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Cutting off extremism’s 
fuel supply

E
xtremist and terrorist 
groups run on fuel. I am 
not talking about the oil 
resources that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has 
seized in Iraq and Syria. I 

am talking about a different kind of 
fuel: the powerful human emotions 
of frustration, uncertainty, humili-
ation, fear and hopelessness.

In the Middle East and North 
Africa today, these emotions run 
rampant in virtually every society, as 
they are among marginalised groups 
— Muslim communities in particular — 
in Europe. And where these emotions 
predominate, terrorist recruitment is 
made easy.

Writing prior to the “Arab spring”, 
French scholar Dominique Moisi 
said: “Too much fear, too much 
humiliation and not enough hope 
constitute the most dangerous of 
all possible social combinations; 
the one that leads to the greatest 
instability and tension”. That social 
combination virtually defines the 
Arab World today. Economies that 
do not efficiently provide goods and 
services or offer the prospects of 
social mobility, educational systems 
that do not educate, a bulging youth 
population that sees few prospects, 
sectarian leaders stoking conflict 
with the “other” — these conditions 
are creating fear, humiliation and 
hopelessness.

But the question remains: Why 
do these conditions and the emo-
tions they arouse lead one to join a 
violent extremist group? One answer 
has been provided by Michael A. 
Hogg, a prominent sociologist at the 
Claremont Graduate University in 
California. Hogg argues that “soci-
etal change and personal life events 
sometimes make one feel uncertain 
about one’s self and identity. This 
self-uncertainty can motivate peo-
ple to identify with social groups, 
particularly groups that provide a 
distinctive and clearly defined iden-
tity… This process can make more 
extreme groups attractive as a source 
of identification.”

In short, groups such as ISIS 
provide an answer to people who 
are uncertain about their futures 
and even their identities. They do 

not join these groups out of 
devotion to Islam — theol-
ogy has little if anything to 
do with it. They join out of a 
need to belong to something 
greater than themselves. 
And because of the chaotic 
and divisive environment in 
so much of the Arab world, 
their own nations no longer 
provide this. In many cases, 
even their families no longer 
provide a sense of meaning-
ful belonging.

French scholar Olivier Roy, 
who has studied the jihadist phe-
nomenon in both the Middle East 

and among European Muslims, says 
that radicalisation is largely “a youth 
revolt against society”, especially 
societies in which their hopes and 
expectations are frustrated. “These 
rebels without a cause,” Roy said 
recently at a conference in Germany, 
“find in jihad a ‘noble’ and global 
cause and are consequently instru-
mentalised by a radical organisation 
that has a strategic agenda.”

This analysis suggests several 
things. First, jihadist terrorism and 
extremism will likely be with us for a 
long time to come. Even if ISIS’s “ca-
liphate” is defeated in Iraq and Syria, 
the group probably will continue to 
recruit followers for terrorist mis-
sions in the region and abroad.

Second, focusing on shutting 
down or interfering with extremists’ 
social media activities — or offering 
a “counter-narrative” social media 
platform — is worth pursuing but 
will have only a limited effect. One 
way or another, these groups will 
find ways to get their message out 
and they know exactly which seg-
ments of society to target.

Finally — and most importantly 
— the scourge of extremism and 
terrorism will only be defeated by 
addressing the root causes of fear, 
humiliation and hopelessness.

This is a generational task, which 
is why the problem will be with us 
for some time to come. It will require 
deep societal reforms, especially in 
educational and economic systems. 
It will require influxes of aid and 
investment from the West and the 
wealthy countries of the Gulf Coop-
eration Council. And it will require 
political systems and social organisa-
tions that offer hope to the millions 
of people who now face uncertainty 
and hopelessness every day.

Make no mistake: This is heavy 
lifting. It will be a massive undertak-
ing, a global project. But if there is 
anything that global terrorism has 
taught us, it is that the world cannot 
build a wall around a troubled region 
and quarantine it from the rest of the 
planet. And the truth is, the MENA 
region’s crises derive in part from 
historical actions by outsiders — Eu-
ropean colonialism and the manipu-
lation of local regimes by Moscow 
and Washington during the Cold 
War, in particular — so the West’s 
contribution to this undertaking is as 
much restitution as it is charity.

But any way you look at it, the 
bottom line is clear: Because of glo-
balisation, the world simply cannot 
allow such a geographically large, 
heavily populated and resource-
rich area of the planet to fester in 
violence and chaos.

Mark Habeeb is the East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University in 
Washington.
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T
he fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) and other jihadist 
terror groups continues on several fronts, including the 
internet.

Following recent terrorist incidents in the United States, 
the US-based, high-tech industry is showing more willing-
ness to join the fight against online recruitment and 

radicalisation that affects the Middle East and North Africa, indeed 
the whole world.

The recent meeting of senior US government officials and top 
executives from the tech industry in San Jose, California, is a step in 
the right direction. Without the help of global technology companies, 
no major progress can be accomplished in preventing jihadists from 
exploiting the internet.

Private tech companies have a legitimate concern about not 
infringing on freedom of communication or being perceived as too 
close to any government but they cannot look the other way as the 
internet serves as a dangerous instrument for terrorist organisations. 
The international community, and countries of the Middle East and 
North Africa in particular, look forward to tangible fruits from the new 
government-industry collaboration.

Silicon Valley corporations have a duty towards their country but 
they also have a duty as world citizens. The recent ban on “hateful 
speech” by the social media company Twitter came not a moment too 
soon. A Brookings Institution report revealed that ISIS operated more 
than 46,000 Twitter accounts just in 2014. The company’s new policy 
will go a long way towards addressing this unfortunate situation.

A Facebook spokesman said the company “does not tolerate 
terrorists or terror propaganda and we work aggressively to remove it 
as we become aware of it”. Let us hope that this statement of intent is 
soon translated into action.

Another reasonable decision was the announcement by the US State 
Department that it is “revamping its counter-violent-extremist 
communications efforts through a new Global Engagement Center”, 
which will “focus more on empowering and enabling partners, 
governmental and non-governmental, who are able to speak out 
against these groups”. This constitutes a welcome realisation that the 
effects of a direct government role are, unfortunately, limited. One 
such non-governmental organisation is the Abu Dhabi-based Sawab 
Centre, which after only six months has had more than 420 million 
web hits.

More civil society and youth-focused initiatives from the Arab and 
Muslim world are needed to debunk the ISIS narrative, especially now 
that its myth of invulnerability has been badly damaged by setbacks 
suffered by ISIS fighters in Syria and Iraq.

Silicon Valley’s new commitment to the effort, along with effective 
but behind-the-scenes government support, should be directed 
towards ensuring that these civil society initiatives receive all the 
support they can get.

The use of the internet by jihadists to lure vulnerable young people 
to their horrendous designs is one of the most immediate problems 
facing the Arab world today as thousands of young people continue to 
join the killing fields of the Levant and elsewhere.

More cooperation between Arab countries and major tech compa-
nies in this regard could be necessary in the future for the common 
interest of all humanity.

The online fight 
against terror


