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Opinion

Making life more promising than death

T
he Islamic State (ISIS) 
has at least one huge 
advantage over the 
array of forces aligned 
against it. It has 
succeeded in recruit-

ing fighters who are willing to die 
for its cause; the creation of a 
21st-century caliphate.

Writing in the Washington Post 
after the fall of Ramadi, John 
McLaughlin, former acting 
director of the CIA, said: “People 
don’t fight because they’ve been 
trained; they fight because they 
believe in something. At present, 
the biggest believers in the region 
are with the Islamic State.”

From the dawn of warfare, the 
challenge for all fighting forces 
has been to convince men — 
mostly young men in the prime of 
life — that their lives are worth 
sacrificing for a greater cause, be 
it a tribe, a religion, a nation-state 
or an ideology. This, indeed, is 

the great secret of war: 
Leaders (mostly older 
men) persuading soldiers 
(mostly younger men) to 
put their lives at risk for 
the glory of something 
greater than themselves.

This is what martyrdom 
is all about, whether it 
takes the form of ISIS 
suicide bombers, World 

War II Japanese pilots who 
flew their planes into Allied 
warships or outnumbered 
American GI’s ordered to charge a 
German position during the 

Battle of the Bulge.
It is no secret that humans are 

willing to kill — people kill for all 
kinds of reasons and motivations 
— but putting yourself in a 
position in which you may die (or, 
in the case of suicide missions, in 
which you definitely will die) 
requires a more powerful motiva-
tion.

The Iraqi Army soldiers who 
fled Ramadi as ISIS fighters 
approached were unwilling to 
die. But what, after all, were they 
being asked to die for? To pre-
serve the glory of the mother-
land, the Iraqi nation? There is no 
longer an Iraqi nation. To 
advance the cause of democracy 
and tolerance and progress? 
(“Martyrs for tolerance” is not a 
great motivational line.)

It is no surprise that those who 
have fought most effectively 
against ISIS are the ones who 
have a clear idea of what they are 
fighting for: The Kurds, the Shia 
militias and the Iranian Revolu-
tionary Guards. They are fighting 
for their people, their sect, their 
nation. These are things they are 
willing to die for.

The United States and most 
other Western states have ruled 
out putting “boots on the 
ground” to fight ISIS. Put simply, 
Western leaders do not want their 
young people dying for unclear 
causes; a lesson the Americans 
learned after Vietnam and then 
relearned after the Bush-era 
invasion of Iraq. Even non-

democracies, like the Soviet 
Union, learned this lesson in 
Afghanistan.

So the West’s involvement 
against ISIS will be limited to air 
strikes (modern US aircraft with 
their stealth technology are 
virtually certain to survive every 
mission) and drone attacks in 
which the human element may 
be, literally, thousands of miles 
from the battlefield.

Technology has allowed the 
West to fight martyr-free wars, 
wars in which Western fighters 
can kill with little risk of being 
killed themselves. 

This fact is not lost on people in 
the region, who see this kind of 
war as a declaration that Western 
lives are more precious than Arab 
lives.

Moreover, military analysts 
agree that to defeat ISIS, there 
must be a ground campaign. Air 
wars alone do not succeed alone. 
The United States and other 
coalition forces have been 
bombing ISIS positions since last 
summer but that did not prevent 
recent ISIS victories in Ramadi 
and Palmyra.

So we are left with two routes 
to defeating ISIS, two routes that, 
in fact, merge:  First, anti-ISIS 
governments must come up with 
a way to motivate their people to 
understand the need to resist ISIS 
and everything it stands for. But 
second — and in order to do the 
first — anti-ISIS governments 
must counter ISIS’s appeal by 

giving their young people, their 
marginalised communities, 
something to live for so that they 
are not attracted to ISIS, which 
only offers something to die for.

Tragically, the reason ISIS’s 
appeals are succeeding is because 
so many young people in the 
region (as well as outside the 
region) see more promise in dying 
to achieve future glory than in 
living to achieve a fulfilling life in 
“real time”.

The fight against ISIS has 
served to distract many regional 
states from the difficult task of 
building societies and economies 
that engender hope, that offer 
young people prospects to 
explore their potential and that 
vest citizens in the political 
process. 

Societies that give people 
something to live for.

The West has been equally 
negligent, by focusing on military 
and security assistance to the 
exclusion of economic aid, trade 
promotion, educational scholar-
ships, research and development 
partnerships and the myriad 
other ways to help lift Arab 
societies out of their despair.

Put simply, the way to stop ISIS 
is to make life more promising 
than death.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
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Security at Georgetown University 
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Why the Samaha case in Lebanon is tainted
Beirut

T
he saying “all men are 
created equal” has 
little meaning in 
Lebanon’s justice 
system, a fact that 
became more apparent 

in the trial and conviction of 
former minister Michel Samaha, 
who was sentenced to four-and-a-
half years in prison after admitting 
to plotting terror attacks in 
Lebanon.

The outcome is a clear indica-
tion of the disintegration of basic 
institutions in Lebanon, where 
members of the political class close 
to the “deep state” — Syria’s inner 
intelligence circle — remain above 
the law.

Samaha, a Christian intimately 
linked to Damascus, received the 
relatively light slap on the wrist at 
a military tribunal on May 13th de-
spite video recordings showing him 
discussing plans for the killings and 
explosions at the behest of a senior 
Syrian security chief, General Ali 
al-Mamlouk.

The videos, recorded by an agent 
working for Lebanon’s Internal Se-
curity Forces (ISF), showed Samaha 
explaining that the terror plots 
were approved by Mamlouk and 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Samaha, a former Lebanese 
minister of communications and 
an adviser to Assad, admitted in 
one video that Syrian intelligence 
provided him with $170,000 and 
explosives intended for bombings 
in areas where sectarian tensions 
run high or for targeting Sunni 
political figures opposed to the 
Damascus regime.

Samaha argued he was 
the victim of entrapment 
and actually wanted to 
use the bombings to force 
the closure of the Syria-
Lebanon border to stop the 
movement of Lebanese 
fighters beefing up rebel 
ranks in Syria’s civil war.

The Samaha verdict is 
tainted with political corruption, 
particularly when compared to 
similar sentences. 

An obvious comparison is with 

another major terrorism case, a 
four-month battle between extrem-
ists of the radical Fateh Islam or-
ganisation and the Lebanese Army 
in 2007.

In that battle in the Nahr al-Bared 
Palestinian refugee camp in north 
Lebanon, 170 soldiers were killed. 
Of the 100 Islamists who were cap-
tured, 91 were imprisoned without 
trial for more than seven years. Ac-
cording to lawyer Hashem Ayoubi, 
15-20 of the Islamists who spent all 
those years in prison awaiting trial 
ended up being sentenced to one or 
two years behind bars.

Justice in Lebanon is thus far 
from being blind to political clout.

According to the World Justice 
Project’s Role of Law Index for 
2014, Lebanon ranks 49th globally 
and fourth among seven Middle 
East and North African countries in 
overall rule of law performance. It 
gets worse.

 Lebanon’s civil justice system 
ranks 70th overall and second to 
last in the region, mainly because 
of corruption, long delays before 

trials and discrimination against 
marginalised groups.

Lebanese nationals and politi-
cians denounced Samaha’s light 
sentence. Justice Minister Ashraf 
Rifi, a former ISF commander, 
proposed referring the case to the 
UN-mandated Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon (STL), which is investigat-
ing the February 2005 assassination 
of former Lebanese prime minister 
Rafik Hariri.

Rifi said his decision was mo-
tivated by a “link between the 
explosives carried by Samaha from 
Syria to Lebanon” and those used 
to assassinate George Hawi, the 
former head of the Lebanese Com-
munist Party, as well as journalist 
and parliamentarian Samir Kassir, 
in the wake of the Hariri killing.

Samaha’s case adds to sec-
tarianism and confirms for many 
Lebanese the existence of a “deep 
state” protecting Syrian and Iranian 
interests in the country. 

Samaha’s light sentence also adds 
to the grievances of a large section 
of the population who, ten years 

after the Hariri assassination, are 
still waiting for the arrest of the 
conspirators. Five defendants — 
members of the Syrian-backed Hez-
bollah — are being tried in absentia 
in The Hague for carrying out the 
bombing in Beirut that killed Hariri 
and 22 other people.

Lebanese authorities have not ar-
rested the suspects as they remain 
under the protection of Hezbollah, 
which vowed to “cut off the hands” 
of anyone seeking to apprehend 
them.

The Samaha verdict highlights 
the culture of impunity prevailing 
among Lebanon’s political class. It 
is an indicator of the dismantling 
of state institutions that are main 
guarantors of civil liberties. It also 
tells the Lebanese that justice only 
applies to those not rich or well-
connected enough to escape it.
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