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Executive Summary 

 
This publication aims to support humanitarian actors’ engagement with religious leaders with the goal 
of generating greater respect for humanitarian norms in armed conflict. It relies on socio-legal 
research conducted over a period of three years as part of the Generating Respect for Humanitarian 

Norms: The Influence of Religious Leaders on Parties to Armed Conflict – The Generating Respect 

Project.  
 
The project addressed the following overarching research question: How do religious leaders influence 

the behaviour of State and non-State parties to armed conflicts and can their religious interpretations 

lead to humanitarian norms-compliance?  The answer is a resounding yes – the study has established 
that religious leaders can and do influence armed actors’ compliance with international humanitarian 
law and international human rights law. In this document, we explain systematically the relevance of 
these findings for humanitarians and donors. 
 
Part I answers a set of fundamental questions and provides concrete examples based on primary data 
collected in over 250 interviews with religious leaders, humanitarian practitioners, scholars, armed 
actors, and other stakeholders, and draws on an extensive review of interdisciplinary literature.  
 
Part II tackles the question How to engage? Conflict mapping, the mapping of influential religious 
leaders in specific contexts, what approaches to engagement to pursue, what topics could be chosen, 
what competencies are needed, and how outcomes could be measured are all addressed.   
 

Key Findings  

 
1. Who and what are religious leaders? From the very start, the Generating Research Project has 

proposed a broad definition of religious leadership – this was further refined in response to the 
empirical evidence. Religious leaders are actors that: 

 

• Have a formal or informal affiliation to religion, spirituality, or belief, 

• Make a claim of special legitimacy – anchored predominantly in charisma or tradition to 
interpret religion and to persuade or command obedience from followers, communities, or 
other actors, 

• Exercise leadership individually or collectively, through formal or informal groups, networks, 
organisations, or institutions, 

• Operate as State or non-State actors, 

• Are most often institutionally external to armed actors, yet can also be part of their political 
or military structures. 

 
2. Informal and collective expressions of religious leadership are important because they correct for 

intra- and extra-religious exclusions, which usually manifest themselves in relation to women and 
minorities. The study has confirmed this assumption. We do not see female religious leaders not 
because they do not exist, but because often they are excluded from visible, formal authority 
positions or choose to express their leadership collectively.   

 

3. How do religious leaders influence armed actors? The mechanisms of social influence at their 
disposal (persuasion and legitimate control, as well as in some circumstances coercive control) 
and the sources of legitimation on which they draw (tradition and charisma) explain the ability of 
religious leaders to achieve deeper forms of socialisation compared to those generally available 
to rational-legal authorities, such as law-enforcement agencies, courts, and parliaments. 
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4. Their influence on humanitarian norms-compliance can be classified by type, nature, and outcome 

of impact. Religious leaders can influence armed actors directly, which presupposes the existence 
of direct access and channels of communication between them, or indirectly, mediated by other 
societal actors, communities, or individuals within the armed body. In the first case, we find 
religious leaders attached to State armed forces and non-State armed group’s military wings – 
they are religious personnel. We also find them leading political departments or acting as military 
commander and supreme religious authority of non-State armed groups, thus co-founding 
military and religious structures.  

 
5. The majority of religious leaders, however, are institutionally external to armed actors – the 

priest, the imam, and the rabbi, but also, a pastor’s wife who negotiates humanitarian access with 
non-State armed groups, a high Islamic council that demands the release of detainees, a Buddhist 
monastery that offers shelter and food to civilians of all faiths and none displaced by a military 
junta, or the children, women and men forming the Indigenous Guard, a collective institution of 
self-protection coloured with a spiritual shade.  
 

6. The outcome of religious leaders’ influence on armed actors’ behaviour can be positive – leading 
to, or encouraging, norms-compliance – or negative – leading to, or justifying, violations. Finally, 
the impact of this influence can be lasting and profound, resulting in the internalisation of norms 
or temporary and superficial in which instances behavioural conformity stops when promise of 
rewards and threats of violence cease, or the desire for group identification ends.  

 
7. Most importantly, for operational purposes, the research has shown that influence is a relational 

process shaped by:  
  

• Endogenous factors to both religious leaders and armed actors. These can include values, 
objectives, and ideology; ethnic, cultural, or social background; organisational structure; 
access and communication channels; position on international humanitarian norms. 

• Contextual factors, including conflict dynamics; perception of religious leaders and armed 
actors; and relation with and involvement of third parties. 

  
Understanding the interaction between these factors in practice allows for a contextualised 
assessment of religious leaders’ actual and potential influence on armed actors. It also provides 
clarity in two other respects: religion is not – and thus should not be essentialised as – the 
explanatory variable of religious leaders’ influence, nor is the outcome of this influence (positive/ 
negative) predetermined by it. 
 

8. Why to engage? Engagement appears the evident path considering the access, social and religious 
capital that religious leaders possess, and the role they can play as norm-compliance influencers. 
We present a more nuanced perspective. Engagement can be driven by pragmatic, necessity, and 
value-based arguments, or a combination thereof. It often occurs against a background of (very 
real) risks for religious leaders and various challenges for humanitarian organisations. It also 
requires a level of commitment to understand, learn, care, and perhaps feel. Engagement may 
not always fit with a humanitarian organisation’s goals, mandates, priorities, capacity, and 
resources. If it does, or it could, Part II of this document hopes to support with strategic and 

operational decisions as to how engagement could unfold.    
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Aims and intended audience  

 
This publication is an output of the three-year applied research Generating Respect for Humanitarian 

Norms: The Influence of Religious Leaders on Parties to Armed Conflict – The Generating Respect 
Project.1 The research examined how religious leaders influence the behaviour of State and non-State 
parties to armed conflicts and whether their religious interpretations can lead to humanitarian norms-
compliance.2 
 
The publication aims to support humanitarian actors’ engagement with religious leaders with the goal 
of generating greater respect for humanitarian norms in armed conflict. As a tool, it seeks to be a 
flexible – adaptable to the different mandates, priorities and capacities of humanitarian organisations 
working on norms-compliance –, practical – providing answers to fundamental questions as to why 
and how to engage with religious leaders – and contextualizable – thus responsive to a variety of 
challenges and opportunities arising in diverse conflict-contexts.   
 
The document’s intended audiences are: i) humanitarian practitioners across non-, inter-, and 
governmental bodies; ii) donors and grant agencies; and iii) researchers, working in the area of 
compliance with international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law (IHRL) in 
conflict contexts.  

 

Responding to a complex humanitarian context  

 
The rationale for the Generating Respect Project, and for the present publication, emerged at the 
intersection of three interrelated realities.  
 
Necessity to expand the foci of humanitarian engagement – In times of armed conflict, compliance 
with IHL and IHRL faces systemic challenges, stemming from the legal systems’ limited enforceability, 
different interpretations of norms, rejection of their application, insufficient ownership of norms or 
superficial socialisation. There also are institutional challenges, chiefly due to the lack of appropriate 
organisational structures and resources, that can result in States and non-State armed groups’ failure 
to acknowledge, understand, and implement their obligations.3 To retain its protective force, norms-
compliance work has had to expand its foci in terms of engagement – drawing on local values, secular 
and religious norms, and customary practices in addition to (international) law. In respect to the 
targets of engagement, a broadening of the pool of addresses can be observed, beyond direct parties 
to conflict to a variety of other actors with potential influence on armed actors. To inform this work, 
a much firmer anchoring in social science methodologies and a move to conceptualisations from 
behavioural science has occurred.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

An exclusive focus on the law is not as effective at influencing behaviour as a combination of the law 
and the values underpinning it. Linking the law to local norms and values gives it greater traction.  
The role of law is vital in setting standards, but encouraging individuals to internalize the values it 
represents through socialization is a more durable way of promoting restraint.4  
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Importance of building a reflexive community of practice – During the past two decades, 
humanitarian organisations on the ground have increasingly sought to engage influential societal 
actors in norms-dissemination, convergence, and socialisation efforts. Key among the actors targeted 
through such activities has been religious leaders. This body of practice deserves thorough analytical 
attention and knowledge-exchange to enable the humanitarian sector to function as a more reflexive 
community of practice.  
 
 

  
Knowledge exchange initiatives to watch 

 
● Religion and Humanitarian Principles – https://blogs.icrc.org/religion-humanitarianprinciples/ 

International Committee of the Red Cross, Global Affairs Team 
 

● The “Faith for Rights” Framework – https://www.ohchr.org/en/faith-for-rights  
Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 

 

● Learning From Practice: Engaging Faith-Based and Traditional Actors in Preventing Violence  

Against Women and Girls – https://untf.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications   
UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women  
 

● Joint Learning Initiative on Faith & Local Communities – https://jliflc.com  
 

 
 

The research conducted within the framework of the Generating Respect Project, its academic, digital, 
and policy-oriented outputs,5 including the present publication, as well as follow-up structures such 
as the Generating Respect Hub and Network, acknowledge, reflect on, and seek to facilitate learning 
about engagements between humanitarians and religious leaders from the perspective of, and with 
practical utility to, both groups.   
  
Relevance and limitations of existing inter-disciplinary scholarship and operational guidance – 
Scholarship in development, conflict resolution, peacebuilding and transitional justice has long 
debated the manifold roles religious leaders and faith-based organisations can play in these fields.6 
Ensuring access and building trust among local communities to facilitate development assistance and 
humanitarian aid,7 shaping socio-economic agendas and interventions from the bottom up,8 gaining 
legitimacy and forging ownership for peace or transitional justice processes9 are some of the 
rationales animating practitioners from these fields to pursue engagement with religious leaders. 
Similar reasoning should guide humanitarian organisations working on norms-compliance.10  
 
Legal scholarship that identifies areas of convergence and divergence between IHL and IHRL and 
religion11 is crucial for building a substantive knowledge base for humanitarians engaged in norms-
compliance work with religious leaders – it is equally relevant for assessing what realistically might be 
achieved through convergence interventions. 
 
Operational guidance addressed to development, humanitarian assistance and human rights 
practitioners sets out how and under what conditions these actors should seek engagement with faith-
based organisations.12 Important insights can be gained from these sources relating to forms of 
engagement that are context- and actor-sensitive and go beyond norms-dissemination through such 
interventions as one-off trainings or workshops. However, because the guidance generally envisages 
engagement in the form of partnerships that are predicated on “shared values, objectives and 
commitments”,13 their utility for humanitarians focusing on norms-compliance is more limited. It is 
here where the present document looks to fill a gap. 
 

https://blogs.icrc.org/religion-humanitarianprinciples/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/faith-for-rights
https://untf.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications
https://jliflc.com/
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Methodology and structure 

 
This publication draws on socio-legal research conducted within the framework of the Generating 
Respect Project. A comparative case study approach was adopted, with Colombia, Libya, Mali, 

Myanmar, northern Yemen, and north-western Syria chosen as research contexts. The selection 
relied on conceptual considerations (contexts where IHL and IHRL are applicable, where violations of 
these legal regimes persist, and where religious leaders are societally influential), pragmatic 
considerations (access and potential for local partnerships) and an effort to ensure a certain level of 
representativeness (a broad range of regional contexts, types of armed actors, and religious beliefs).  
 
 
 

 
Concepts in focus – Compliance: bridging disciplines  
 

International lawyers generally define compliance as “a behaviour or a situation which is in conformity 
with [existing] international obligations”.14 
 
● Empirical reality reveals that compliance does not present as binary – 

Parties to an armed 
conflict neither respect, nor violate the entirety of IHL and IHRL norms at all times.15  

● Behavioural variation is socially constructed – It results from social processes (e.g., persuasion, 
legitimate control, coercion), and is shaped by ideational factors (e.g., ideas, values, tradition, 
emotion) and material factors (e.g., availability of resources, conflict dynamics). 

 
Social psychologists have sought to explain the nature of, motivation behind, and durability of 
behavioural conformity with norms, including legal obligations. On a continuum of behavioural 

conformity – from the temporary and superficial at one end, to the most durable and profound at the 
other end – we find: 
 
● Compliance, which occurs due to expectations of approval or rewards or to avoid disapproval or 

punishment.16 
● Identification, where behavioural conformity is explained by the desire to identify with a group.  
● Internalisation, referring to conformity in behaviour, which occurs because it accords with one’s 

own values.17 
 
The three forms of behavioural conformity correspond to three “depths” of socialisation of 
combatants and fighters: 
● A superficial form of socialisation is achieved by compliance (in the sense defined by social 

psychology), whereby “individuals do not internalise group norms but merely act in accordance 
with them for reasons that are strictly instrumental”;18  

● A deeper form of socialisation results from identification, reflecting certain psychological and 
attitudinal changes which are however reversible as soon as an individual leaves the group with 
which they identify;19 

● The deepest form of socialisation is achieved through internalisation of norms, that is when 
individuals act in accordance with them because “this is the appropriate thing to do”.20 

 
Political science studies have noted that combatant and fighter socialisation can occur vertically – 
generally driven by leadership through formal institutions such as training and norm-enforcement 
mechanisms –21 or horizontally – through interactions between rank-and-file members, communities, 
and other influential actors.22 Finally, socialisation can result in positive outcomes in terms of respect 
for humanitarian norms (restraint) or negative ones (violation). 
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A thematic literature review was used to develop the conceptual framework of the project – 

Theoretical scholarship on compliance across law, sociology, social psychology, political science and 
international relations was consulted, alongside a range of interdisciplinary academic and grey 
literature on religious actors, their roles in armed conflicts, types of relations with armed actors, 
communities, and society more broadly, actual and potential engagement with humanitarians, and 
practitioners from the fields of development, conflict resolution, peace-building, transitional justice, 
human rights, and humanitarianism, and the outcomes of such engagement. The development of the 
conceptual framework was an iterative process, shaped by subsequent research stages and empirical 
findings. 
 

Detailed mappings of active armed conflicts, armed actors, and religious leaders in the six case study 

contexts – The maps include information on the historic context of conflicts in the analysed countries, 
the armed actors’ social and ideological background, internal organisation,23 exercise of governance 
functions, leadership, location and affected communities, patterns of IHL and IHRL violations, and the 
involvement in the conflict of religious leaders, as well as of international actors. The mapping 
parameters for religious leaders included type (individual, group, institution), role and position, 
affiliation to religion/faith/spirituality, relation with armed actors, messages and activities relating to 
the conflict/parties. The mapping exercise provided detailed analysis of the realities on the ground, 
informed the selection of interview participants, and the tailored design of interview guides.  
 

Thematic analysis of over 250 semi-structured interviews with and digital stories of stakeholders 

with expertise on and/or lived experience of the armed conflicts in the case study countries – 
Purposive and snowball sampling were used to select research participants. Interviews were 
conducted online and in-country with religious leaders, humanitarian practitioners, scholars across 
various relevant disciplines, journalists, diplomats, State officials, current and former members of 
armed actors, leaders of civil society organisations and communities between the autumn of 2020 and 
spring of 2022. The research team employed digital storytelling as a method of data-gathering and 
impact generation. All data collection activities with human participants were subject to rigorous 
ethics regulations, review, and approval by the University of York ethics committee. In reporting the 
contributions of research participants, we honoured the requests of both those who requested full 
anonymity, as well as those individuals who preferred to be identified in research outputs.  
 

Finally, an academic-practitioner conference,24 reflective and expert workshops,25 informal 

conversations with key stakeholders from the humanitarian sector and religious circles, and 

reflexive diarising were employed to identify operational needs and lessons learnt from the field.  
 
Gender considerations were mainstreamed throughout the research process, including in the 
mapping exercise, the sampling of research participants, the design of interview guides, data analysis 
and reporting.26 
 
The research’s limitations are threefold. First, access restrictions – due to Covid-19-related border 
closures and internal travel restrictions, changing conflict dynamics and security risks – meant that 
fieldwork could not be carried out in-country in two phases as had been envisaged. Second, some 
categories of research participants are under-represented. These aspects limited the study’s capacity 
to conduct a longitudinal analysis or draw from the data analytical inferences in relation to State 
armed actors – instead we relied on existing published research by other authors. Third, the research 
that was conducted was qualitative in nature – the possibility to draw generalisations from this type 
of research is limited. Be that as it may, the explanatory force of the employed comparative case study 
approach27 allows for inferences to be drawn from the data, which have validity in a number of 
contexts and in respect to actors with similar characteristics.  
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The practical aim of this publication translates in its adapted format centred around questions and 
answers; relevant conceptualisations and empirical evidence from fieldwork and scholarship are 
presented in vignettes. Pursuant to this Introduction, Part I entails considerations for the effective 
engagement with religious leaders – it focuses on how humanitarians may wish to define religious 
leaders, how they are or can be influential in armed conflict, and why humanitarian actors involved in 
norms-compliance work should consider engaging with them. Part II presents guidance for those 
considering norms-compliance work with religious leaders and those already involved in such work on 
how to design and implement engagement activities.  
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Part I:  

Considerations for the humanitarian engagement with religious leaders 
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1. Who and What Are Religious Leaders? 

 
 
This section defines religious leadership; illustrates the various forms that religious leadership can take 
in practice; and highlights exclusionary patterns and processes that humanitarian actors should 
consider when mapping religious leadership for purposes of humanitarian engagement. 

 

 
 

Concepts in focus – Definition of religious leadership  
 

Religious leaders are actors that 
 

i) Have a formal or informal affiliation to religion, spirituality, or belief, 

ii) Make a claim of special legitimacy – anchored predominantly in charisma or tradition – to 
interpret religion and to persuade or command obedience from followers, communities, and 
other actors, 

iii) Exercise leadership individually or collectively, through formal or informal groups, networks, 
organisations, or institutions, 

iv) Can operate as State or non-State actors,  

v) Are most often institutionally external to armed actors, yet can also be part of their political or 

military structures.  

 
 

 

1.1 Forms of religious leadership 

 
● Individuals who are formally affiliated with religious structures or belief systems include “priests, 

imams, rabbis, clerics, monks, nuns, lamas, traditional indigenous spiritual guides such as shamans 
and sukias, and lay religious leaders.”28 

 
● Individuals informally affiliated with religious structures or who do not fulfil a formal institutional 

role – e.g., the carer of a pastor involved in humanitarian activities or a scholar of religion working 
in a university may enjoy special legitimacy and influence a variety of actors in the absence of a 
formalised relation with religious structures.   

 
 

Insight from the field – Informal religious leadership 
 

Myanmar – A woman interviewed in the context of this research did not possess formal religious 
authority, only indirectly through her kinship with a pastor. Yet, her discourse, actions, charisma, and 
how she was perceived by the community and non-state armed groups placed her firmly in the 
category of religious leaders with influence on their behaviour.29 
 

 
 
● Institutionalised religious leadership can be exercised by churches, mosques, synagogues, as well 

as ministries of endowments and religious affairs, State or non-State religious institutions, 
including public or private schools, faith-based associations and organisations, including charities 
or, indeed, humanitarian organisations.30  
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Insights from the field & scholarship – Institutionalised religious leadership  
 

Libya – The awqaf (endowment authority or ministry) controls income and properties, regulates the 
zakat (annual charitable donation), issues fatwas and appoints imams, preachers and Quran teachers 
– as such, it plays a significant religious function, as well as important political and economic roles in 
Libya. Controlling the awqaf “confers hayba [prestige] and income” and unique access to “shap[ing] 
popular opinion”.31 The awqaf has been disputed by rival armed actors in the East and West of Libya, 
and by different religious currents, including the Muslim Brotherhood and Madkhali Salafism.32 

 
 

 
● Formal and informal groups or networks can also exercise religious leadership – In some contexts, 

informal and collective religious expression leading to social action are more culturally accepted 
or the only forms of leadership available to women or minority groups. 
 

 

 
Insights from scholarship – Collective religious leadership  
 

Solomon Islands – During the Tensions (1998-2003), faith-based women’s groups distributed food to 
fighters of opposing parties as a mediation tool and to alleviate the suffering of affected 
communities.33 This form of collective leadership is characterised by “low key” methods and a “self-
effacing ethos”.34 It is less visible than poignant public statements made by bishops and other (usually 
male) high-ranking religious authorities. Yet, it may be no less important in terms of its potential to 
influence behaviour in armed conflict and post-conflict contexts. 

 
 

 

● The majority of religious leaders are external to armed actors, in that they have no institutional 
affiliation to them. In section 2.3, the research also explores cases of religious leaders that are part 
of the political or military structures of armed actors.  
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1.2 Exclusionary patterns and processes 

 

To accurately map religious leaders’ influence, humanitarian actors must:  
 
● Be attentive to intra-religious exclusionary patterns and hetero-patriarchal norms – These often 

manifest themselves in relation to women. In many faith systems, women are not allowed to be 
part of hierarchical religious structures or are excluded from fulfilling certain authority roles. This 
does not mean that they do not exercise religious leadership, but that the forms this leadership 
takes is often less publicly visible or does not conform with preconceived ideas. 

 
 

 
Insights from the field – Muslim female preachers  

 
 

Mali – Madame Cissé Zeinab Keita recalls that she was one 
of only three women religious leaders invited, “at the very 
last minute”, to a legal training on conflict-related violence 
against women organised by an international organisation. 
105 imams were also invited to participate. When she 
challenged the under-representation of women religious 
leaders at an event focused on the experiences of, and legal 
protection for, Malian women, the organisers explained 
that the training was intended for “imams”. She observed:  

 
“There are no female imams in Islam, but there are female preachers, or even priestesses… 
We always have this problem – they try to set women aside.”35 

 

 

 

● Understand restrictions placed on religious expression and their consequences – In many 
contexts, for legitimate or illegitimate reasons, religious leaders are pushed into informality or 
declared illegal by State, de facto authorities, non-State armed groups or majority religious 
leaders. Yet, these actors may continue to exercise important influence over individuals and 
armed actors.  

 
 

 
Insights from scholarship – Illegal, yet influential  
 

Myanmar – The radical ultra-nationalist Buddhist organisation Ma Ba Tha, and its various other 
incarnations, continues to claim a strong affiliation to Theravada Buddhism – indeed, the group claims 
to be defending it – despite having been disbanded by the State Sangha Maha Nayaka Committee. Ma 
Ba Tha and monks associated with it continue to exercise religious leadership and significant influence 
on communities and some parties to armed conflicts in the country.36 Authors argue that the incitement 
to hatred and violence, which the organisation had propagated, paved the way for the serious rights 
violations of the Rohingya in Rakhine State.37 Put differently, Ma Ba Tha’s influence had a significantly 
negative bearing on IHRL and IHL protection, irrespective of the fact that the organisation had, at times, 
been pushed into illegality.38 
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● Act reflexively to address their own exclusionary biases – Humanitarian organisations projecting 
onto local contexts westernised, secularist, gendered or otherwise exclusionary notions of 
religious authority may render invisible forms of religious leadership, and thus obscure their 
potential for shaping norms-compliance.39  
 

 

 

 
[T]heoretical and empirical analysis of the secular-religious dynamics at play in the humanitarian 
sphere highlights the need not only to build awareness of humanitarian principles and norms with faith 
actors, but equally to work with secular actors on the biases that hold them back from engagement 
with religious actors… Self-reflection within the humanitarian system about biases and barriers that 
are embedded within the system are a significant, but oft under-appreciated part of humanitarian 
engagement and norms compliance efforts.40  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  



18 
 

2. How Do Religious Leaders Influence Armed Actors? 

 
This section describes mechanisms through which religious leaders exercise social influence; identifies 
the impact of their influence on armed actors by type, nature, and outcome; and illustrates the factors 
that shape such influence.  
 

2.1 Mechanisms of social influence 

 
 
 

Concepts in focus – Types of power  
 

Influence and domination are dimensions of power that interact in various forms in real-life situations. 
The figure41 below depicts how their interaction produces four ideal-types of power.    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Persuasive power & persuasion – This mechanism can depict a religious leader influencing followers, 
communities, other societal actors, and indeed armed actors, to act in line with a religious 
interpretation they put forward in the form of rules, norms, doctrine, or practice by persuading them 
that their interpretation is the “correct, right, moral, appropriate” one.42  
 
● This type of influence occurs in the absence of sanctions or rewards to induce compliance.  
● Those who are persuaded are “likely to act on it as a matter of their own volition, as free, 

intrinsically motivated and willing agents.”43  
● Persuasion – including that exercised by a religious leader over an armed actor – can lead to 

behavioural and cognitive change, thus to internalisation of norms, the most durable form of 
behavioural conformity and deepest form of socialisation.  
 

 
 

Persuasion ‘is not simply a process of manipulating exogenous incentives to elicit desired behaviour 
from the other side,’ but rather ‘requires argument and deliberation in an effort to change the minds 
of others.’ Persuaded actors ‘internalize’ new norms and rules of appropriate behavior and redefine 
their interests and identities accordingly. The touchstone of this approach is that actors are consciously 
convinced of the truth, validity, or appropriateness of a norm, belief, or practice. That is, persuasion 
occurs when actors actively assess the content of a particular message – a norm, practice, or belief –
and ‘change their minds.’ 44  
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Authoritative power & legitimate control – Authorities or power-holders generally seek to convince 
power-subjects – followers, communities, citizens, or armed actors – that their commands are 
legitimate or ‘rightful’ and that the control they exercise is therefore legitimate. In doing so they rely 
on various sources of legitimation.45 What distinguishes religious leaders from many other power-
holders is the ‘special’ sources of legitimation that they predominantly draw on in demanding 
obedience from power subjects – charisma and tradition, in contrast to rational-legal sources. 46 
 
● Sanctions and rewards are generally available to a legitimate authority, yet compliance is driven 

by the power-subjects’ sense of duty that arises because they recognise the authority’s 
legitimacy.47  

● Similar to those subject to influence exercised by persuaders,48 power-subjects are not passive in 
the face of control exercised by authorities; they are agents with volition, and they themselves 
may seek to influence the influencers.49  

● The exercise of legitimate authority by a religious leader can lead to behavioural change. Because 
of the sources of legitimacy on which they draw (tradition or charisma), this change may arise out 
of processes of identification with reference groups or internalisation of norms, and thus be of a 
more lasting nature.  
 

 

Insights from scholarship – Norms - internalisation, group - identification, and the MILF ulama  
 

In 2006, the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) issued rules of engagement in hostilities for its armed 
wing, the Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces (BIAF). The rules, which are considered to be broadly 
compliant with IHL, use Islamic law as the main frame of reference. Having conducted interviews with 
key stakeholders involved in the development and subsequent implementation of the rules, Magon 
and Earnshaw conclude that the MILF ulama (religious scholars) played a central role in this process. 
They note:  
 

“MILF members expressed a range of motivations for the religious framing of IHL. 
Religious references were viewed as more familiar for BIAF fighters when compared 
to secular law. The use of Islamic precepts also gave a greater sense of ownership, 
with MILF members expressing pride that many humanitarian principles in IHL were 
already contained in Islamic law centuries before the Geneva Conventions were 
drafted. Many MILF members interviewed felt that this would lead to greater 
compliance, particularly as fighters would be aware that breaking the rules could 
lead to consequences in the afterlife.”50 

 

It is clear that religious leaders have exercised significant social influence on the MILF and were 
instrumental in fostering processes of norm internalisation and reference group identification among 
its fighters. In the words of a BIAF commander:  

 

“I heard [about the rules] from our BIAF murshideen or Islamic Call and Guidance 
during their lectures and orientations to us. They always cited the Qur’anic injunction 
and Hadeeth as basis. We are ordered to follow the rules of war because it will makes 
[sic] us good Muslims to earn the pleasure of our Almighty Creator, while in this 
world on the other hand, following the laws of war will make MILF more civilized. 
Adherence to laws of war will build the legitimacy of the MILF as a genuine 
revolutionary organization because it has a clear religious and political objectives 
[sic] of not harming civilians compared to radical groups who use violence as their 
tool to advance their interests (Tado 2022).”51 
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Coercive power & coercion – Coercion is not as such a mechanism of social influence, as it results 
from domination, “from an attempt to control others against their will” by deploying “human and 
material resources …to constrain, block, compel and manipulate the target’s behaviour without any 
effort at persuasion or appeals to legitimate authority”.52  
 
● In certain circumstances, such as when the religious authority and the armed actors’ leadership 

overlap, religious leaders have the capacity to exercise coercion.  
 
 

 
Insights from the field & scholarship – Coercive control 

 

Yemen – The leader of Ansar Allah (translated as Partisans of God and referred to as the Houthi 
movement) claims both political and supreme religious authority “as the guardian of the Quran” and 
demands absolute obedience.53 The group has sought to dominate religious leaders in the area it 
controls through systematic marginalisation, coercive co-optation, and tight control exercised by 
mushrifin (supervisors). Zaydi Shia religious leaders have been deprived of space to express 
independent thought,54 “to the point that even Friday sermons are imposed on imams from above and 
those imams who do not appear to be sufficiently compliant are replaced.”55  

 

 

 

2.2 The impact of religious leaders' influence on armed actors 

 

 

 

         Concepts in focus – The impact of religious leaders' influence on armed actors 

 

 

 

 

     

 

         By Type 

 

Direct 
Presupposes the 
existence of 
channels of 
communication 
between religious 
leaders and armed 
actors. 

 

Indirect 
Influence mediated 
by other societal 
actors, 
communities, 
individual members 
of armed actors.  

 

 

   By Nature 

 

 

 
Lasting & profound  
Linked to processes of norm-
internalisation. 

 

 

Temporary & superficial 
Behavioural conformity stops when 
rewards and/or violence cease, or 
the desire to identify with a specific 
group vanishes. 
 

 

   By Outcome 

 
Positive 
Leading to or encouraging  
norms-compliance.  

 
Negative 
Leading to or justifying  
non-compliance.  
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The Concepts in focus vignette depicts the influence of religious leaders on armed actors’ 
humanitarian norms-compliance in terms of the type, nature, and outcome of impact. 

It is noteworthy that in some circumstances, and despite their demonstrated societal influence, 
religious leaders a) will not seek to influence armed actors’ behaviour, or b) their influence will have 
no real impact. The first situation may depict strategic avoidance or silence of religious actors, types 
of interactions with IHL and/or IHRL that are discussed further in section 2.3. The second observation 
confirms that influence is an eminently relational process – it arises from the interaction between 
persuaders and persuadees or between power-holders and power-subjects. Actors who are 
unconvinced by the informational content put forward by a religious leader – even if that content is a 
religious interpretation that taps into shared values and belief systems – will not be persuaded into 
compliance. Similarly, actors who will not validate the special legitimacy claimed by a religious leader 
– irrespective of its traditional or charismatic sources – will not obey their commands.  

Thus, while the influence of religious leaders has been documented in many contexts worldwide and 
stands as a principal rationale for pursuing humanitarian engagement with them, it is important to 
not simply assume their impact on the behaviour of parties to armed conflicts everywhere and at all 
times.  
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2.3 Factors shaping influence 

 
To enable a contextualised assessment of religious leaders’ actual and potential influence on armed 
actors, the Generating Respect Project has identified endogenous factors and contextual variables.  
 
 

 

Concepts in focus – Factors shaping influence56   
 

Influence, understood as a relational process that may result in behavioural change, is shaped by: 
 

● Endogenous factors to both religious leaders and armed actors – These can include values, 
objectives, and ideology; ethnic, cultural, or social background; organisational structure; access and 
communication channels; position on IHL & IHRL norms. 

 

● Contextual factors including conflict dynamics; perception of religious leaders and armed actors; 
relations with and involvement of third parties.  

 
 
We have identified pertinent theoretical propositions by drawing on interdisciplinary scholarship and 
have confirmed, refuted, and refined these theories based on extensive desk-based analysis of armed 
and religious actors in the project’s case study countries, thematic analysis of empirical data obtained 
from online and in-country fieldwork, and comparative examples from literature. The presented 
factors have emerged as those most likely to explain different configurations of the relationship 
between religious leaders and armed actors in a variety of contexts. They are not exhaustive – other 
variables, or sub-variables, may shape this relationship in particular contexts. 
 
In the remainder of this sub-section, each of the variables mentioned in the above Concepts in focus 
vignette will be explored. 
 
Shared values, objectives, and ideology between a religious leader and an armed actor may 
potentiate the former’s ability to influence the latter. This variable is best understood on a continuum: 
at one end, we find affinity for the values or objectives espoused by the armed group, and at the other 
end, we find full ideological alignment that includes supportive or justifying behaviour on the part of 
the religious leader. 

 
The research has documented (at least) affinity between religious leaders and each of three types of 
non-State armed groups described by Tanisha Fazal as “center-seeking”, “secessionist” or 
religionist”.57 
 
● Affinity in respect to political objectives may refer to shared concerns regarding socio-political 

issues (e.g., poverty, social justice), governmental policies, a preference for a different political 
system (e.g., Marxist, nationalist), or sympathy for a group’s struggle for autonomy or 
independence.  

● Religious affinity may manifest itself at an individual level, such as within the leadership of armed 
actors (political or military wings) or among fighters at lower ranks (see also infra Organisational 
structure). One high-level member of an armed group, whilst asserting that religious 
considerations did not directly shape the organisation’s policies, acknowledged that faith plays an 
important role in the private life of many of the leaders and that religious values influenced their 
political considerations.58   
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● Religious ideological alignment (considered here as a sub-variable of shared ideology) portrays a 
situation in which the religious interpretations of a religious leader and the ideology of an armed 
actor overlap and are likely to play a role in justifying the latter’s existence and conduct in war. 
Our research focused on religionist armed groups in northern Yemen and north-western Syria 
found that access to the armed actors for purposes of humanitarian engagement may be relatively 
easier than to the religious leaders themselves. Yet, engagement with religious figures emerged 
as a necessity because of their central role in decision-making, norm-setting, and control. 

 
 

 

Insights from the field & scholarship – Shared values  
 

Colombia – The National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberación Nacional, ELN) and Catholic religious 
leaders, in particular those who embrace liberation theology, share some fundamental values in relation 
to issues such as poverty and social justice. This created a certain affinity and respectful relationships 
between them, which enabled religious leaders to have some influence over the group in respect to 
human rights and humanitarian law compliance.59 
 

Created in 1964, the ELN has been strongly influenced by Guevarista ideology and liberation theology.60 
Liberation theology is a school of thought within the Catholic Church for political and social action  that 
seeks to liberate the poor from oppression.61 Social justice and political equality are central values that 
animate the ELN’s armed struggle.62 Priests and theologians, most notably Camilo Torres Restrepo, have 
had an important role in the founding of the group and in shaping its ideology.63 This aspect, arguably, 
may explain the ELN’s initial prohibition of coca production in the territories it controlled and the relative 
restraint it displayed in relation to attacks on civilians, use of anti-personal mines, and child recruitment 
– not however in respect to kidnappings.64  
 

Juan Carlos Cuellar, an ELN member and ‘peace advocate’ (gestor de paz) recounted in an interview with 
Generating Respect Project researchers that between May 2021 and February 2022, the ELN freed 
detainees on ten different occasions. In each instance, the Catholic Church had been either the main 
actor requesting the liberation of the detainees or lent its support to such demands made by civil society 
organisations.65  

 
 

 

Important to note: 

 

No doubt that shared values, objectives, and ideology is a significant variable for explaining the 
potential for influence of a religious leader over an armed actor – yet, it is not a necessary condition 
for religious leaders to be influential. There are numerous examples where religious leaders of 
different religious orientations have affected armed actors’ conduct in armed conflict. This can be 
explained, in part, by their ability to persuade, and thus, to exercise persuasive power, due to the 
favourable societal perception they enjoy, irrespective of shared ideology.  
 
We were unable to find sufficient evidence that “profit-driven” armed groups66 are more or less 
susceptible to influence by religious leaders. Research suggests that “opportunistic groups” in 
resource-rich areas, who are motivated by profit-making, as opposed to political or religious 
ideologies, do not rely on community support.67 By extension, thus, we sought to verify that such 
groups would not rely on support or legitimation by societal actors, such as religious leaders. In 
Colombia, the relationship between paramilitary groups, which are predominantly profit-driven and 
the (Catholic) church is equivocal. Some paramilitary groups have had ties to and received legitimation 
and material support from Catholic priests.68 At the same time, Catholic priests have been murdered 
by paramilitary groups in several parts of the country.69  
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As noted in the Methodology section, the project’s ability to interview a wide range of participants 
from State armed forces was limited. We cannot confirm through empirical findings the relevance, or 
rather degree of relevance of this particular variable – shared values, objectives and ideology – in 
shaping religious leaders’ potential to influence State armed forces. Nonetheless, we would not 
exclude the possibility that this variable plays a role, and we are confident that members of State 
armed forces are, or can be, subject to religious influence given the institutional relationships that 
exist between religious leaders and many militaries. (See, the discussion in section 2.3 relating to 
Organisational structure).  
 
Finally, as religious identity is a variable that shapes religious leaders’ influence on armed actors, 
potentialities may exist for inter-faith dialogue to generate greater respect for humanitarian norms. 
The well-developed literature on peacebuilding and inter-faith – and indeed intra-faith – dialogue70 
and studies in humanitarianism and the role of faith-based humanitarian organisations71 may present 
a good starting point for more systematic engagements with the topic from an IHL compliance 
perspective.    
 
Shared ethnic, cultural, and social background – Religious leaders that share an ethnic or cultural 
identity and social background with armed actors have demonstrated the ability to exercise social 
influence. This is explained by the ties established through family, clan, tribe, or ethnic group kinship, 
social capital,72 or social proximity. 
 
Important to note: 

 
The shared ethnic, cultural, or social background between a religious leader and an armed actor is a 
variable that may potentiate the former’s influence on the latter – its absence, however, will not 
preclude influence.   
 
Shared (religious) ideology and ethnic/social background may counteract or temper each other as 
portrayed in the excerpt below. This is an important reminder to not essentialize any of the variables 
identified as explaining influence, but rather consider their interaction in context.  
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Insights from the field & scholarship – Shared ethnic, cultural, and social background 
 

Myanmar – Religious leaders in the country often exert influence on armed groups by virtue of their 
shared ethnic identity. This has been noted to be the case with respect to Kachin Christians, for example:  
 

“I think one of the factors is around the whole sense of identity politics that exists in 
Myanmar, where religion and ethnicity are very closely intertwined. […] The sense 
that to be Kachin is to be Christian, just as we find to be Burman is to be Buddhist. 
And so, I think  that's a particular factor in bringing groups that … in other contexts 
would not be so closely aligned. The armed resistance, the religious groups and civil 
society in those contexts, they are much more closely aligned because of that.”73 

 

Christian churches in Kachin State have played a key role in promoting and teaching the Kachin 
language. This can be interpreted as a form of resistance in the face of what have been called 
“Burmanisation” policies74 of post-independence governments. These policies are considered by one 
scholar to have led to “calcifying divergence between the majority and minority groups religiously and 
ethnically.”75 Relatedly, Kachin religious institutions – particularly the Kachin Baptist Council – are 
considered to have a deeply nationalist ideology that is more or less aligned with that of the Kachin 
Independence Organisation (KIO).76 At different points in time, in sermons, the church has encouraged 
the population to stand by the KIO. But it is notable that this support has often been given 
simultaneously with a clear message to that organisation that it needs to take care of civilian 
interests.77 
 

Of particular relevance is the role of religious leaders in promoting behavioural change in respect to 
recruitment and use of children by the Kachin Independence Army (KIA). In 2007, the KIA was listed by 
the UN Secretary General as a party that recruits and uses children, whilst since 2017 the report placed 
the KIA on the list of parties that are acknowledged to have “put in place measures aimed at improving 
the protection of children”.78 Our research indicates that in the last decade there has been an increased 
awareness of international standards on this issue amongst key stakeholders, and that religious and 
other civil society actors have been instrumental in this change. 
 

“The KIO/KIA have more and more exposure to IHL and what's demanded of them, 
particularly given the re-escalation of war post 2011 and the fact that they've come 
into more and more communications with international actors via civil society actors, 
including religious leaders. [...] Religious leaders are definitely involved in that 
conversation on child soldiers…. it is happening at an informal level.”79 

 

It is interesting to note that members of the ‘KIO technical advisory team’ interviewed as part of our 
research were adamant that the Baptist and Catholic churches have no influence on the organisation 
and that political decisions are taken solely by its leadership.80 This may be interpreted as an effort to 
emphasise that the group and the churches are independent from each other. 
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Three main factors interact to shape the relational process of influence [between clerics espousing Madkhali 
Salafism, many of which are based in Saudi Arabia, and armed groups in Libya with a Madkhali ideology]. 
These are religious ideology, social background – understood here as localism and communalism – and 
economic interests. 
 

As to the first factor, there is no denial … that fatwas by prominent Madkhali leaders carry significant 
legitimacy for armed groups with religious affinities. Perhaps the clearest example is that Madkhali armed 
groups have so far never fought against each other despite belonging to rival coalitions in the national 
political conflict [For example, the Special Deterrence Force is affiliated with the Government of National 
Accord (GNA)/the Government of National Unity (GNU), whereas the Saiqa Special Forces and Subul Al Salam, 
are associated with Haftar's Libyan National Army (LNA)/ the Libyan Arab Armed Forces (LAAF)]. 
 

As to the second factor, communal, local, tribal, regional ties do play a role in shaping the influence of 
Madkhali religious actors. It has been argued that Madkhali ideology “transcends”, “trumps” and are “above” 
tribal considerations (International Crisis Group 2019: 11, 20). This observation may hold true in some 
circumstances, but certainly not in all cases. For instance, the visit of Usama Utaybi, a Saudi Madkhali who 
supported Haftar and attacked the Muslim Brotherhood in sermons was not well received by the local 
population in Tobruk and was opposed by a local Madkhali cleric in the East (Wehrey 2019). Noteworthy is 
also that on occasion localism and communalism have resulted in tempering violations of IHRL perpetrated 
in the name of Madkhali ideology.  
 

The third aspect that interacts with the others to shape religious influence is the economic factor. Wehrey 
noted that even though Madkhali followers, including armed groups, abide by the direction and religious 
teachings of Saudi Madkhali clerics, they act independently when it comes to the local context based on their 
agenda inside Libya (Wehrey 2019:124), and this agenda appears sensitive to economic interests. For 
example, Madkhali armed groups in Tripoli supported the GNA as wali al-amr [the ruler to which obedience 
is due] to benefit from salaries and to manage the significant pilgrimage funds (Ibid).81  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Organisational structure – The Generating Respect Project has documented religious leaders’ 
influence on community-embedded and de-centralised armed groups in Colombia, Mali, and Libya, as 

well as centralised groups in Myanmar and Mali. Other studies have demonstrated that religious 
actors have influence on (or rather in) integrated State armed forces.82 Taken together, these findings 
problematize, or rather provide nuance, to the findings of the Roots of Restraint study’s central 
observation regarding the levers of influence which organisational structure can provide.83 We posit 
that: 

 

● Religious leaders, as a source of norm-influencing behaviour, can be institutionally external as 

well as internal to armed actors. In other words, they may be part of the community, but may 
also be an institutional part of the armed actor itself. The Concepts in focus vignette explains the 
configurations of the institutional relationship between religious leadership and armed actors that 
have been documented as part of our empirical and desk-based research. Note also that several 
of these configurations may exist in the case of one and the same armed actor. 
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Concepts in focus – Configurations of institutional relationships between armed actors and religious 

leadership  
 

i) Religious leadership is external to non-State armed groups or State armed forces. This type of 
relationship, which evidences no formal institutional affiliation between religious leaders and arms 
carriers, is the most often encountered situation in practice. 
 

● Examples include individual religious leaders, formal and informal religious groups, religious 
civil society organisations, faith-based humanitarian organisations, all of which maintain their 
independence from armed actors – importantly, these actors may be local, regional or 
international. It can also include religious institutions that entertain some formal relationship 
with the State yet are not attached (or at least not as a whole) to its armed forces.84

 

  

ii) Religious leadership is part of, or leads, political departments of non-State armed group.  
 

● Examples include the Islamic State group (ISg) Research and Fatwa Department and its English 
language propaganda magazine Dabiq, which have published manuals and articles addressed 
to fighters and potential recruits seeking to justify and encourage enslavement, sexual slavery 
and rape of girls and women. 85 In Myanmar, we have encountered several examples of 
religious leaders of Christian and Buddhist faith who occupied political functions in non-State 
armed groups. 

 

iii) Religious leadership meets the definition of religious personnel under IHL, that is they are 
“attached” to the State armed forces or armed wing of a non-State armed group.86  
 

● Many State armed forces have military and civilian religious personnel of various faiths,87 and 
so do some non-State armed groups.88

 The Netherlands also has humanist counsellors that 
formally belong to the category of religious personnel.89

 

 
iv) Religious leaders who are commanders of the armed wing of non-State armed groups. 

 

● This was the case of Mullah Muhammad Omar, the founder of the Taliban.   
 

 

 
● The different institutional relationships that exist in practice between religious leaders and armed 

actors have implications for the mechanisms of social influence and outcomes which are available 
to the former. External religious leaders will likely engage in processes of persuasion that 

correspond more to horizontal socialisation, whereas religious personnel and those part of 

political departments may exercise legitimate authority that resembles vertical socialisation 

through indoctrination and training. In both situations, due to the sources of legitimation on 
which they primarily draw, charisma and tradition, group identification and internalisation of 
norms are likely to occur, which are the more lasting and profound forms of behavioural 
conformity. It should also be emphasised that in some cases, for example, where religious 
leadership overlaps with armed group leadership, religious leaders may engage in coercive 
authority (vertical socialisation through punishment, leading to superficial compliance). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



28 
 

Important to note: 

 
External religious leaders may of course have affinities, share values or indeed precise political 
objectives or religious interpretations with armed actors. As discussed previously, it may be these 
aspects precisely that potentiate their influence. Be that as it may, in our analysis such views would 
not constitute institutional affiliation with armed actors. This is important to bear in mind because the 
institutional relationship between religious leaders and armed actors may have important legal 
implications under IHL and IHRL. Religious entities external to armed actors are civilians or civilian 
institutions, and so cannot be targeted. This is equally true of religious leaders involved in political 
departments of States or non-State armed groups.90 Finally, religious personnel are considered 
specifically protected persons under IHL. All groups may have IHRL obligations,91 with the obligations 
of those involved in political bodies of non-State armed groups ‘heightened’ by control of territory and 
the exercise of governance functions.92   
 

 

 
Concepts in focus – Religious personnel  

 

Under treaty and customary IHL, applicable in both international and non-international armed conflict, 
military and civilian religious personnel “exclusively assigned to religious duties must be respected and 
protected in all circumstances”.93  
 

● To be considered religious personnel, an individual would have to cumulatively fulfil two 
conditions: they must be assigned to their religious duties by a party to a conflict under whose 
control they are placed (attachment), and the assignment must be exclusive, limited to them 
fulfilling their ministry work or spiritual function (exclusivity).94  

● The dual obligation to respect and protect religious personnel requires that parties to an armed 
conflict refrain from attacking them and take positive measures to help them fulfil their duties. 
The religious personnel status entitles them to wear the distinctive emblems of the Geneva 
Conventions.  

● Religious personnel “lose their protection if they commit, outside their humanitarian function, acts 
harmful to the enemy”.95  
 

 
 
Access and communication channels are the sine qua non condition for social influence to be 
exercised. Researchers have argued that in addition to social and religious capital, religious leaders 
often possess ‘access capital’, defined as their ability to act as gatekeepers to communities.96 When 
considering humanitarian engagement with religious leaders for the purpose of norm-compliance the 
concept of access capital (with some definitional modifications for application to the current research) 
is particularly valuable. As such: 
  

● Religious leaders that are part of political departments or are religious personnel will have direct 

access to armed actors, can exert influence through institutionalised channels of communication 

to military forces/wings – including to higher and lower ranked combatants and fighters – and, 
importantly, might have formal attributions relating to humanitarian norms socialisation 

processes. In some armed forces and organised armed groups, religious personnel are tasked with 
instructing fighters on military ethics, IHL, or the rules on the conduct of war of a particular 
religion.97 
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● Religious leaders without an institutional relationship with armed actors (thus external) may 
equally possess access capital. Here local religious leaders are key actors – their instrumental role 
in development and peacebuilding has long been emphasised. Our research has confirmed the 
actual and potential influence on – and in some circumstances interest in – humanitarian norms-
compliance of (very) local religious actors who serve communities and whose tasks expose them 
to daily interactions with armed actors.  

 
Factors that facilitate the influence of local religious leaders include geographical proximity, 
shared religion, shared social or ethnic background – “[I]n some regions of Mali, some local 
religious leaders and members of the armed groups have studied together or “were raised 
together and used to be friends”.98 They also have a finer-grained understanding of the local 
cultural sensitives and of the armed actors in their area and their objectives.99 Channels of 
communications with armed actors include sermons (the project documented instances of 
members of armed actors, including of centralised non-State armed groups, attending local 
mosques, churches or temples), religious festivities or practices (e.g. almsgiving), blessing 
ceremonies of the new leadership, consultative processes as part of wider local civil society 
initiatives, outreach initiatives by armed actors, and informal meetings. Notably, local religious 
leaders often act as gatekeepers to communities for international humanitarian actors, and also 
as facilitators for non-local religious leaders involved in humanitarian work.100 

  

Insights from the field – Local sensitivity  

  
Mali – The importance of sensitivity to local cultural particularities that go beyond religion was 
underscored by the former president of the High Islamic Council of Mali. In that capacity, imam 
Mahmoud Dicko was involved in negotiations with the Mouvement National pour la Libération de 
l'Azawad (National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad, MNLA), Ansar Dine (translated as Helpers 
of the Religion),101 and Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (Support Group for Islam and Muslims, 
JNIM) to ensure humanitarian access and the release of detainees. Asked what would make another 
person fail at negotiating with armed actors, he stated: 
  

“… you can know religion without knowing the territory, [without] knowing which 
discourse you need to use with which ethnic group or tribe. What can influence a 
Tuareg does not necessarily correspond to the discourse needed when speaking to an 
Arab. And what can influence an Arab may not necessarily influence a Peul.”102 

 

  
Important to note: 

 

Geographical proximity is not always a necessary factor for access or influence, as the case of Libya 
suggests, where many Madkhali religious leaders have succeeded in influencing armed actors, despite 
being based abroad. 

 
Note that local actors may or may not have formal religious authority and might not always be 
immediately identifiable as religious leaders, yet their activity involves religious interpretation and 
often meets the intentionally broad definition proposed by the Generating Respect Project. Such 
actors may include kadis, tribal leaders, elders, women’s collectives with a religious ethos, parish 
committees, zakat committees, administration structures of internally displaced people/refugee 
camps, and schools. 
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Position on IHL & IHRL norms 

 
The position of religious leaders and armed actors on humanitarian norms are important variables that 
i) shape the potential influence that the former may have on the latter and ii) may also explain the 
interest, or lack of interest, of religious leaders to engage with humanitarian practitioners on the topic.  
 
Whilst other studies have extensively discussed how armed actors interact with humanitarian norms 
and why they may do so,103 the focus here is on the interactions of religious leaders with IHL & IHRL. 
The Concepts in focus vignette identifies different types of interaction that have been documented by 
the Generating Respect Project based on primary data and desk-based analysis. It is apparent that the 

various positions that religious leaders adopt in discourse or practice vis-à-vis humanitarian norms 

should be of central consideration in humanitarian actors’ decision-making processes as to whether 
to commence humanitarian engagement with specific religious leaders and, if so, how this might be 
done – i.e., the design of an engagement strategy. (See also Part II of this document that provides 
operational guidance on these aspects). 
 

 
 

Concepts in focus – Typology of religious leaders’ interactions with humanitarian norms 

 
Variously, religious leaders engage in: 
 
i) Direct implementation and facilitation of humanitarian norms. 

ii) Processes of ‘translation’ of humanitarian norms: vernacularisation, localisation, and 

pluralisation.  

iii) Strategic avoidance of humanitarian norms discourse concomitant with norm implementation or 

facilitation in practice. 

iv) Silence on humanitarian norms and non-involvement in compliance work. 

v) Hybridisation and selective application of humanitarian norms. 

vi) Rejection or violation of humanitarian norms. 

 

 

 
 

Direct implementation and facilitation of humanitarian norms – In many conflicts, including in many 
of the cases studies researched by the Generating Respect Project, individual, group and institutional 
religious leaders have directly implemented, or facilitated the implementation of a range of IHL and 
IHRL norms. Empirical reality, as documented by many researchers, including the project’s research 
team, demonstrates that religious leaders are often the humanitarians – they are “first and last 

responders”, and present “across all sectors of humanitarian response”.104  

 

• Religious leaders have drawn on their access and social capital, and on their special legitimacy, to 
directly provide, or facilitate access for, food aid and emergency humanitarian assistance, 
negotiate corridors for evacuation of civilians, prevent displacement, host displaced persons or 
secure their safe return, run internally displaced persons and refugee camps, negotiate the release 
of detainees or of children who had been recruited by parties to the conflict, led efforts for the 
elucidation of enforced and involuntary disappearances and  undertaken search, identification and 
retrieval of the dead, and  provided, or contributed to the provision of, health and education 
services for civilians living in protracted conflict situations. 
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Insights from the field & media – Direct implementation  

 
Colombia – “Those who put their neck on the line, those who have spoken with the legal or illegal 
armed actor, have been the Catholic Church. […] Independent of the ethnic group, independent of the 
economic, ideological, political, or religious position, the Catholic Church in Chocó has become an actor 
in recovering lives, … the kidnapped person, [the]… body that was struck down but must be recovered 
to identify it and to give it a Christian burial. That has been done by the Church.”105 
 
Myanmar – Religious leaders – including women, with formal authority or informal affiliation with the 
structures of various faiths, and collaborating across religious and geographic boundaries – are the 
main, and at times the only, actors that have managed, at great personal risk, to provide protection 
and humanitarian assistance to civilians, internally displaced people, and refugees shielding from the 
violence unleashed by the military.106 Emblematic of the protective role and persuasive authority of 
some religious leaders in Myanmar today is the image of sister Ann Rose Nu Tawng pleading with 
armed police to spare the protestors, “the children”, engaged in a peaceful demonstration against the 
2021 military coup. Facing her, also kneeling, are two police officers.107  
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Insights from scholarship & the field – Facilitation of IHL and IHRL norms implementation 

 

Ukraine – In 2020, cooperation between military chaplains of the Armed Forces of Ukraine and the Red 
Cross Society of Ukraine was initiated by the former and supported by the International Committee of 
the Red Cross and scholars.108 Dissemination of IHL to religious personnel is an explicit State obligation 
under the First and Second Geneva Convention (art. 47 and art. 48, respectively) and thus forms part of 
the process of implementation of Ukraine’s IHL obligations. As recounted by Tymur Korotkyi and 
Viacheslav Maievskyi, the initiative was animated by the recognition that military chaplains could play 
an essential role as facilitators of IHL compliance:  
 

“The idea of disseminating knowledge of IHL arose almost immediately after the 
onset of armed conflict in the territory of Ukraine (2014), which coincided with the 
birth of the chaplain movement there. With numerous trainings for various target 
groups […] awareness arose of the need to disseminate knowledge of IHL to the most 
authoritative and influential leaders in various professional and social groups. In the 
military environment, there is no doubt that military chaplains belong to this 
group.”109  
 

Myanmar – A less usual example, encountered by the Generating Respect Project researchers during 
fieldwork, concerns the exercise of social influence by religious leaders to facilitate greater gender 
equality within the political ranks of a non-State armed group. An interviewee recalled how a female 
member of an armed group approached influential Buddhist monks sharing her concerns about the 
marginalisation of women and de-prioritisation of gender aspects among the ranks of the group. She 
explained the need and desire of women to contribute in the “decision-making room”. The monks 
conveyed these views to the leadership of the armed group, and subsequently space was created for 
women to occupy decision-making positions in the group’s political wing. The interviewee attributed 
the changes to the intervention of the religious leaders.110 
 

 
 

 

Processes of ‘translation’ of humanitarian norms: vernacularisation, localisation, and pluralisation – 

Religious leaders have been involved in vernacularisation, localisation, and pluralisation of 
humanitarian norms. These are closely related ‘translation’ processes that may overlap and occur 
simultaneously in practice. They will be presented here in a simplified form,111 with the aim of 
underlying some conceptual differences that should be understood by those considering humanitarian 
engagement with religious leaders, as they have implications for mapping religious leaders and their 
priorities, and thus the design of strategies of engagement.  
 
● Vernacularisation refers to the translation of global norms – in this case humanitarian norms –

to the local level in a manner which “resonate[s] with the values and ways of doing things in local 
contexts”.112 Whilst the process may seem to portray actors, including religious leaders, enacting 
vernacularisation as norm-takers and norm-adapters,113 vernacularisation assumes that global 
norms have been created through the interaction between local and global social movements.114 
Presenting vernacularisation as a straightforward top-down approach (from the global to the local) 
may therefore be imprecise.  
 

● Localisation, at times used as a synonym in literature for vernacularisation, thus a closely related 
concept, may be understood as a process in which local actors, including religious leaders, (are 

allowed to) exercise power to set the agenda of needs and the means of translation of norms. 
Thus, they select which global norms meet local needs and what frame of reference to use for 
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them to become meaningful in a given context. In this sense, localisation is a more bottom-up 
process115 and may address, to an extent, power-imbalances existent in the humanitarian system 
between international and local actors and the Global North and the Global South.116  

 

 

Insights from the field – Vernacularisation and localisation 

 
Colombia – Asked about the role played by religious leaders in the Colombian conflicts, and whether 
they took a position aimed at promoting humanitarian norms, an ELN affiliate noted:  
 

“Today, the Catholic Church in Colombia, knows much more about international 
humanitarian law, what happens in the conflict, because most of them have been 
in the territories. […] [They] have made some very radical pronouncements, […] 
they have been developing processes, let’s call it that, of humanitarian dynamics 
throughout the territory. […] Today, we could say that it is no longer so much one 
or two bishops, but that there are many bishops who are denouncing what is 
happening in the territories and calling attention so that we get much closer to 
international humanitarian law, to that part of the humanitarian [effort].”117  

 
As to the manner in which many Catholic priests have chosen to approach the promotion of 
humanitarian norms, another interviewee explains the prioritisation of  religious framing: “First is the 
pastoral or religious argument, which is an argument that has a lot of weight, especially when they say 
‘Listen, you cannot kill that person because that person is like [Jesus] Christ’”.118 In the context of the 
armed conflict between the government and the (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia – 
Ejército del Pueblo, FARC), Catholic religious leaders have emphasised that in Christianity the life of 
every human being is sacred, loved by God, and unique, and that Christianity’s mission is to defend 
the most vulnerable in society.119  

 
Finally, the need to revert to religious arguments in their engagement with armed groups is outlined 
by two religious leaders interviewed as follows:  
 

“One does tell them that the right to life, that respect for the other person, that if 
there is someone injured, either theirs or the part of the army or the police, they 
must respect life, which is one of the precepts of human rights. The only answer [to 
such arguments is]: if he died, he died and if he’s wounded you have to finish him 
off’.” 120 

 

The clerics concluded that their approach to engaging with armed groups is based on religious 
principles and much less on references to IHL or IHRL discourse. They suggest that in the past, 
Colombian armed groups were more ideologically oriented and it was possible for religious leaders to 
include IHL arguments in their discussions with them, whilst the new armed actors are less aware, less 
knowledgeable, and less interested in legal arguments.121 

 

Mali – In the context of the armed conflict between the Government of Mali and the Coordination des 
Mouvements de l’Azawad (Coordination of the Azawad Movements – CMA), women religious leaders 
sought to advance and protect the human rights of women by means of inserting them in the 
framework of Islamic law and traditional practices.122 Other religious leaders123 have “based 
[themselves] on religious texts, to recall what these texts say in terms of respect for international 
humanitarian law, in terms of respect for international human rights law.”124 
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● Pluralisation, in our analysis, refers to two different aspects: local humanitarian norms that gain 

traction at international level complementing the existing set of protections , and the 

multiplication of sources of legitimation for global norms.125 In a sense, this translation of local 
norms, including religious ones, to global levels serves to portray the role of religious leaders not 
only as norm-takers and norm-adapters, but also as norm-creators, thereby recognising their 
agency locally and internationally. 
 

 
 

Insights from the field & new research initiatives – Indigenous spiritual leadership and pluralisation 

of protection 

 
Colombia – Forms of diffuse spiritual leadership – that could and should be considered by 
humanitarian practitioners as part of a humanitarian engagement strategy – can be found among 
indigenous peoples. 
 
For example, the Nasa Indigenous Guard has played a fundamental role in protecting indigenous 
territories and communities. This indigenous institution is responsible for public order and territorial 
control of each indigenous community in the Department of Cauca and in the country.126 It is made up 
of indigenous children, women and men belonging to the Nasa community. While mainly an institution 
for the collective self-protection of the Nasa people, there are elements that colour the mandate of 
the Indigenous Guard with a spiritual shade. This is evident from the raison d'être of the Indigenous 
Guard as stated by the Nasa people themselves: “Safeguarding, taking care of, defending, preserving, 
enduring, dreaming one’s own dreams, listening to one’s own voices, laughing one’s own laughs, 
singing one’s own songs, crying one’s own tears.”127  

 
The Nasa Indigenous Guard are regularly involved, for example, in rescuing indigenous children who 
had been forcibly recruited by armed groups operating around indigenous territories. They also 
participate in the identification of areas within their territory where landmines have been planted and 
they directly participate in the demining process.128 

 
Another example from Colombia, speaks about the role of elders in providing spiritual protection for 
the Awa indigenous community:  
 

“Our elders play a fundamental role within the collective territories because they are 
the ones who protect us through their medicinal plants and their prayers [...]. The State 
intends to protect us through organizations such as the UNP [National Protection Unit], 
but these are not measures that really meet the needs of the territory, even more, when 
we talk about collective subjects. So how can a van protect a collective subject? 
[...C]ollective protections have been requested as a spiritual necessity, because the 
harmonization of the territory allows communities to be protected, but this has not 
been really understood by the State. We have even had spaces in which they [State 
officials] have been disrespectful and have said that ‘those are not measures that 
guarantee protection’. But from the worldview of the [Awá] people, I really feel 
protected with a spiritual measure that harmonizes my territory.”129 
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A much greater acknowledgment by the 
humanitarian sector of existing practices that 
“ritualise forms of protection in conflict” 
would contribute to pluralising our 
understanding of protection and ultimately 
strengthening international law’s relevance in 
local contexts.130 
 

 
 
 
 

Important to note: 

 
Researchers correctly observe that not all outcomes of translation processes will be beneficial for 
norms-compliance – indeed, many are not, and this is the case both in situations in which religious 
leaders are involved as ‘translators’ and in those where they play no role.131 For the purpose of the 
present document, we have separated translation processes that result in negative outcomes from 
vernacularisation, localisation and pluralisation processes, and include the former in the concept 
termed hybridisation and selective application. It is important to emphasise here that this separation 
is artificial, and solely undertaken to facilitate the operationalisation of this document by 
humanitarian actors. 
 

Strategic avoidance of humanitarian norms discourse concomitant with implementation or 

facilitation of norms in practice – Amy Doffegnies and Tamas Wells have employed the term strategic 
avoidance to describe religious leaders’ initiatives in Myanmar where they sought to address the 
violence against the Rohingya, yet intentionally avoided using human rights language due to “popular 
rejection”.132 Whilst the tradition of ‘speaking out’ and ‘speaking truth to power’ is well established in 
many religious circles,133 for strategic reasons, religious leaders in other contexts prefer to address 
aspects of IHRL and IHL with parties to armed conflict directly, informally, and behind closed doors. 
Thus, a lack of a public discourse by religious leaders on humanitarian norms-compliance should not 
necessarily be understood as lack of commitment to IHRL and IHL,134 or lead to an assumption that 
they are disinterested in engaging in humanitarian dialogue. Instead, strategies for humanitarian 
engagement should, to the extent possible, seek to parse out the rationale underpinning the silence 
of religious actors and assess the actual (or desired) impact on armed actors’ behaviour in context.  
 
In addition, to “popular rejection”, which is reflected in the citation below, two other rationales for 
strategic avoidance could be identified through our research: 
 
● The rejection of IHL and IHRL by parties to armed conflict has led religious leaders to avoid 

discursive references to these legal regimes, relying instead on religious or value-based arguments. 
● The affinity in political objectives and ongoing cooperation in service delivery, for example, in 

territories under the control of an armed group, may explain why some religious leaders prefer 
quieter diplomacy, that nonetheless is aimed to benefit the community.  
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A leading civil society activist in Yangon lamented changes to popular understandings of human rights 
and their association with Western influence: ‘There is misinterpretation of human rights from the 
religious fundamental groups [sic], saying that human rights is a Western idea and especially [that 
human rights is] against the Burmese tradition, religion’ (Interview, April 2017, in English). Similarly, a 
Mandalay-based activist was concerned about the portrayal of human rights as a foreign concept: 
‘most people, when we say ‘human rights’ think, [we are] trying to Westernise or Islamise the 
community’ (Interview, October 2017, in English).135  

 

 

 

Hybridisation and selective application of humanitarian norms – The process of ‘translation’ from 
the global to the local level may result in exclusions from the protection of the law in two ways:  
 
● Through hybridisation, which involves a declarative adherence by religious leaders to IHRL and 

IHL, whilst imparting the norms with a conditional ‘hook’ – enjoyment of rights is made dependent 
on fulfilment of responsibilities136 and protection is contingent on reciprocity. 

● Through the selective application of humanitarian norms. This selectivity can take the form of 
acceptance of one legal regime and rejection of the other, the selection of preferred norms and 
rejection of others within one regime, or denying that a norm, to which adherence is declared in 
general, applies in a specific case.   
 
 

 

Insights from the field – Hybridisation and selective application 

 
Mali – In the context of the conflict between the Malian government and the Coordination des 
Mouvements de l’Azawad (Coordination of the Azawad Movements – CMA), a prominent Islamic 
religious leader called publicly for the protection of human rights – for example, he spoke against 
subjecting persons deprived of their liberty to corporal punishment and intervened to assist with the 
release of detainees.137 At the same time, he is reported to have declared that the group responsible 
for the 2015 attack on the Radisson hotel in Bamako “had been sent by God to punish Malians for their 
homosexuality, imported from the West”.138 Whilst analysts have described this statement as 
evidencing Dicko’s social conservatism, it may also be interpreted as an example of hybridisation.   
 
As part of the research, we observed Christian religious leaders engaging committedly on IHL issues, 
yet being reluctant to discuss human rights topics, perceiving the latter as a “problématique piège”, as 
in their view inevitably such a discussion would centre on the LGBTIQA+ rights.   
 
Myanmar – In the context of the conflict between the government and the Kachin Independence Army 
(KIA), some Christian religious leaders expressed their support for certain humanitarian norms, 
specifically the prohibition on the recruitment and use of children in conflict, but denied that it could 
be applicable to their specific situation. A scholar noted: “you have this kind of split where people 
might say objectively, this norm is important and we agree with it, and under no circumstances should 
that happen […] but [then they go on to say that] ‘in the context of our civil war and our national 
struggle and our liberation, we don't have a choice’”.139 
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Silence on humanitarian norms and non-involvement in compliance work – Silence, a different 
concept to that of strategic avoidance, and non-involvement in compliance work may conceal very 
differing rationales.  
 
● Religious leaders may lack awareness of IHL and IHRL standards and thus feel unable to speak 

publicly on these issues and reluctant to engage in norms-compliance work. 
● They may fear being perceived as partial to a party to the conflict, which in turn may result in 

negative consequences for themselves and their communities. This is a particular concern in highly 
politicised environments where armed actors are attempting to instrumentalise religious leaders. 
Legitimate fear may also result from real risks to their lives. 

● The silence and non-involvement of religious leaders may result from an uneasiness with their own 
conduct in the conflict (see below Rejection and violation of humanitarian norms).140 

● Finally, reflexivity requires humanitarians to ask themselves whether what they perceive as 
silence, may simply be the result of their own narrow conceptualisation of religious leadership.141 
In other words, discourses and activities with a bearing on humanitarian standards may well be 
put forward by religious leaders; however, because the emitters are not regarded as religious 
leaders, they fail to see their actions and understand their implications. This may be the case 
especially with informal groups that do not conform to an institutionalised notion of religious 
leadership and with women who are unable – due to exclusionary patterns within some religions 
– to occupy certain positions of authority.  

 

 

Insights from field - Silence 

 
Colombia – In the past, some Catholic religious leaders refused to take a position on the armed 
conflicts in the country and on violations of humanitarian norms. This was due to their reticence at 
becoming embroiled in the country’s politics and a preference to avoid ‘sensitive’ topics that might 
compromise their position in the eyes of the armed actors: “[…] the Church prefers not to expose itself 
on topics that it considers political or stigmatizing or that could compromise it.”142 The position of the 
church in Colombia has shifted over the years, and today several Catholic religious leaders are some of 
the most outspoken actors. 
 
Myanmar – Some Christian religious leaders have not taken positions on IHL “out of fear, and that fear 
is not only, I would say, their own personal fear, but the fear [for] their constituents, that if they do 
take the position, there will be retribution against their constituents. So that definitely does happen. 
And it probably happens more frequently than we would like to admit.”143 Buddhist monks might also 
prefer to keep silent on matters of IHL. As noted in the case of a prominent Buddhist monk, “[he] is 
very influential but is careful not to get into anything that might be considered political”.144 
 
 

 

Rejection or violation of humanitarian norms – Rejection of international law is a common theme 
among some religionist armed actors and religious leaders institutionally associated with them. They 
reject the entire system of international law as ‘Western’ or ‘foreign’ or provide interpretations of 
fundamental concepts and principles that empty the rules of their normative content. Interestingly, in 
the context of Myanmar, religious leaders who espoused the ‘foreignness’ of IHL and IHRL identified 
their origin as “Islamist”.145 
 
Religious leaders can and indeed have violated international law, and humanitarian norms specifically.  

• Judgements of criminal tribunals attests to the fact that some religious leaders have been complicit 
in, or guilty of, crimes against humanity and genocide, as was the case in Rwanda.146  
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• The role of religious leaders, both as emitters and preventers of advocacy of national, racial or 
religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence has received 
particular attention in international fora. A significant soft law document in this area is the Plan of 
Action for Religious Leaders and Actors to Prevent and Counter Incitement to Violence that Could 
Lead to Atrocity Crimes, which ensued from the ‘Fez Process’.147 The Faith for Rights Framework 
embraces a peer-to-peer learning approach to tackle incitement to hatred and violence.148 

 

 

Insights from the field – Rejection and violation of humanitarian norms 

 
Afghanistan – The Taliban, that co-founded religious leadership and armed structures,149 responded 
to a 2012 report by the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan that highlighted their systematic practice 
of targeting civilians,150 by explaining their rejection of the definition of civilians under IHL:  
 

“According to us civilians are those who are in no way involved in fighting. The white-
bearded people, women, children and common people who live an ordinary life, it is 
illegitimate to bring them under attack or kill them. But it has been disclosed to us that 
the police of Kabul admin, those personnel of the security companies who escort the 
foreigners’ supply convoys and are practically armed, similarly those key figures of the 
Kabul admin who support the invasion and make plans against their people, religion and 
homeland, those people who move forward the surrender process for Americans in the 
name of peace and those Arbakis who plunder the goods, chastity and honour of the 
people by taking dollar salaries, all these people are civilian according to you. No Afghan 
can accept that the above mentioned people are civilian. […] We have pledged in the 
beginning of our yearly operations that these people are criminals. They are directly 
involved in the protraction of our country’s invasion and legally we do not find any 
difficulty in their elimination, rather we consider it our obligation.” 151 

 

Myanmar – There are religious leaders who take a negative position towards IHL and IHRL norms 
because they see them as colonial heritage: “International human rights and humanitarian law, I think 
are still seen in many quarters as being at least in provenance if not content, you know, problematic 
because of the colonial heritage.”152 Others take a negative position towards IHL/IHRL norms because 
they believe that they go against the interests of their own constituency: “Ma Ba Tha […] have actually 
been actively giving advice to the public and to the Tatmadaw that they should continue breaking these 
international laws, ‘in the name of preservation of the nation an ethnicity and the religion’.”153   
 

Yemen – Some Zaydi religious leaders reject IHL and IHRL norms because they see them as Western 
and un-Islamic legal frameworks: “no religious leader speaks about IHL [because] for them is something 
‘Western’ and not a priority issue.”154 
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Perception of religious leaders and armed actors – This variable comprises several interrelated 
aspects, each of which may shape the other: the perception of religious leaders and armed actors of 
each other and the societal perception of both.  
 
● One dominant theme that emerged from primary data collected in Colombia and Mali was that 

the influence potential of religious leaders depends on them being perceived as neutral and 

independent actors by non-State armed groups. This appeared to be a condition for 
communication to be established in the first place, but also for trust to be maintained throughout 
the engagement.  

 

 

 

Insights from the field – Independence and neutrality of religious leaders in Colombia  

 
Colombia – A humanitarian practitioner noted that in Colombia, at the level of society and among 
many armed actors, Christian religious leaders “have high moral and ethical stature.”155  

 
A Pentecostal and a Catholic religious leader, interviewed by Generating Respect Project researchers, 
considered that faith actors’ ability to establish communication with Colombian armed groups and 
interact with them in effective ways concerning humanitarian aspects related to their neutrality and 
sincerity:  
 

“I believe that what has led us, let’s put it this way, to earn the respect of these entities 
has been our neutrality. Let's say that we are neither in favour of the State, nor against 
it, nor in favour of them, nor against them. Our neutrality. Another element that has led 
us to earn respect is seriousness. That when they have sought us out for advice, for 
something, we are serious, both priests and pastors.”156 

 
A former member of the FARC noted that the group was able to engage in communication with 
Catholic priests, although they were expressing different opinions and expounding different 
ideologies. This was possible, according to the interviewee, because these religious leaders were 
willing to receive the armed group, to listen to them, and tried to understand what was happening 
in the territories. Asked specifically, about the reasons that would lead the FARC to trust a religious 
leader, he referred to three elements: consistency, “not passing information on” to the army, the 
police, or paramilitary groups, and “not getting involved in the coca trade, the arms trade, or any of 
those things.”157 
 
Finally, it is of relevance to note that subsequent Colombian governments have considered the Catholic 
Church to be the only legitimate intermediary between itself and many armed actors that it had 
classified as terrorist groups.158  
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Insights from the field & scholarship – Independence, but without ‘naming and shaming’ 
 

Mali – Dr Bréma Ely Dicko, a researcher and former humanitarian practitioner, noted that in Mali 
“Quranic teachers or marabouts, or even a traditional healer… [individuals who] occupy this kind of 
social function, … enjoy a consideration of respect, a maturity that gives [them] a certain aura”.159 
Several among them have referred to religious texts to strengthen what they say in terms of respect 
for IHL and IHRL. 

 

Asked about the reasons why armed groups would listen to his messages, a Malian imam replied: 
 

“Because they [armed groups] know that you are a religious leader, they trust you. They 
know that you are not working with other international or national institutions, that you 
are independent. They know that you really are legitimate. You already have this trust 
placed in you. You fear God. They listen to you. They listen to you. […] If they think you 
are being manipulated by enemies, or that it’s a conspiracy, then they reject you.”160 

 
In August 2017, Hamadoun Koufa, the leader of Katiba Macina (Macina Liberation Front), one of the 
armed groups affiliated with the Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (Support Group for Islam and 
Muslims, JNIM), publicly declared: 
 

“Our wish is that you send us the scholars, they are more able to understand what we 
are looking for. If you send us the ulama [a body of Muslim scholars], they are welcome 
to come discuss with us. These are Mahmoud Dicko, Mahi Banikane, Cheick Oumar Dia 
and others, so that they can see how we live here, and we will appreciate it together.”161  

 
Yet, as Piergiuseppe Parisi notes in his article,  
 

“[A]nother ulema, member of the HCIM [High Council of Islam in Mali], stated that he 
could not participate in the 2019-20 negotiations in Mopti because he, and three other 
HCIM members had received death threats for having publicly opposed the vision of 
Islam propounded by jihadist groups and for having advocated for the adoption of a 
fatwa that declared the groups criminals. This would suggest that a ‘name and shame’ 
approach that radically rejects the actions of the [non-State armed groups] and places 
them outside the community of believers is likely to hinder the ability of the messenger 
to present themselves as an acceptable interlocutor.162 

 

The Malian State has, at different times, supported, officially mandated, or withdrawn its support from 
religious leaders seeking to negotiate with various armed actors issues such as humanitarian access 
and civilian protection, or ceasefires.163  

 

● By contrast, the influence of religious leaders that was documented in relation to some “religionist” 
non-State armed groups in Libya (Madkhali armed groups), Syria (Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
(Organization for the Liberation of the Levant, HTS) and Yemen (Ansar Allah also referred to as the 
Houthi movement), appeared to require different degrees of partiality – from affinity to full 
support for the groups’ objective and practices – and had few, if any positive outcomes for 
humanitarian norms-compliance.164 In all three contexts, we noted that religious leaders had been 
coercively co-opted by armed actors through rewards or threats of marginalisation and violence; 
thus, they were deprived of their independent voice and instrumentalized to justify and legitimise 
the groups’ policies. Even if they are interested in humanitarian norms-compliance, these 
individual and institutional religious actors are likely to have little space of manoeuvre – direct 
engagement with (international) humanitarians may pose significant risks to them. (See, further 
discussion in section 5). 
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● In the context of engagement with some armed actors, it is interesting to observe how social 

stereotypes that assign less or unthreatening demeanours to women and older persons have been 
used by women religious leaders to facilitate engagement with armed actors for humanitarian 
norms-compliance purposes. In doing so, they have shown agency, challenging the very 
stereotypical portrayal of women and the elderly, which are often co-founded with the idea of 
victimhood and vulnerability. 
 

 

 

Insights from the field – Gender, age, and influence  

 
Myanmar – In the context of the conflict between the Shan State Army-North (SSA-N) and the Shan 
State Army-South (SSA-S), a female religious leader played a crucial role in negotiating with the parties 
to the conflict a local-level  temporary ceasefire to allow villagers to harvest their rice crop. She was 
considered to be effective largely due to her gender:  
 

“[…] a male religious leader would have had a much more difficult time pulling this off. But 
because she was a woman, she was less threatening to these three military leaders in her area. 
And she was able to speak to them in a way that a man probably would have had greater 
difficulty doing.”165 

 
Colombia – A female religious leader interviewed in Colombia recounted the case of a nun who had 
successfully engaged with armed actors in her area.  

 
“She has a role, because of her age, because of her knowledge, because of the service she 
provides in the area of health to all the communities”, and in virtue of that role she “has 
mediated in kidnapping cases, in detention cases.”166 

 

 
 
● Finally, as the above-example from Colombia already indicates, the significant role of religious 

leaders in service provision including in the areas of education and healthcare during armed 
conflict often shapes how they are perceived by communities, and indeed by some armed actors, 
in particular secessionist or centre-seeking groups that rely on community support.  
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Conflict dynamics – During the life-span of a conflict, it is not unusual for armed actors’ war aims to 
change, material and structural capabilities to vary, knowledge of norms to increase, and behaviour 
to be impacted by the social influence of internal or external authorities that can engage in persuasion, 
legitimate or coercive control. Compliance levels amongst both State and non-State parties to armed 
conflict will therefore vary. Notable observations relating to the impact of conflict dynamics on parties’ 
behaviour include the following: 
 
● During ceasefire or peace negotiations, parties may show restraint, either to demonstrate their 

commitment to these processes or in an effort to gain political recognition before local 
constituencies or international audiences.167  

● An increase in violence and violations can be observed when parties are actively engaged in 
hostilities, as they might seek to portray military strength.168 

● Moments in which the viability of a non-State armed group becomes uncertain or where any party 
suffers military setbacks see lower compliance levels and higher levels of civilian victimisation.169  

 

 
 

Parties to armed conflict are indeed dynamic and evolving actors: it was not the same Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia–Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP) fighting in the 60s’ and 70s’ that concluded 
the 2016 peace agreement with the Colombian Government, as it was not the same Colombian 
Government either. To illustrate this, the ICRC has explicitly noted that the FARC-EP ceased kidnapping 
civilians ‘once peace negotiations had begun’.170 
 

 
When reflecting on the ability of religious leaders to exercise social influence, the conflict dynamics 
should be considered. Two preliminary conclusions can be drawn: 
 

• Parties may be more open to engage with external religious leaders (not institutionally integral to 
armed actors) at moments in the conflict when they seek to negotiate a ceasefire or peace 
agreement, or when looking for community buy-in or external support. These observations are 
supported by project data from Colombia and Syria, but further research will need to be 
undertaken to establish causality or, at least, clearer correlations. At this point we can suggest 
that the role of external religious leaders as agents of influence on norms-compliance is a dynamic 
one. In other words, there will be times during a conflict where their ability to exert is heightened, 
and times where it is more limited. Internal religious leaders, due to their institutionalised access 
and channels of communication with armed actors, can be expected to retain their ability to 
influence regardless of the phase of a conflict - though they may not always choose not to exercise 
this ability.  

 
• Arguing by analogy in reference to the changing behaviour of armed actors and drawing on 

literature from other quarters,171 it must be acknowledged that religious leaders themselves may 
change their attitudes and behaviour vis-a-vis humanitarian norms during the life-span of a 
conflict. This observation should not be surprising, as religious leaders are interpretative agents. 
It should also not deter humanitarians considering engagement with religious leaders. Rather, 
they should seek to learn from those religious actors who are directly implementing or facilitating 
humanitarian norms-compliance, benefit from the work of ‘vernacularisers’, ‘localisers’, and 
‘pluralisers’, reflect on the motivations and impact of ‘strategic avoiders’ – identify those who are 
silent and seek to ascertain the reasons for this – and consider effective ways to address the 
impact on norms-compliance of actors involved in hybridisation, selective application, rejection 

or violation of humanitarian norms.  
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Syria – Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (Organization for the Liberations of the Levant, HTS) initially adopted a 
coercive approach towards religious leaders. This has changed over the years, as the group has 
attempted to consolidate its de facto authority over territory. HTS has made an active effort to 
integrate prominent religious leaders in the structures of governance it established. This shift from 
coercion to co-optation of religious leaders is a recognition of the social influence which they enjoy in 
the country, and likely an attempt of the group to legitimise its activities through fatwas and other 
communications.172 

 

 
 
Involvement of, and relation with, third parties – Parties to armed conflict do not operate in isolation, 
and many of the conflicts we reviewed in the case study countries of the Generating Respect Project 
had third States, or coalitions of States, involved in supporting different parties to various degrees. 
Sometimes this would make them parties to the conflicts.173 Involvement of States and international 
organisations is also notable in the form of UN peace-keeping operations or international operations 
that target human trafficking or the implementation of arms embargoes.174 Other international third 
parties include development organisations and, indeed, humanitarian organisations, both secular and 
religious. The diaspora may also be considered to be a third party.175 
  
The involvement of all these actors may affect conflict dynamics, societal perceptions and the 
perception of armed actors and religious leaders have of each other.  
 
● Scholarship documents cases in which the direct intervention of third religious States seeking to 

influence the activities of specific non-State armed groups has resulted in the latter modifying 
their religious perspectives – in turn, this affected their position on humanitarian norms.176  

● Important for the purpose of the current document are the relations between religious leaders 
and humanitarian organisations. For instance, religious leaders working alongside an international 
organisation that is not perceived positively at a local level may find that their legitimacy is 
questioned, their influence diminished (both societal influence and influence on armed actors), or 
that they expose themselves to very real risks (see section 4). 

 
From the above discussions, we can conclude that it is important to establish whether religious leaders 
influencing armed actors have any relations with third parties, what this relation entails, how it affects 
the actual or potential influence of religious leaders on parties to the conflict, and what implications 
this has for humanitarian engagement.  
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3. Why to Engage?  

 
 
This section firstly identifies arguments for pursuing and supporting humanitarian engagement 
between religious leaders and armed actors, and secondly provides some considerations relating to 
the fit of such engagement with the mandates, priorities and capacities of organisations involved in 
norms-compliance work. 

 

3.1 Arguments for engagement  

 
Three types of arguments for engagement between humanitarian practitioners and religious leaders 
for norms-compliance purposes can be discerned, namely: pragmatic, value-based and necessity-
driven. In practice they will often overlap and should be considered carefully by decision-makers. Each 
of the three arguments has its own justifications but also pitfalls.  
 
Pragmatic arguments for engagement start with the following empirical observations: religious 
leaders are present in conflict settings, they often enjoy access, social and religious capital, they are 
societally influential, and actually or potentially influential on armed actors, with the impact of their 
influence on humanitarian norms-compliance being positive or negative, direct or indirect, lasting and 
profound or temporary and superficial. Thus, they cannot be ignored by humanitarians working on 
norms-compliance or by donors seeking to strengthen the protection of IHL and IHRL in times of armed 
conflict.  
 
The pragmatic stance, therefore, would encourage – if not require – humanitarians to be aware of 
who or what religious actors are, what activities they do or do not undertake, and what their impact 
on norms-compliance is. At the very least then, monitoring of their role and activities is needed. 
Should more substantive engagement be envisaged, its form and addressee will have to be 
determined through a contextualised analysis (see further discussion in Part II of this document). 
 
Scholars working on humanitarian assistance and development have pointed out that pragmatic 
arguments may be instrumentalist and exacerbate existing power imbalances between the local and 
the international.177 In particular, engagement with local religious leaders who are independent 
institutionally from armed actors – termed here as external –  for the ‘leveraging’ or ‘exploitation’ of 
their access and social capital has been critiqued.178 In respect to these actors, more substantive  forms 
of engagement are encouraged. These envisage humanitarians approaching religious leaders to learn 
about local needs, priorities, solutions, and religion, and with the intention to assist religious leaders 
through genuine, non-extractive, constructively critical partnerships.179 This critique should be 
acknowledged, and reflexively and contextually considered. Yet, an understanding that religious 
leaders can also be internal to parties to armed conflict, including by occupying positions in their 
political and military wings is important. Partnerships of the sort that can be pursued with local 
external (in the sense used in this document) religious actors would likely be incompatible with the 
missions of independence and neutrality of humanitarian organisations.  
 
Necessity-driven arguments – Closely related to pragmatic arguments, yet providing a heightened 
imperative for engagement, are necessity-based rationales. In some contexts, where humanitarians 
face access and operation obstacles, engagement with religious leaders can emerge not so much as 
an opportunity, but as a necessity. Here, as discussed above, the type of religious leader – external or 
internal to the armed actors – should be a primary consideration that shapes the form of engagement 
pursued. The necessity argument also arises in the context where armed actors will only engage within 
a religious framework – this is the case with some religionist non-State armed groups. Efforts to open 
humanitarian engagement channels with them will likely require support from gatekeepers (possibly 
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other religious leaders with influence), and ultimately any measure of success will involve factoring in 
the influence of internal religious leaders.  
 
Value-based arguments appear to address some of the critiques raised against the previous two 
rationales for engagement. The starting point here is that engagement (and a particular, substantive 
type of “comparative critical engagement”180) is not constitutive of norms-compliance activities by 
religious leaders but merely renders them visible in the eyes of a public that had not seen them. 
Additionally, engagement is presented as a conscious de-colonialisation effort, also seeking to address 
patterns within the humanitarian sector that may downplay the agency of local actors, religious or 
otherwise.  
 

 
 

Given the bitter legacy of colonialism, which displaced or degraded many traditional value systems, 
and continuing concerns about the impact of globalization, these values are often associated with 
Western hegemony, and some groups see themselves as part of a global confrontation or rebellion 
against the secular State.  So far as these perceptions and concerns are not addressed, effective 
engagement will not be possible, and international law’s legitimacy with a broad swathe of non-
Western and non-State actors will be undermined. While there are legitimate concerns that 
engagement with religions might sometimes reinforce patriarchies which discriminate against women, 
homosexuals and other groups, or other manifestations of bigotry and intolerance, disengagement is 
not an option if these issues are also to be effectively addressed.181  

 
 
It is important to consider arguments for engagement also from the point of view of religious leaders: 
why would they seek to engage with, or accept to be engaged by, humanitarian organisations in 
norms-compliance work? Based on the empirical research conducted with religious leaders and 
broader scholarship on the topic, the following motivations have been identified: 
 
● To address the harm experienced by (their own) communities, whether as a religious imperative 

or otherwise.182  
● Because reducing suffering in general is the moral and right thing to do, either as a result of their 

religious convictions and mission as religious leaders, or for personal reasons unrelated to religion. 
● To learn about humanitarian norms and how these could benefit their communities.183  
● Because they identify a correspondence between humanitarian principles and the basic tenets 

and values of their religions.184 
● To connect to international fora, for one or more reasons – to bring attention to the situation of 

their communities, to build capacity, access resources, to gain legitimacy at international level for 
a political cause. 

● To differentiate themselves from other religious leaders that reject humanitarian norms. 
● To ‘recuperate’ IHL or IHRL as notions ensuing from their own religious traditions or to which these 

traditions continually contribute.185  
● Finally, because they are doing humanitarian work and other actors, including international 

humanitarian organisations may be able to learn from them.  
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3.2 Organisational fit 

 
Not all humanitarian organisations will want to, or indeed should, engage with religious leaders. 
Organisational goals, mandates, priorities, capacity and resources, ‘red-lines’186, should be considered 
alongside the three arguments for engagement identified above.  
 
Of particular importance will be the type of compliance work in which an organisation is involved in. 
This can include: i) operational dialogue (e.g., negotiating access and security guarantees); ii) 
humanitarian assistance (e.g., delivery of humanitarian aid to individuals in need), protection dialogue 
(e.g. addressing concerns relating the protection of civilians and detainees), work focused on 
increasing compliance with specific norms (e.g., landmines, child protection); or addressing 
compliance more broadly (can involve general humanitarian norms trainings, advice, research). Some 
humanitarian organisations may cover all these areas, others will be more specialised (they may focus 
on a specific legal regime or a specific type of actors). Finally, relief, development, peacebuilding and 
conflict resolution organisations will likely be involved in some type of compliance work (at the very 
least in operational dialogue) to fulfil their specific mandates.  
 
In other words, even in those contexts in which religious leaders are found to have considerable 
influence on armed actors, engagement with them is conditional on a humanitarian actor’s 
organisational features.  
 
Whilst this document’s very aim is to provide reflection on and tools for engagement between 
humanitarians and religious leaders, we would argue that decisions as to engagement and what form 
of engagement to pursue, should be the subject of extensive internal discussion and self-reflexivity 
within the humanitarian sector (see further Part II, section 4). The depth of understanding, capacities 
and resources that engagement with religious leaders necessitates for it to offer a measure of success 
in the current complex norms-compliance context requires important institutional commitment on 
behalf of humanitarian organisations, buy-in by staff and stakeholders, and meaningful support by 
donors. It also requires an acknowledgment that religious leaders will not be the ‘silver bullet’ for 
norm compliance – despite their proven influence in many contexts. Thus, engagement with them 
represents one of many other avenues that can be pursued to generate greater respect for 
humanitarian norms.  
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4. What Challenges Does Engagement Pose?  

 
 
This section firstly discusses the challenges that organisations considering engagement with religious 
leaders, or those already involved in such initiatives, may face and how they could be addressed. 
Secondly, it identifies a set of challenges and risks that religious leaders might be exposed to, and 
which humanitarian practitioners must pay due regard to.  
 
 

4.1 Challenges for the humanitarian sector 

 
The challenges enumerated below have been identified through a review of operational documents 
from fields related to humanitarian norms-compliance, interviews, and informal consultations with 
relevant stakeholders. 
 
Concerns relating to IHRL and IHL abuse or exclusionary patterns – These concerns generally  centre 
around i) violations of humanitarian norms perpetrated by religious leaders themselves or by  
encouraging such practices by other actors, ii) discourses that justify or fail to condemn violence or 
discrimination against specific groups (e.g., against LGBTIQA+ individuals), iii) specific practices, such 
as proselytization, conditioning assistance on religious commitments, favouring specific communities 
over others, iv) and patterns whereby categories of individuals are excluded from equal participation 
within formal religious structures (e.g., women, minorities).187 By engaging with religious leaders 
involved in such practices, the argument goes, one risks legitimising or ‘whitewashing’ the actors, and 
negatively affecting the reputation of the organisation.  
 
These are not fanciful concerns – they stem from the need for humanitarian organisations to abide by 
humanitarian principles.188 To address the above concerns rigorously, a contextualised analysis is 
necessary alongside analogical thinking that draws on the vast experience of humanitarians in 
engaging with State and non-State parties to an armed conflict.  
 
● Engagement with perpetrators of violations or apologists for violations (thus the source of the 

first two concerns identified above) is the bread and butter of organisations working in the norms-
compliance field. The mere fact that these actors could be religious, therefore, should not deter 
humanitarians from engaging with them. However, what should be carefully avoided in respect to 
religious leaders involved in violations is the framing of engagement as ‘partnership’. Instead, an 
honest, critical dialogue should be pursued that, in many ways, emulates the engagement with 
armed actors. Should humanitarians be already engaged in partnerships, and become aware of 
violations, their engagement approach should be reassessed. Counter-terrorism legislation, which 
significantly restricts the humanitarian space, especially when it fails to provide for humanitarian 
exemptions, may also come into play.189  

 
It is noteworthy here that the very same arguments – legitimation and reputational concerns – 
were made a few decades ago, when engagement with non-State armed groups was being 
propounded.190 Today, such engagement is a mainstream practice, regularly funded by donors, 
and indeed is indispensable to norms-compliance.  

 
● Proselytization, the conditioning of assistance based on religious commitments, and favouring 

specific communities over others on religious grounds, may appear to be a concern that relates 
specifically to religious actors. In their introduction to a special issue dedicated to the Evidence-
Based Summit on Strategic Religious Engagement in development and relief work, Chris Seiple, 
Katherine Marshall, Hugo Slim, and Sudipta Roy note that “most faith-based organizations and 
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religious communities” regard these practices as “a profound violation of their own beliefs, not to 
mention the principles of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality.”191 They also note the agreement 
and indeed ownership of – what they call – mainstream humanitarian faith-based organisations 
over these humanitarian principles, whilst acknowledging the differing views of other religious 
organisations.192  

 
In navigating the above challenges humanitarians should be able to draw on vast experience – 
conditionality of assistance and favouring of specific communities on political, ethnic, and indeed 
religious grounds, are aspects that are routinely encountered in humanitarian practice. 
Proselytization, then, is really the only truly specific concern posed by engagement with religious 
leaders. 

 
● The fourth type of concern – exclusionary patterns – is perhaps the most difficult to address. These 

occur, in one form or another and to a greater or lesser extent, in all societies and organisations, 
including humanitarian organisations themselves, both non-religious and religious. Here, 
humanitarians will need to assess whether non-engagement or engagement will hold the highest 
potential of changing such patterns in the longer term, and how best to address the tension at the 
very core of the principle of impartiality. Should “no discrimination” be prioritised – in the sense 
that humanitarians should avoid reinforcing (even if inadvertently) exclusionary patterns –, or 
should “relief of suffering… of the most urgent cases of distress” be given priority – which might 
well be accessible only by engaging with religious leaders?193  

 
Two brief observations are in order. First, reflexivity194 within the humanitarian space should be 
encouraged systematically – this would begin to address what some scholars have termed as a 
“secularist bias” of the (international) humanitarian sector.195 Second, even if a reflexive and 
contextualised assessment is undertaken, some of the above concerns may not be addressed to the 
satisfaction of stakeholders. This must be openly admitted.  
 

Mistrust of humanitarian workers by religious leaders is an important challenge – It will determine 
the success of engagement, or may bar engagement altogether, not just with religious leaders 
themselves but with communities and possibly armed actors. Recall that religious leaders’ access 
capital, as gatekeepers to communities and facilitators of engagement with armed actors, was 
identified as one of the essential considerations for seeking to engage with them. Efforts should thus 
be made to understand the sources of mistrust and to seek to address them. The UN Environment 
Programme guidance document notes that religious leaders’ mistrust of humanitarian practitioners 
may result from a perception that the latter lack an honest interest in a local community’s well-being, 
have self-interested objectives, and seek to advance a secular agenda.196 Certainly, some of these 
charges result from socially constructed stereotypical portrayals of humanitarians,197 or are based on 
misunderstandings. Yet, one cannot – as a reflexive humanitarian – deny that some resentment may 
be the consequence of past experiences (spoiling the field)198 or reflect what Andrew Bartles-Smith 
called “the bitter legacy of colonialism”.199 Perhaps the best way to address this challenge is to seek 
meaningful engagement. Yet, again the manner of engagement should be carefully assessed, and Part 
II of this document aims to assist with this.  
 
Perceived reluctance of donors to support humanitarian organisations’ engagement with religious 

leaders – Some humanitarian actors – whilst fully convinced about the utility, and at times necessity, 
of engaging with religious leaders for humanitarian norms-compliance purposes – have expressed 
concerns regarding the viability of such initiatives due to donors’ reluctance to fund them.  
 
The Grand Bargain had committed both donors and humanitarians to localisation efforts200 – with this 
agreement in place, a surge in funding for work conducted by local religious leadership alone, or in 
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partnership with international organisations, was to be expected. Instead, scholars note that fears 
that local religious organisations “do not maintain humanitarian principles”201 or “limited assumptions 
in donor definitions of faith-based organizations”202 have resulted in modest progress. A growing 
number of studies drawing on empirical data comes to disprove as unfounded the fears of over-
politicisation and non-adherence to humanitarian principles.203 These provide nuance and context for 
a more evidence-based decision-making process on funding. The present document also hopes to 
assist donors with defining religious leadership in a way that is more responsive to empirical reality, 
because an insistence on formal authority structures result in excluding some of the most active local 
religious leaders who hold the potential for transformative change. 
 
Lastly, donors may be disincentivized from supporting humanitarian engagement with religious 
leaders because it is likely to involve long term commitments. All compliance work, if aiming for 
internalisation of norms, the most durable form of socialisation, will require time, effort, commitment, 
knowledge, and funding. Shifts within the donor community do occur – and, as previously noted, the 
reluctance to fund compliance work with non-State armed groups was overcome, and so should this 
be. 
 

4.2 Challenges for religious leaders 

 
Engagement with organisations in humanitarian dialogue and humanitarian work poses two main 
challenges to religious leaders, both of which are very significant.  
 
Religious leaders might fear the reputational consequences of being perceived as ‘associating’ with 
humanitarian organisations, in particular international ones. This can lead to them losing their 
legitimate authority among members of their community, or among armed actors. One religious 
leader interviewed for the Generating Respect Project noted that “[b]eing seen in public in the 
company of a white person, for example, may harm the trust relationship” they had build with an 
armed actor and could “potentially disqualify” them from negotiating on any issues, including 
humanitarian ones.204 
 
Religious leaders might fear for their livelihood and/or life. It has been noted that many religious 
leaders are financially dependent on institutions and committed to certain values as part of these 
relationships. Recognising these aspects means that, on the one hand, religious leaders will be unable 
to depart, at least publicly, from institutional positions, as they may risk their livelihood. Perhaps, the 
most significant risk of all, and one that is all too real, is the threat to life that local religious leaders 
face when engaging in norms-compliance work in many armed conflict contexts. This is the case 
irrespective of the involvement of international actors, although the latter’s involvement may 
heighten such security risks. Here humanitarians have the prime responsibility to not do harm.  
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Part 2:  

Guidance on the humanitarian engagement with religious leaders 
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5. How to Engage Religious Leaders?  

 
This section is divided into five sub-sections, each seeking to operationalise the Generating Respect 
Project findings discussed in Part I, including through a series of guiding charts.   

 

5.1 Conflict mapping  

 
Most humanitarian organisations working on norms-compliance will have their own templates for 
conflict mapping. As part of the Generating Respect Project, we mapped all active armed conflicts in 
four of the case study countries, and the armed conflicts between two specific parties in two other 
countries.  
 
Whether your interest lies with one specific conflict and the potential role played by religious leaders 
in relation to that, or you take a country-approach, it is useful to capture:  
 

1. The general social, economic, and political and legal background of the country/ies in which 
the conflict has arisen and is ongoing. 

2. Conflict background & dynamics.  
3. Parties to the conflict – for each party, identify the set of factors that may shape the relation 

with religious leaders. 
4. Patterns of violations. 

 
These aspects with corresponding guiding questions are portrayed in the Conflict Map Template 
below.  



 

Conflict Map Template 
 

Categories Questions  Suggestions 

1. Socio-

economic, 

political, 

legal, and 

religious 

context 

• What socio-political events have 
characterised the recent history of the 
country? – Consider also the legacy of 
colonialism, occupation, and other 
shaping historic events.  

• What are the main political cleavages? 
(Urban/rural?; centre-periphery? 
church/state? immigration/no-
immigration?)  

• What is the country’s economic situation? 
(Marginalised groups?) 

• Ratification history of main IHL and IHRL 
treaties. 

• What kind of a domestic legal system does 
the country embrace? (Common law, civil, 
sharia, customary, mixed).  

• What are the country’s religious 
communities, their historic relations, and 
core tenants/ values of their beliefs?   
 

• UN treaty bodies reporting requires 
states to provide a common core 
document with information and 
statistics and information about their 
legislative framework (OHCHR 
website). 

2. Conflict 

background 

& dynamics 

Grievances/causes 

• What are the conflict’s causes?  
Dynamics 

• When did it start and how did it develop 
over time? What are the most recent 
developments?  

• What is the current intensity of fighting?  

• What are the geographical areas affected 
by the fighting? 

• Which alliances (if any) have taken shape? 
Have they changed over time? How did 
they affect the conflict?  

Third party involvement 

• Have third parties intervened? Who? 
How? What was the impact? 
 

• Do not essentialise religious aspects as 
conflict causes by forcing economic, 
political, social, and other grievances 
into the ‘religious conflict’ paradigm. 
Follow the data.  

• Consider consulting peer-reviewed 
academic literature, in addition to grey 
literature and databases.   

 

3. Parties to 

the conflict 

 
 
 

• Identify the parties to the conflict. 
Brief history 

• When and how was the armed actor 
established?  

Ethnic, cultural, or social background  

• Does the armed actor have a specific 
social base, or was it set up in relation to 
a specific ethnic group, tribe, a family, a 
religious, or political group?  

Values, objectives, ideology 

• What are the ideology and goals of the 
armed actor? (‘war aims’) 

• Have they changed over time? How? 
Why?  

Organisational structure  

• Useful databases include: 
https://www.rulac.org; 
https://data.humdata.org/organization
/acled?; https://www.prio.org/Data/; 
https://ucdp.uu.se 

• The Roots of Restraint in War Study 
has a very useful chart on p. 24, 
describing a typology of armed 
organisations with indicators and 
descriptors. Note that the Generating 
Respect Project has found that all 
types of armed organisations identified 
by the Roots of Restraint Study can be 
subject to religious leaders’ influence 
(integrated, centralised, de-
centralised, community embedded). 

https://www.rulac.org/
https://data.humdata.org/organization/acled
https://data.humdata.org/organization/acled
https://www.prio.org/Data/
https://ucdp.uu.se/
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• Type of authority? 

• Hierarchy?  

• Discipline?  

• Social isolation/embeddedness? 

• Religious personnel (as defined by IHL?)  
Leadership  

• Military – Is it a religious leader?  

• Political - Governance structures? 
Religious leaders in political posts?  

• Civil protection agencies 
Control of territory  

• What type of control?  
Communities 

• What are the characteristics of 
communities living there?  

• Civil society groups?  
 

4. Patterns 

of 

violation 

• What are the most important and/or 
recent allegations of IHL and IHRL 
violations by the parties?  

• Have there been (positive or negative) 
changes over time in terms of violations? 
What was the reason(s) for this?  

• Are there instances of norm compliance 
by the parties? 

• If a non-State party, have they made any 
voluntary commitments?  

 

• Depending on the organisation’s 
mandate and priorities, there may be a 
focus on specific violations.  

• In addition to reports by international 
organisations and human rights 
organisations, and other grey 
literature, consider reviewing 
interdisciplinary academic literature 
that draws on empirical data. This may 
not be an option for some organisations 
that do not have the financial resources 
to subscribe to academic journal 
databases. Consider reaching out to 
universities with programmes on IHL 
and IHRL or law clinics that may be able 
to provide research assistance. 
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5.2 Mapping religious leaders 

 
The United States Institute of Peace has developed a methodology to systematically map and assess 
religious sector’s influence the dynamics in conflict settings to enable meaningful engagement with 
influential religious leaders.205 Similarly, the Global Initiative for Justice, Truth & Reconciliation has 
developed an excellent toolkit which includes a methodology for mapping influential religious actors 
in transitional justice contexts. Here, mappings are drawn up with consideration of the actor’s 
geographical presence, relationship with the community, with the State and with other actors, their 
role during conflict and during transition periods, autonomy vis-à-vis the State, normative approach 
to transitional justice and articulation thereof.206 

 
Building on this existing literature, the Generating Respect Project employed a three stages approach 
to identifying religious leaders with actual or potential influence on armed actors. The description 
below integrates reflections from later research steps and lessons learnt. 
 
In stage 1, we conducted desk-based research and were guided by three questions:   

• Discourse – Has a religious leader said something (defined broadly) in relation to the conflict 
(selected from the conflict map); in relation to violations of IHL or IHRL relating to the conflict; 
or concerning one or both of the parties to the conflict? Our interest was in what was said, in 
how it related to IHL and IHRL norms (supportive, conflicting, modifying – this was our initial 
assumptions, which was refined through doctrinal and socio-legal analysis), and whether any 
impact could be traced, such as discursive change or change in behaviour of the armed actor. 

• Activities – Has the religious leader done something (again broadly defined) in relation to the 
conflict? Activities, may include negotiating access, setting up or operating through relief 
institutions to support local communities, formal or informal humanitarian dialogue with 
armed actors. Also included would be blessing ceremonies of political events attended by 
armed actors, and photo opportunities with armed actors.  

• Absence of discourse & activities – Were there religious leaders are prominent, and thus 
potentially socially influential in the area/country where the conflict takes place who had not 
said or done anything in relation to the conflict? This latter question was designed as a control 
question to allow consideration as to whether and what could be extrapolated from the 
silence. 
 

The Religious Leaders Map template below can be used to capture data collected.  
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Religious Leaders Map Template 

 
Categories Questions          Suggestions 

1. General 

Information 

• What is the religious leader’s 
name/title?  

• Where is the religious leader located? 

• What faith/religious affiliation does 
the religious leader have, and is this 
shared with one, or more, of the 
parties to the conflict?  

• If an individual, what is the religious 
leader’s role/position within the 
religious hierarchy/institution?  

• If an individual, what is the religious 
leader’s gender and personal, social, 
ethnic, background? If a group or 
institution the same question can be 
asked mutatis mutandis. 

• What is the role of the religious 
leader? Religious only? Any role in the 
community, civil society, politics?  

 

• Apply a broad definition of religious 
leadership from the start. The 
Generating Respect Project learnt 
from practice and a literature review 
that individualistic and formalistic 
definitions may exclude women and 
minorities, and informal groups that 
may well be influential (see discussion 
in Part I, section 1). 

• Similarly, be aware that influential 
religious leadership, whether 
individual, group or institutional, 
need not be based in the same area or 
even the same country as the armed 
actors.  

• Gender should be a constant 
preoccupation.  Mapping based on 
textual sources may be limited in this 
respect, as explained below. 

2. Relationship 

with the parties 

to the conflict 

• Does the religious leader have any 
relationship/connections/affinities 
with one or all parties to the conflict? 

• If so, what sort of relationship?  

• If not, has the religious leader sought 
to establish such connections, and 
how?  

• Is the religious leader integrated 
within the structure of the armed 
actor? How?  

• Has the religious leader sought to 
specifically influence parties to the 
conflict (e.g., guidance/advice on the 
conduct of military operations)? 

• What means of communication have 
they used? What access to the armed 
actor do they have?  

• How is the religious leader perceived 
by the community and the armed 
actor? 

• Consider the factors that can 
potentiate influence (as discussed in 
Part I): shared values, objectives, 
ideology; shared religion; societal 
perception and mutual perceptions. 

• Bear in mind the typology identified in 
Part I of this document: religious 
leaders can be external (not 
institutionally affiliated) to the armed 
actors; part of the political 
governance structure of the armed 
actors; attached to a party to the 
conflict as religious personnel; part of 
the armed wing, including as 
commander.  
 

3. Messages & 

activities 

• What messages/interpretations has 
the religious leader put forward that 
have a (positive, negative, modifying) 
bearing on humanitarian norms?  

• What activities has the religious leader 
developed/been engaged in that have 
a (positive, negative, modifying) 
bearing on humanitarian norms? 

 

• Identifying all the messages can be 
time-consuming. In such instances 
start from specific incidents:  IHL/IHRL 
violations that have been reported in 
the press and research the case in-
depth. Based on an identification of 
religious leaders you can branch out 
to other incidents and see if there are 
similarities in terms of messages or 
activities (or indeed absence thereof.)  

• A combination of press articles 
(ideally in the local language), grey 
literature and academic literature 
may provide a good overview.     
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Stage 2 involved key informant interviews with experts on the analysed conflicts and actors, law and 
religion scholars, religious scholars, and humanitarian practitioners. 
 

• The interview guide was designed to test information from the maps and address gaps. The 
biggest gap was the almost total absence of female religious leaders that we could identify based 
on desk-based research. Reviewing academic literature was instrumental, in that it enabled us to 
confirm our assumption that women religious leaders exist, may be influential, including on armed 
actors, yet their public profiles (for various reasons, including gender bias and security) were less 
visible. This means that most endeavours that aim to identify women religious leaders will have 
to mainly rely on primary data collection. 

• We conducted several interviews online, due to Covid-19 restricting the possibility of traveling. 
Online interviews have certain advantages: they are cost-effective and may expose some 
participants to less risks compared to in-person meetings (although digital security protocols must 
be carefully considered). They can also be limiting due to poor connections, challenges building 
rapport and the difficulty of reading body language and understanding whether an interviewee is 
experiencing distress and needing to pause or terminate the interview. The starkest challenge, 
however, is the reluctance of some categories of interviewees (not so much key information 
though) to participate in them without a prior relationship having been established.  

 
The following three conclusions relating to the religious leaders mapping and the complementary key 
informant interviews can be drawn: 

• Look beyond the publicly visible, towards the local, informal, and collective forms of leadership. 
• Pay attention to the relationship between individual and institutionalised expressions of religious 

leadership – often individual religious leaders’ influence is constrained or potentiated by 
institutions or networks with which they are affiliated, including through funding or employment 
arrangements.  

• Have in place thorough ethics, data management, and security processes that identify and devise 
realistic strategies to mitigate risks faced by those to be engaged and those who will engage them. 
These may include reputational, safety, security, emotional distress and trauma, disclosure of 
sensitive personal or organisational information, anonymity, and confidentiality. Informed 
consent should be paramount. Finally, these aspects should not be considered only at the stage 
where contact is made, but prior even to starting the stage of desk-based research. One would 
expect humanitarian organisations, given the sensitive topics that they work on daily to have very 
solid ethics processes in place. 

 

In stage 3, we conducted extensive in-country fieldwork with religious leaders, armed actors, 
representatives of local communities, humanitarian practitioners and other actors. This stage, 
unsurprisingly, is where the most revelatory data was collected as it included first-hand accounts, and 
subsequently allowed us to triangulate the data.  
 

The same or a similar template can be used to input the data from the key informant interviews and 
in-country fieldwork (after translation, transcription, and coding) as was used for the mapping. 
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The findings from the three stages could be portrayed on an adapted power – interest grid.  
 

• The religious leaders’ influence on armed actors could be estimated based on a combination of 
factors: institutional relationship with the armed actors (external/internal - if the latter what type 
specifically) and the type of socialisation they are likely to engender, the shared characteristics 
and degree of affinity (values, objective, ideology; ethnic, cultural and social background), and the 
societal and armed actors’ likely perception of the leader, which could be assessed based on  desk-
based and empirical data.  

• The religious leaders’ likely interest in humanitarian engagement could be judged based on the 
challenges/risks they would face, the position on IHL and IHRL drawn from statements and actions 
as they emerge from the mapping and empirical data, motivations/rationale behind their 
statements/actions/silences (care should be had to understand silences, which may mean two 
very different things from the point of view of interest). Access, or lack thereof, to the religious 
leader could also be a factor in this assessment.  

 
 

 

                                                                        Influence – interest grid 

 
 
 

 

 

5.3 Approaches to engagement 

 
Once decisions have been made concerning which actors to engage (presumably, prioritizing religious 
leaders considered to have high influence and display high interest, but also including those with low 
influence but high interest), specific approaches will have to be considered based on the 
organisational fit, desired or expected outcome of the engagement, and the motivations driving the 
actors. An important consideration will be the institutional relationship between the religious leader 
and the armed actor.  
 
Inspiration for ‘partnership’ type engagements, where these are feasible, could be gained from 
development and peacebuilding work and draw on participatory research methodologies. These may 
also be more responsive to collective and informal forms of religious leadership. 

Irrespective of the chosen approach, mutual trust will have to be built as a necessary condition for, 
and basis of, engagement. Fundamental aspects in building trust are ensuring that clarity exists on the 
humanitarian mandate and principles, openness to listen carefully and actively, and willingness to 
learn about the priorities, understandings, needs, solutions that the interlocutor is proposing. Whilst 
certainly an option, ‘access-only’ types of engagements may be problematic as discussed in section 3 
and may adversely impact on other engagements.207 Importantly, research points out that 
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humanitarian access requires a considerable investment of time and trust-building, and that positive 
outcomes often result from “shared interests of different actors and the successful building of 
relationships over time”.208 To put it differently, even what is presented in literature as less substantive 
forms of engagement, require considerable time, effort and resources.  

5.4 Topics of engagement 

 
The topic of engagement will likely depend on the mandate of the organisation (which as we have 
previously seen vary considerably), the needs on the ground and the profiles of religious leaders. We 
have shown in this document that religious leaders work on virtually all humanitarian topics. Yet, there 
is reluctance from some religious circles to engage on gender issues, minority rights, in particular, but 
not exclusively.  
 
 It is impossible to offer de-contextualised guidance on topics of engagement. Instead, two 
suggestions could be made about a methodology that could be adopted in making decisions about the 
topics of engagement. The first is to use the religious leaders mapping exercise to assess the 
interaction of a specific religious leader with IHL and IHRL topics. This should clarify i) their position 
on various norms; ii) their relationship with armed and other actors that may serve to incentivize or 
disincentivize discussion of a specific topic; iii) seek to understand in what sort of sources the positions 
are ground (religious interpretation, economic, political or other aspects).   
 
Second, the decision as to the topic of (initial) engagement could be left to the religious actor 
themselves. This is a way of constructively addressing critiques of donor- and humanitarian-driven 
initiatives of engagement, as well as building trust by providing the space – and time – to religious 
leaders to set the agenda according to what they consider deserves the most pressing attention. If the 
dialogue is planned for the longer-term, as it should be, shared understandings on initial compliance 
work, could later proceed into areas that are more difficult to approach. Careful consideration should 
be given to processes of hybridisation in this respect.  

 

5.5 Skills and emotion of actors involved in engagement 

Three aspects seem particularly important to note in relation to the knowledge and skillset required 
for those seeking to engage with religious leaders. 

• Knowledge of religion and religious interpretations – It should be obvious that those engaging 
with religious leaders must possess knowledge about the religion or belief of their interlocutor. 
However, depending on the topic of engagement and its form, specialist knowledge and expertise 
is needed. Larger humanitarian organisations have advisors with the knowledge and skillset to 
sustain in-depth conversations about jurisprudential nuances, principles of interpretation, and 
how divergent readings of religious texts could be methodologically reconciled. Other 
organisations may wish to consider consulting with religious scholars based in universities or 
research institutes in the country of engagement. Indeed, as part of this research, we have 
documented this practice. Such individuals can serve as facilitators or even gatekeepers. Aspects 
relating to confidentiality will have to be considered.  

 

• Reflexivity – Part I had concluded that  humanitarian practice should be reflexively pursued – that 
is, humanitarians should engage in conscious processes of “continual internal dialogue and critical 
self-evaluation” of their “positionality as well as active acknowledgement and explicit recognition 
that this position may affect” humanitarian engagement and its outcome.209 This is very much in 
line with an understanding that humanitarian action itself is a relational process,210 and thus it is 
important to explore how one’s own positionality may affect this.  
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• Emotion – Additionally, training may focus on what Rebecca Sutton and Emily Paddon Rhoads call 
“empathy that enables and strengthens relational engagement in the humanitarian negotiation 
context and beyond.”211 Institutionally, humanitarians must be better supported to acquire the 
skills and to practice “emotion regulation, perspective-taking, social awareness, and strategic 
conveyance of empathy”.212 If one returns to what religious leaders have said makes them 
effective negotiators with armed actors, one will find all these elements present.  
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