 2012 el Abboubi suddenly “abandoned rap, describing
music as haram (forbidden by Islam), wearing long white robes and cutting many of his
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previous social ties”. 146 As mentioned earlier, the change of clothing was evident in
Delnevo and Sergio, too. By contrast, Rehaily did not wear a veil or other Islamic
traditional garments and never significantly changed the way she dressed.
According to Rik Coolsaet,147 the current generation of foreign fighters can be split up
in two main groups. The first group “comprises pre-existing kinship and friendship
gangs” and their travel is “another form of deviant behaviour, next to membership of
street gangs, rioting, drug trafficking and juvenile delinquency”. The second group is
made up of youngsters who show no previous deviant behaviour, or specific distinction
from their peers. Key features of this group is the absence of a future and feelings of
exclusion, and their “search for belonging and a cause to embrace”. In general, the four
individuals of our sample are clearly closer to the second group.

3.3. Native Converts and “Second-Generation Immigrants”
As said, like many foreign fighters in Europe, the four jihadists in our sample are either
converts to Islam or second-generation children of Muslim immigrants. On the one
hand, both native converts, Delnevo and Sergio, soon became “total converts” who
demonstrated overriding interest and involvement in (an increasingly radical version
of) Islam. 148 The conversion process was quite abrupt and was not focused on
reflections on theological matters. Both tried to reshape their entire lives in the light of
this new cause, unconcerned with the resistance and the pressure of their social
environment (including their families), even more so in a country where the Catholic
heritage is still influential. This strenuous difference from the context could have
further reinforced the perception of being “true believers”. Among other things, they
immediately adopted an Arabic name (Ibrahim and Fatima) in order to mark a turning
point and demonstrate their commitment to the new religion.
Their conversion was an individual decision for intimately personal reasons, taken in
the context of an individualistic society, but at the same time it implied a need for
community149 and was also linked to a presence in the public arena. For example, both
Delnevo and Sergio subscribed to a public petition in favour of the niqab, expressing
collective grievances. If their conversion to Islam appeared to be rapid, the subsequent
radicalisation pathway was relatively gradual. In particular, in Sergio’s case, the process
was clearly longer than that of many young European girls who decide to leave for the
self-proclaimed “caliphate”.
In general, converts appear to be overrepresented among Italy’s foreign fighters, as in
other Western countries. 150 According to recent estimates by analyst Boncio, they
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would make up as many as 29% of the total. 151 However, further analysis is needed on
this subject.
On the other hand, “second-generation immigrants” usually represent the backbone of
current home-grown jihadism in the West. They may feel trapped in a sort of limbo:
neither strangers nor full-fledged citizens, they do not belong to the community of their
parents, but at the same time they do not participate fully in the society in which they
have grown up, particularly in the Italian case. Interestingly, both el Abboubi and
Rehaily arrived in Italy when they were children (at seven and nine years of age,
respectively)152 and therefore had memories of their life in Morocco, furthermore with
the strong emotional ties that are typical of childhood. Thus, this perception of a dual
identity could be more marked than in Italian-born individuals of immigrant descent.153
This ambivalence is explicitly recognised in the case of el Abboubi: in March 2012, in
the MTV mini-documentary, he stated: “When I go to Morocco I represent Italy” […]
“When I am here they call me Moroccan”. However, at the time he apparently cherished
this dual identity. In fact he added: “I like it like this, it’s OK, it’s not a problem”.154 Later
on, the rapid radicalisation process turned a possible opportunity into a problem to be
solved with a drastic choice.
As scholars have noted, many “second-generation immigrants” do not interpret Islam
as the reproduction of religious practices of their parents’ country of origin in a new
context; rather, their religious affiliation constitutes a life-style, based on a free
choice.155 In particular, ethnic characterisations are few or absent. This is also true of
the tiny minority of “second-generation immigrants” who embraced an extremist
violent interpretation of Islam.
Moreover, there may be a divergence, if not a clash, between generations. The case of
el Abboubi seems to be quite interesting in this respect. His father was on the board of
the local mosque, but the boy never actively attended that place and, after his
radicalisation, he ended up thinking that the interpretation of Islam practised in Italian
mosques had nothing to do with his view. In some respects, el Abboubi’s rebellion
might have a generational element, too.

3.4. “Cognitive” Radicalisation
All four jihadists made the leap from a “cognitive” form of radicalisation, based on the
acquisition of radical attitudes, values and beliefs, to a “behavioural” form, associated
with actual participation in a range of radical activities, including illegal and clandestine
ones, which can culminate in violent extremism and terrorism. 156
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For el Abboubi and Rehaily, the radicalisation process was particularly rapid.
Importantly, unlike in other individual cases, they were not radicalised by partners,
friends or relatives. By contrast, Sergio was the one who radicalised her family
members. Moreover, unlike other cases, according to the information available, their
radicalisation pathways were not significantly influenced by face-to-face interactions
with inspirational extremist preachers.
In relation to “cognitive” radicalisation, all four expressed serious grievances. Some
complaints seem to be of a political nature. In particular, as mentioned above, el
Abboubi criticised the alleged vices of the Western style of life.157 Delnevo expressed
strong disagreements with Italy’s foreign policy toward Muslim-majority nations. 158
These foreign fighters saw themselves as part of a broader Muslim community on
worldwide scale, interpreted in militant terms. Delnevo, in particular, apparently found
a new mission in life, a sort of divine duty to ﬁght against injustice and exploitation in
the name of this sort of “imagined community”. 159
On a personal level, at times el Abboubi and Sergio complained about intolerance,
discrimination and Islamophobic attitudes in the country. 160 Sergio believed she was
victimised only because she was a Muslim woman who, in her view, wanted to respect
strictly Islamic precepts and rules. In el Abboubi the concern was more ambiguous and
was perhaps connected to his ambivalent status as “second-generation immigrant” of
North African descent. Clearly, the sense of discrimination could give rise to negative
feelings of frustration, resentment and anger. Additionally, Italy’s strict naturalisation
laws, based on the jus sanguinis principle, could potentially have the effect of
exacerbating these feeling in some individuals of immigrant origin. 161 In any case,
Delnevo and Sergio did not explicitly express a clear willingness to take revenge
personally on their own country by means of violence.
Actually, some of the grievances are not uncommon in sections of Europe’s Muslim
communities. However, the four Italian radicals framed problems and solutions in the
perspective of jihadist ideology, with its principles, narratives, and symbols. 162 Unlike
other foreign fighters, they did not display apocalyptic end-of-the days views, frequent
in IS discourse.
All four jihadists proudly displayed their religious commitment. Clearly, there was no
taqiyya (dissimulation of the Islamic faith). Furthermore, they did not hesitate to publicly
advance their radical ideas, at least to a certain degree. For instance, in September
2012, el Abboubi asked the police if he could obtain the permit necessary to organise a
public protest in Brescia aimed at protesting the anti-Islamic movie trailer The Innocence
of Muslim, even adding that he planned to publicly burn Israeli flags during the event
and display banners containing offensive material targeting US President Barack
Obama. A peaceful demonstration eventually took place in front of a mall on 6 October
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24

2012; reportedly fewer than a dozen people attended it. 163 Delnevo and Sergio
subscribed to a public petition in favour of the niqab. Sergio participated in a national
TV show and gave various newspaper interviews.
In particular, these jihadists were active on social media, where they expressed
extremist positions, including incitement to hatred, in the Italian language. Each of
them had at least one Facebook profile; in the meantime, these have been removed. El
Abboubi and Delnevo created their own YouTube channel. El Abboubi and particularly
Rehaily were active on Twitter. El Abboubi also started two blogs, Sharia4Italy and
Banca Islamica.
Various public statements, together with other sources (in particular, testimonies of
family members, friends, acquaintances and other relevant actors), make it possible to
dig into their lives. However, it is not easy to reconstruct their original motivations. In
general, their decisions to embrace jihadism and travel to Syria was driven by similar,
but not identical reasons. In any case, none left for purely materialistic reasons (money,
sexual rewards, etc.).
Apparently, el Abboubi became disgusted by the values and institutions of Western
society and wanted to rebel against them. In this regard, he appears to be close to the
perennial figure of the angry young rebel. In some respects, el Abboubi jumped from
the counter-culture of rap to the (militant) counter-culture of jihadism.164 Furthermore,
it could be argued that Anas’s extreme decision was also motivated by a search for
excitement and adventure. These feelings, for example, seem to be confirmed in some
photos he uploaded on the internet after he arrived in Syria, where he posed
camouflaged, holding a rifle, with a defiant look, as if he were a sort of war hero.165
Additionally, a sort of “slippery slope” mechanism166 may have been at play: it can be
assumed that the (short) detention on suspicion of terrorism-related offences in mid2013 led him to take the drastic decision to leave for Syria. In this perspective, the arrest
could represent an important step in el Abboubi’s criminal career 167 in the field of
jihadism.
Delnevo was fascinated by the mission of fighting for an alleged good cause, in
solidarity with suffering (Sunni) Muslim populations, and by the idea of sacrificing his
life for Islam.168 In many respects, Delnevo’s profile is in line with that of other radicals
who left early in 2012 and 2013 for Syria out of an altruistic impulse to assist Muslims
in need. The “humanitarian” motive appears to have declined since the selfproclamation of the “caliphate” in mid-2014.169 Additionally, Delnevo appeared to be a
troubled soul who was searching for meaning and purpose in life; militant Salafism,
with its rigid precepts, may have supplied reassuring responses, especially on good and
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evil, on duties and the figure of the enemy.170 It is interesting to note that, according to
some reports (and his own father), Delnevo had held neo-fascist sympathies in his
youth, like his friend Lazzaro.171
Both Italian male foreign fighters showed an unwillingness to fit into Italian and
Western society. The two young men struggled to find an identity and flirted with
alternative subcultures, although different ones: as just mentioned, Delnevo had a
fascination with neo-fascism and el Abboubi with Hip Hop, before embracing jihadism.
In particular, Delnevo’s ideological references are somehow baffling. As noted earlier,
he had held neo-fascist sympathies in his teens. On the other hand, in his online
production, he did not hesitate to use leftist symbols. However, in the end, he
embraced jihadism. Tellingly, his Facebook page showed in the timeline that he used a
graffiti of Osama bin Laden beside (atheist) Che Guevara as a cover photo for his
profile. 172 Ultimately, the few commonalities among these completely different
ideologies are mainly based on a radical denial of the dominant culture (i.e., liberal,
individualistic, capitalist, etc.).
Maria Giulia Sergio was apparently obsessed with the idea of purity, based on a
fundamentalist and militant interpretation of the religion,173 and was attracted by the
cause of the newly-proclaimed “caliphate”. Like many other jihadist emigrants, she
wants to live in what she was made to believe is a “perfect state” and she wished to
assist in being part of a great Islamic revival, based on an extremist interpretation.
According to some scholars, such as Olivier Roy, the phenomenon of jihadist extremism
in Europe is more the result of a process of “Islamization of radicalism” than of a
process of “radicalization of Islam”. It would represent a generational rebellion of a
nihilist nature. 174 This interesting interpretation could help understand the
radicalisation pathways of people such as el Abboubi and perhaps Rehaily, young
rebels who in our times can find in (a militant version of) Islam a justification for a
generational opposition to the system. In this way, anti-system radicalism leads to
militant Islam. In fact, in our largely post-ideological age, a radical version of Islam can
represent the last available “grand narrative” against the dominant culture,175 especially
after 9/11. Nevertheless, for people such as Delnevo and especially Sergio arguably it
is the adherence to a fundamentalist version of Islam (in these cases, through a
conversion) that eventually leads to political radicalism. Thus, once again, the pathways
are manifold.

3.5. “Behavioural” Radicalisation
At some point, these four radicals decided to take action and leave for Syria. They
moved on to a “behavioural” form of radicalisation in the form of joining jihadist armed
groups. It is worth stressing that their decision to leave for jihad occurred in different
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periods. Delnevo reached Syria in November 2012 before IS moved into Syria (around
April 2013), while el Abboubi reached the country after this advance, in September
2013. On the other hand, both Sergio and Rehaily arrived after the self-proclamation of
the “caliphate” in mid-2014, attracted by al-Baghdadi’s call.
In addition to general “preconditions”, specific “precipitants” 176 or trigger events may
have motivated this serious decision. In Delnevo’s case, according to an Italian friend, a
“decisive push” might be represented by the Houla massacre, in the context of the
Syrian civil war: on 25 May 2012, 108 civilians, including 49 children, were killed in a
deliberate attack, probably carried out by pro-government militia, in the town of
Taldou. In el Abboubi’s case, the choice to leave the country was possibly encouraged
by his arrest in June 2013. For Sergio, the self-proclamation of IS’s “caliphate” in June
2014 represented a crucial event. After that, she planned to find a devout man and
make Hijra to Syria with him. When her acquaintance Lubjana Gjecaj told her about a
radical “Muslim brother who is looking to marry” and was content to leave (namely,
Aldo Kobuzi), she was enthusiastic about this opportunity. In an intercepted
conversation, Gjecaj said to a friend that Maria Giulia/Fatima “went crazy” with
happiness.177 With respect to Rehaily’s pathway, at the moment it is more difficult to
identify an immediate catalyst.
However, unlike other foreign fighters, none of these four jihadists experienced a
sudden crisis that led to loss or “unfreezing” of social attachments and everyday
commitments (e.g., the loss of a loved one or other shocking events). 178 As mentioned,
a partial exception could perhaps be el Abboubi’s short penitentiary detention in mid2013.
Interestingly, according to one reputable source, 179 Maria Giulia Sergio suffers from
Arnold-Chiari malformation, a structural defect in the cerebellum, the part of the brain
that controls balance. In her case, the disorder does not require particular therapies,
but only preventive care (e.g., administration of analgesics). Nevertheless, this
malformation does not affect mental faculties in any way. This shadow has carried
some weight in Sergio’s life; among other things, it inspired her to study biotechnology
at university. However, it is difficult to say whether and how this pathology could have
any effect on her decision to embrace jihadism and leave for Syria. 180
None of the four jihadists had familial or ethnic ties with Syria. Like many aspiring
jihadists, they were not particularly focused on one specific country. In particular,
Delnevo and el Abboubi were interested in reaching different places where, in their
view, a jihad was being fought. Before opting for Syria, Delnevo made some inquiries
about travelling to Afghanistan, and el Abboubi seemed fascinated with the conflict in
Mali.181 Besides, none of them had military training or experience in Italy or in other
countries.
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Unfortunately, there is little open-source information about the ways in which these
Italian citizens travelled to Syria, via Turkey. With the possible exception of Rehaily,
these jihadists did not take particular caution in the preparation of their travel to Syria.
For example, they did not assume a new identity and used their own passports.
According to the information currently available, they were not directly recruited by
militant organisations through a traditional top-down process of recruitment, but
rather actively sought contacts with various facilitators, on the basis of a bottom-up
process.
However, available evidence on the el Abboubi case suggests that he was assisted by
Albanian facilitators who acted to the advantage of IS, without formally being part of
the armed group. In this case the facilitation dynamic was seemingly based more on a
relatively generalised mechanism that relies on organisational ties that are potentially
open and accessible to different would-be foreign fighters, rather than a particularistic
mechanism that relies heavily on relational ties for access (family, friendship or other
dense social networks).182
On the other hand, in the Sergio-Kobuzi case, personal and, in particular, family ties
probably played a significant role. As mentioned earlier, Kobuzi’s sister and mother
were already in the self-proclaimed “caliphate”. Moreover, it is possible that the couple
was helped in a first step by a sophisticated Albanian recruiting network led by radical
imam Bujar Hysa, mentor of Kobuzi’s son-in-law (Mariglen Dervishllari). However, their
arrival in Syria was then coordinated by a specialised facilitator, Ahmed Abu al-Harith,
who is considered to be an “IS member".
In general, the foreign fighters phenomenon in Italy has so far been characterised, to a
large extent, by the presence of foreign recruitment networks operating within the
country.183 In particular, both el Abboubi and Sergio had connections, in different ways,
with Albanian jihadists. Moreover, Sergio joined the Albanian contingent, once she
arrived in Syria with her Albanian husband. These facts confirm the influence of Balkan
extremists in Italy.184 However, other details are still vague, unknown or not publicly
available. For example, the role of Abu al-Harith still needs to be clarified.
Importantly, it can be argued that overall in Italy the local rooting of extremist
organisations and groups that are able to connect demand and supply of foreign
fighters (like Sharia4Belgium in Belgium in past years, for example) 185 is currently
weaker than in other European countries. We know that the decision to leave for Syria
or Iraq is often a small group decision rather than an individual one. These small groups
are generally based on friendship relations or family ties. For example, “bunches of
guys”186 of three of five young males may be formed in a neighbourhood, a mosque, a
school, a sports club, or a prison.187 By contrast, the four Italian jihadists left the country
alone (Delnevo, el Abboubi, Rehaily) or, at most, with people they just met personally
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(Sergio with her new Albanian husband). Peer pressure did not play a salient role.
Unlike many other Western European countries, individual radicalisation has played a
major part in Italy. This important particularity is perhaps due to the traditional
dispersion and fragmentation of the small home-grown jihadist scene. In such a
context, each potential foreign fighter can be led to take action on his/her own. 188
All four were dedicated to the cause of jihadist armed groups in Syria, but only some
committed to recruit other people. On one hand, there is no evidence that Delnevo
acted as a recruiter or facilitator for other radicals. On the other hand, as said earlier,
Sergio was able to skilfully recruit all her family and, in addition, helped indoctrinate
other women from Syria via the internet. It is important to observe that, with the
possible exception of el Abboubi in 2013, there are no indications that these four homegrown jihadists were interested in preparing attacks on Italian territory.189

4. Reactions of the Families
Another noteworthy aspect of these four cases concerns their families of origin. Clearly,
it is important to stress that, in general, the examination of the families’ behaviours and
reactions, often excruciating, is a delicate task that requires great caution. At least three
(Delnevo, el Abboubi and Sergio) of the four jihadists certainly remained in touch with
their family members back home. No household had a past involvement in extremism.
Interestingly, the reactions of their families of origin were divergent. Some relatives,
such as Delnevo’s and Rehaily’s fathers, went public, while others preferred silence.
More importantly, they showed different attitudes. A recent study on the reactions of
IS foreign fighters’ families, for example, distinguishes four general “themes”: “pain”,
“confusion”, “anger” and “shame”. 190 All these different feelings are present in our
sample.
Giuliano Delnevo’s family was not aware of his decision to leave for jihad. However,
after his departure in November 2012, they kept in touch with him. As mentioned, his
parents are divorced. His father Carlo felt a sense of anger at first, considering that
decision as a sort of “mischief”; then he repeatedly asked him on the phone to return
to Italy; in the end, he resigned himself to this choice and came to “respect” it. 191 As
mentioned earlier, after his departure, his mother Eva did not hesitate to travel alone
to Syria to find Giuliano/Ibrahim. Unsurprisingly, even when several media portrayed
the young man as a fanatical “terrorist”, their parents continued to see him as a beloved
son. Furthermore, after his tragic death is Syria in June 2013, his father Carlo, although
not sharing Giuliano/Ibrahim’s extremist ideas, described his son as an idealistic “hero”.
As mentioned earlier, Carlo, a practising Catholic,192 converted to Islam after the tragic
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

loss of his son; perhaps a way to maintain an intimate connection with his loved one
even after death.
Meriem Rehaily’s family was painfully surprised by her sudden departure in July
2015. 193 Her father Roudani appeared to be in denial, at least at first. In various
interviews he claimed that Meriem was a “good kid”. Her action was described as out
of character. In the father’s view, she was “brainwashed” by someone. Besides,
Roudani’s condemnation of the so-called Islamic State has been clear; he described IS
as “horrible, pure evil”.194 In this case, pain is seemingly combined with a considerable
level of confusion and consternation. Moreover, the reference to brainwashing might
show hints of “anger”, in an apparent attempt to externalise the pain by blaming
outsiders. 195 However, seemingly hope is not lost. When a warrant was issued for
Meriem’s arrest in June 2016, her father Roudani stated that he accepted that measure
but, on the other hand, he feared that it could diminish the possibility of a return to
Italy. He was apparently convinced that the girl was just waiting for a chance to flee IS
and go home.196
Anas el Abboubi’s family apparently presented somehow more ambiguous positions.
For example, his mother expressed partial reservations; in an intercepted conversation,
she told him: “When they conquer Syria and enter Palestine, I’ll let you go. It is a war
against Israel and you don’t fight Arabs”. Moreover, the woman reportedly said to a
friend: “He went for the honour of jihad”. According to prosecuting authorities, el
Abboubi’s “family never let him lack support and understanding”. 197
On the other hand, in March 2016, el Abbouni’s father, Abdel Karim, revealed in a
newspaper interview that Anas had died in Syria and said that he could not forgive him
for his extreme decision. In particular, the father said: “I can’t forgive him, even before
God on the day of judgement” and added: “I don’t want to be the father of a terrorist”.
These words appear to express feelings of anger and shame, respectively, in addition
to pain.198
In contrast, all of Maria Giulia Sergio’s family members converted to a very strict form
of Islam, approved of her decision to leave for Syria and, following her constant
requests, even agreed to move to the territory under the control of the self-proclaimed
“caliphate”, before being arrested. Eventually Maria Giulia/Fatima was able to recruit
her whole family, using both carrot and stick approaches. In particular, she did not
hesitate to resort to emotional blackmail.
However, Sergio’s relatives presented different attitudes and motivations. Her older
sister, Marianna, was easily persuaded to leave for Syria: she was already showing
sympathies for the cause of IS and, in addition, was apparently interested in finding a
new husband, after her divorce. Soon she backed Maria Giulia. In contrast, her father
Sergio Sergio and especially her mother Assunta Buonfiglio were more sceptical and
hesitant. In the end, apart from the emotional attachment to their daughter, they were
also convinced by the promise of a better social position in IS-controlled territory.199
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In particular, Sergio urged her father, a labourer in debt, to quit his job and use the
severance pay (EUR 25,000) to move to Syria with the whole family. In her words, “you
go to work for these wretched unbelievers who kill our brothers […] They are the ones
who must be our slaves, not us”. In addition, in various intercepted conversations that
have almost farcical overtones, Maria Gulia promised that in Syria her family members
will have various possessions and comforts such as a big house with a washing
machine, a piece of land, and a car. Maria Giulia, in her heart, was not a materialist girl,
but was also willing to tickle her parents’ imagination.200
After their arrest, Sergio’s parents apparently changed their mind in an interesting way.
Following the death of the mother Assunta Buonfiglio on 6 October 2015, the father
Sergio Sergio, a fragile person, maintained, under house arrest, that he was
manipulated by his daughter Maria Giulia. Seemingly, his previous acquiescence turned
into anger and shame. Furthermore, he stated that he wanted to return to Roman
Catholicism. He cut his beard, and started to eat pork and drink wine again. He also
requested that his wife’s funeral was conducted in accordance with Catholic rites.
Eventually this claim was not accepted by the local diocese because there was no
certainty about the woman’s willingness to abjure Islam. Notably, the oldest daughter
Marianna, from prison, had asked for an Islamic funeral.201
Seemingly, Delnevo’s, el Abboubi’s and Rehaily’s families have, in different ways,
painfully tried to balance their original non-militant attitudes and ideas with attachment
and consideration for their loved one. Like other families of foreign fighters, they have
handled this in their own way. In general, working with families can be an important
tool in preventing violent extremism. Thus, it is worth stressing that at present, unlike
other countries, 202 Italy does not have actual support initiatives for the parents and
relatives of foreign fighters and, more generally, it has not developed full-fledged
counter-radicalisation and de-radicalisation programmes.203
On the contrary, Italy has given priority to a criminal justice approach, based on the
prosecution of foreign fighters. After the Charlie Hebdo massacre, these repressive
measures were reinforced and extended by the introduction of an anti-terrorism
decree law, subsequently converted into law with some changes in April 2015 (Law No.
43 of 17 April 2015). Among other things, this law modified provisions of the penal code
in order to punish each participant involved in terrorism-related activities, including the
individual who simply joins an international terrorist group/entity (i.e., the foreign
fighter), punished by imprisonment of between five and eight years, and the individual
who organises, finances or advocates transfers to other countries with the purpose of
terrorism, punished by imprisonment of the same duration (Art. 270-quater and art.
270-quater.1 of the penal code).204
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The criminal justice approach has its advantages and disadvantages.205 For example, in
some conversations with their parents from Syria, both el Abboubi and Delnevo
explicitly mentioned the fear of being arrested and convicted in Italy as a reason not to
return home. On the other hand, family members and friends were discouraged from
passing on information to authorities.
Nevertheless, Italy’s approach could change in the future. In particular, a bipartisan
draft law on “measures for the prevention of jihadist radicalisation and extremism” was
already submitted to Italian Parliament in January 2016. This important provision
intends to complement the repressive measures which had been reinforced in April
2015. 206 The draft law presents guidelines regarding: 1) the planning of specialist
training for the police forces, 2) the creation of a centralised information system on
individuals involved in jihadist radicalism, 3) the launch of preventive initiatives in
schools, 4) the development of measures related to active labour market policies for
individuals at risk of radicalisation, 5) the creation of an information portal on
radicalisation and extremism, 6) the preparation of a national plan for detainees.207

5. Conclusions
This paper has explored the current extent of Italy’s Sunni jihadists in the Syrian civil
war. It has sought to fill a gap that exists on the Italian case. Clearly, further research is
needed on this topic.208 Overall, the number of foreign fighters connected with Italy
appears to be limited, especially when compared to other European countries. In
particular, today very few Italian citizens are publicly known to have joined armed
groups in Syria or Iraq (presumably a few tens at most). However, these individuals
deserve attention because they are particularly difficult to detect and stop.
Another interesting feature of the Italian case is the prevalence of individual pathways
of radicalisation over group mechanisms, at least so far. Unlike other Western
countries, peer pressure or other group dynamics within small “bunches of guys” did
not play a crucial role.
In addition, it can be argued that overall the local rooting of extremist organisations
that are able to connect demand and supply of travellers to Syria is currently weaker
than in other European countries.
However, in the European context, Italy appears to be a “latecomer” country as for
various conditions that are directly or indirectly related to the risk of home-grown
jihadism and foreign fighting (for example, just indirectly and potentially, the number
of “second-generation immigrants”). Thus, it is possible that in the future the
differences with other European countries diminish.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

32

This contribution has examined the stories of four Italian nationals: Giuliano (alias
“Ibrahim”) Delnevo, a convert who died in combat in the Aleppo area in June 2013; Anas
el Abboubi (alias “Anas Abu Shaku” or “Anas al-Italy”), a second-generation immigrant
of Moroccan descent who joined the ranks of IS in Syria in September 2013; Maria Giulia
Sergio (alias “Fatima az Zahra”), a convert who is now in the self-proclaimed “caliphate”;
Meriem Rehaily (alias “Sister Rim”), a second-generation immigrant who left in July 2015.
Delnevo and el Abboubi served as foreign fighters, while Sergio received firearms
training, but, as a woman, has not allowed to take combat roles for IS. According to the
information available, Rehaily has not explicitly expressed a willingness to engage in
combat and, according to some unconfirmed reports, she would have regretted her
decision to join the self-proclaimed “caliphate”.
These four individual case studies present interesting similarities but also important
differences and they do not permit the identification of a common profile of an Italian
foreign fighter. This fact confirms the widely held assumption that the radicalisation
process is based on individual pathways that differ from one person to another.209
In conclusion, as Italian authorities have recognised, 210 foreign fighters and other
muhajirin (“emigrants”) in Syria, though relatively few in number, potentially pose a
significant and complex security threat.
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Interviews
Interview with Honourable Stefano Dambruoso (antiterrorism judge and currently
member of Italian Parliament), June 2016;
Interview with Professor Marco Lombardi (Catholic University of the Sacred Heart and
ITSTIME – Italian Team for Security, Terroristic Issues & Managing Emergencies, Milan),
May 2016;
Interviews with Professor Antonio Mutti (University of Pavia), February and June 2016;
Interview with Dr. Viviana Premazzi (Oasis Center), May 2016;
Interview with Marta Serafini (Corriere della Sera), June 2016;
Interview with Professor Lorenzo Vidino (George Washington University), May 2016;
Exchange with Italian security officials, Rome, October 2015.

The author would like to thank the experts who kindly agreed to give an interview.
Clearly, the responsibility for the content of the paper remains that of the author alone.
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