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UK mosques can play a role in radicalisation
London

A 

mid increasing fears of 
radicalisation of young 
British Muslims, ques-
tions are being asked 
about the role mosques 

and Muslim organisations in the 
country are playing, or failing to 
play, to stop this dangerous phe-
nomenon.

Estimates of British membership 
in the Islamic State (ISIS) range 
from 500-2,000, according to Brit-
ish Muslim Member of Parliament 
Khalid Mahmood in November 
2014.

But questions remain over how 
to counter this dangerous ideology 
that is increasingly gaining pur-
chase among some segments of the 
British Muslim community, with 
many calling for tighter regulation 
of mosques.

Unlike most countries in the Arab 
world, mosques in the United King-
dom are largely unregulated, with 
a number of independent bodies 
such as the Mosques and Imams 
National Advisory Board (MINAB), 
the Muslim Association of Britain 
(MAB) and the British Council of 
Muslims seeking, and competing, 
to fill that gap.

In other words, there is no across-
the-board standard for who can 
call themselves an imam in Britain 
or what they can or cannot preach. 
While some applaud this pluralis-
tic approach, others are concerned 
that it leaves the door open for the 
proliferation of extremist ideology.

This is also at odds with the situ-
ation in most Middle Eastern coun-
tries, where imams must be ap-
proved by the government. Egypt’s 
Ministry of Awqaf, in charge of re-
ligious endowments, for example, 

in late 2013 banned clerics who had 
not graduated from al-Azhar from 
preaching in a bid to unify religious 
discourse in the country.

Although ISIS does most of its 
recruiting online, security experts 
say that an extremist, albeit non-
violent, strain of political Islamist 
ideology is being perpetuated in 
some British mosques.

Prime Minister David Cameron 
said there were some among Brit-
ish Muslims who have “quietly 
condoned extremist ideology rath-
er than confront it”.

“There are people who hold 
some of these views who don’t go 
as far as advocating violence, but 
do buy into some of these preju-
dices, giving the extreme Islamist 
narrative weight and telling fel-
low Muslims ‘you are part of this’,” 
Cameron told a security conference 
last month.

After initially becoming enam-
oured with non-violent radical 
views, a sub-section of disillu-
sioned and isolated young Muslims 
become easy pickings for ISIS’s on-
line recruiters. More than this, the 
sheer extremism and brutality of 
ISIS’s hard-line ideology, rhetoric 
and methodology has moved the 
goal posts in terms of the definition 
of “moderate” Islamic discourse.

As such, the UK government and 
British Muslim community must 
challenge and address non-violent 
extremist ideology as the gate-
way to terrorism. The government 
has taken legal action with a new 
“prevent duty”, which requires or-
ganisations such as schools, local 
authorities, prisons and police and 
health bodies to have “due regard 
to preventing people from being 
drawn into terrorism” as part of the 
Counter-Terrorism and Security 
Act 2015.

UK Security Minister John Hayes 
said: “We have seen all too starkly 
and tragically the dangers of radi-
calisation and the devastating im-
pact it can have on individuals, 
families and communities. The 
new prevent duty is about protect-
ing people from the poisonous and 
pernicious influence of extremist 
ideas that are used to legitimise 
terrorism.”

British Muslim associations are 
working to combat ideological ex-
tremism as the underpinning for 
terrorism. The Minhaj-ul-Quran 
International organisation, which 
is very active within Britain’s 
prominent Pakistani community, 
launched a “counter-extremism 
curriculum” on June 23rd.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly, 
Minhaj ul-Quran founder and 
director Muhammad Tahir ul-

Qadri said: “Non-violent extrem-
ism must be confronted as much 
as violent extremism. The issue 
must be to tackle extremism at the 
source.”

He called for an “absolute, ex-
plicit, categorical and unambigu-
ous condemnation” of non-violent 
extremist ideology from all British 
mosques and Muslim associations.

Accounts of British ISIS recruits 
either tell of secular Muslims who 
suddenly become radicalised as a 
result of online preachers or de-
vout Muslims who become disen-
chanted by what they are hearing 
from their local imam and look for 
answers elsewhere.

Radical groups such as Al-Mu-
hajiroun, Hizb ut-Tahrir and oth-
ers operate on the fringes of main-
stream British Muslim society, 
possessing an alluring glamour for 

some young Muslims as a result of 
their outsider status. Hizb ut-Tah-
rir — banned in most Arab coun-
tries — is very active on a number 
of British university campuses, 
with many mosques across the 
United Kingdom welcoming mem-
bers as visiting speakers. There 
are also questions being asked re-
garding a foreign-backed strain of 
Salafist ideology that is increasing-
ly appearing in UK mosques.

Either way, the local mosque is 
being bypassed. At best, imams 
are guilty of failing to engage with 
local worshippers and steer them 
away from extremism; at worst 
they are laying the foundations for 
violent extremism further down 
the line.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Can social media drive ‘lone wolf’ attacks in the US?

A
mericans recently 
celebrated the Fourth 
of July, marking their 
declaration of 
independence from 
Britain in 1776, with 

all the traditional fare — from food 
to fireworks — and with the threat 
of terrorism hanging over gather-
ings across the land.

Americans were told to be 
“vigilant and prepared” for “lone 
wolf” attacks.

Thomas Tracy, a New York Daily 
News reporter quoted the city’s 
police commissioner, Bill Bratton, 
as saying in September 2014 that 
the Islamic State (ISIS) had 
mastered social media, attempt-
ing to recruit lone wolf terrorists 
to target Times Square. Bratton 
said, “ISIS is using social media as 
one of the main tools to attract 
new recruits and has called for 
someone to strike “at the Cross-
roads of the World”.

A lone wolf terrorist can be 
defined as someone who commits 
violent acts in support of some 
group, movement or ideology but 
who does so alone, outside of any 
command structure and without 

material assistance from any 
group .

With that in mind, along with 
recent attacks in Tunisia, France 
and Kuwait, US Homeland 
Security Secretary Jeh Johnson, in 
a June 26th statement, called for 
local law enforcement to “adjust 
security measures — seen and 
unseen — as necessary to protect 
the American people.”

Behind Johnson’s remarks was 
also the fact that ISIS spokesman 
Abu Muhammad al-Adnani a few 
days earlier had urged jihadists to 
turn the holy month of Ramadan 
into a time of “calamity for the 
infidels … Shias and apostate Mus-
lims”. Adnani also called on 
followers to “be keen to conquer 
in this holy month and to become 
exposed to martyrdom”.

Accompanying these “routine 
warnings on holidays”, is a 
growing concern of Americans 
that threats of home-grown “lone 
wolf” attacks, inspired by sophis-
ticated ISIS recruitment through 
social media, continue to grow 
through self-radicalised Islamists 
inside the United States.

It started at the Los Angeles 
International Airport in the 2002 
attack, in which a gunman 
charged the El Al ticket counter, 
killing two people. Since then 
there have been several cases of 
lone wolf attacks, mostly by 
foreign-born Islamists, such as 
28-year-old Yusuf Ibrahim 
indicted for the February 2013 
beheading and cutting off the 
hands of two Egyptian Coptic 
Christian expatriates, but also by 

US-born citizens, such as Nidal 
Malik Hassan, a US Army major 
who was convicted of killing 13 
people on November 5, 2009, at 
the Fort Hood Army Base in Texas.

There is little evidence that 
these instances were significantly 
inspired through social media. 
However, recent lone wolf attacks 
were definitely inspired by social 
media-based recruitment and 
propagandising.

Just as the Boston Marathon 
bomber was sentenced to death, 
two home-grown, self-radicalised 
terrorists decided to attack the 
attendees at the “Draw Moham-
med” conference in Garland, 
Texas, on May 3rd. Both were 
killed. But that did 
not dampen the 
enthusiasm of 
other radicals. The 
US Justice Depart-
ment has 
announced the 
arrests of ten people 
it said were inspired 
by and supported 
ISIS. Congressional 
leaders say that there 
have been others that 
have not been 
announced.

So what motivates 
these lone wolves?

Jeffrey Simon, an 
expert on terrorism 
and political violence, 
and author of Lone 
Wolf Terrorism: 
Understanding the 
Growing Threat (Prometheus, 
2013), addressed the lone wolf in 

an article that appeared April 17, 
2013, in Foreign Policy. Simon said 
there are five basic types — secu-
lar, religious, single-issue, 
criminal and idiosyncratic — 
although some lone wolves fall 
into more than one category. 
Simon says the internet has 
proven indispensable to every 
type of lone wolf. And lone wolves 
operate throughout the world.

Warren Richey, a staff writer for 
the Christian Science Monitor, 
credits ISIS in a June 3rd article 
with recruiting new members 
through aggressive use of  up to 
200,000 tweets per day on Twitter 
— the estimated work of a couple 

thousand “core propagan-
dists”.

Social media experts point 
out that ISIS uses Twitter to 
drive prospects to closed 
websites in the same way 
businesses use Twitter to 
drive prospective clients to 
business websites. As a 
result, tracking would-be 
lone wolves becomes much 
more difficult. As a result of 
ISIS success, intelligence 
experts are scrambling to 
find ways to undercut the 
group’s growing appeal 
among a small but signifi-
cant number of US resi-
dents.

Robert Jordan is a retired 
US Marine Corps major 
and served in combat in 

South-East Asia and the Middle 
East. He has written extensively on 
terrorism.
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