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Debate Jihadism after Brussels
Muslims battered on both sides of the Atlantic

After the Brussels attacks: The obvious and the implied lessons

T
here are plenty of 
interpretations of this 
poem, written by Yeats 
after World War I, and 
its memorable lines 
have inspired many 

novel and film titles. It is espe-
cially appropriate as we see the 
failure of the centre to hold 
against the tide of radicalism from 
the left and right.

Attempts to reason against the 
illogic of blaming all Muslims for 
the acts of a very few fall on deaf 
ears among skinheads, Trump/
Cruz supporters or others too ready 
to blame “the other”. The centre 
cannot hold because it has little 
capacity to counter extremism, 
which would require more 
awareness of Islam and Muslims 
than most are willing to engage.

Muslims themselves are 
torn between justifying acts of 
reasonable opposition to autocratic 
regimes and pointing fingers at 
those whose horrific acts undercut 
every word of compassion 
uttered by their communities. It 
is ironic that the vast majority of 
extremists call themselves Sunnis, 
Salafists, jihadists, while Shias, 
whose excesses of past decades 
in Lebanon and obdurate policies 
emanating from Iran, are tarred 
with the same brush as al-Qaeda 

franchises and the 
Islamic State (ISIS). 
Despite 1,400-plus 
years of separation, in 
the end, they are, in 
fact, all Muslims, all 
guilty.

To non-Muslims, 
Muslims are 
equally culpable 
for a multitude 
of sins stretching 
from Indonesia to 
Nigeria to Europe 

and even North America. To 
most Americans, Muslims are 
predominately Arabs, as are 
Iranians, because “What’s the 
difference?” They all share the 
tenets of Islam, a religion of hate 
and submission we are told by the 
Trump/Cruz apologists on talk 
radio. Muslims, they claim, are 
unwilling to live in peace with the 
rest of humanity (read Christians) 
because of religious precepts.

Far be it for these supporters 
to actually shake hands and 
converse with a Muslim, although 
they may have been doing it for 
years without contamination. 
Enlightened statements by US 
President Barack Obama, leading 
military and intellectual leaders 
and well-intentioned political 
leaders have not affected those who 
fervently believe that Muslims are 
somehow a lower form of humanity 
that won’t rest until the apocalypse 
has come — strangely similar to 
many Christian evangelicals.

My concern is broad and deep 
for my country and for the lack of 
civility that characterises public 
life. I have worked and lived with 
Muslim communities my entire 
professional life, here in the United 
States, in many Arab countries and 
Iran, which I know is not Arab. I 

have always thought it a blessing 
(baraka you could say) that my 
parents taught me compassion, 
inclusiveness and openness, 
especially towards that which I did 
not understand or feared.

While mine was a mostly normal 
American childhood, bigotry was 
somehow always lurking around, 
in remarks, insinuations, teasing. 
My sister/poet Elmaz writes of 
the pain of discrimination and 
marginalisation. I guess it’s harder 
for some. Mine was more cerebral, 
because I was fortified by not 
giving a damn.

I am a Christian Arab American. 
We are the majority of Arabs in 
the United States. We weathered 
the Palestinian and Lebanese 
conflicts as highly political rather 
than theological conflicts. So 
much is different today. We hear 
from varied sources about the 
persecution of Christians by ISIS. 
Lost in the hateful news is that the 
tyranny of ISIS, acting in the name 
of Islam, has been responsible 
for far more Muslim deaths. ISIS 
and its comrades are enemies of 
humanity, not just of religions.

The same drumbeat of 
deprecation is rising even louder 
in Europe as tides of immigrants 
and horrific violent acts deprive 

the centre of a stable platform for 
engaging doomsayers, bigots and 
racists of all stripes.

In our naïve caricature of the 
region, we want clarity about 
friend and foe. This is no easy task. 
It is somehow lost in translation 
that we are in a generational 
identity struggle among ourselves 
and with those “not like us”. It is 
a struggle that we cannot, each in 
our own way, avoid confronting.

Just think for a moment, why 
are refugees headed for Europe 
and beyond? Is it because they 
hate the West, its civilisation and 
its society? Is it because they are 
hiding terrorists’ cells within their 
numbers waiting to strike? Or is it 
because, like us, they just want to 
wake up each day to the tedium of 
jobs, families, children and traffic?

It is this normalcy that is under 
attack and must be forcefully 
countered. We are certainly in a 
clash of civilisations — humanity 
against the beasts who deny us 
choice.

Jean AbiNader resides in the 
Washington area and is a
long-time participant in US-Arab 
affairs. Other articles can be found 
at www.jeanabinader.com. Follow 
him on Twitter: @jeanabinader.

O
nce again terror 
strikes violently in 
the heart of Europe 
and once again Arabs 
and Muslims are 
holding their breath 

in anticipation of the aftermath of 
the attacks. Europeans, on the 
other hand, are worried about the 
security and democracy in their 
countries.

So, will the Brussels attacks 
constitute a turning point in 
Europe’s security policies, 
particularly following British 
Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
report and the US Congress draft 
legislation concerning the Muslim 
Brotherhood?

Following the Paris attacks in 
November 2015 and the recent 
attacks in Brussels, we can safely 
say that a new security-focused 
era is in full swing in Europe. 

However, none 
of the European 
leaders are 
addressing the 
causes behind the 
spread of terrorism 
in Europe. In 
particular, fallout 
of the war in Syria 
or the failure to 
integrate the Arab 
and Maghrebi 
communities in 
Europe into the local 
economic, social and 
cultural fabric.

Failing to take these factors into 
consideration renders recently 
adopted measures inefficient in 
isolating the terror phenomenon.

Only a comprehensive security 
approach, which touches on 
economic, social, political, cultural 
and religious aspects, is liable to 
succeed in uprooting terror risks 
in Europe. Europeans are aware 
that the likes of Salah Abdeslam 
and the Bakraoui brothers — 
respectively, suspects in the 
Paris and Brussels attacks — are 
the products of marginalisation 
policies and practices.

Saying this by no means justifies 
terrorism. It only serves to make 
the point that finding solutions to 
violence and terrorism must target 
their root causes. Tightening 
security at European airports 
is a good thing but focusing 
on solutions to poverty and 
marginalisation in Europe is even 
better.

Europe’s security doctrine 
should find room for three 
elements:

First, the creation of a European 
National Security Agency, which 
among other things, would 
collaborate closely with Arab and 
Muslim countries in all intelligence 
matters.

Second, the adoption of 
legislation among Europe and Arab 
and Muslim countries that would 
facilitate the transfer of captured 
terrorists, joint interrogations 

and investigations and court 
procedures.

Third, resorting to surgical pre-
emptive strikes so that dealing 
with terrorists would become 
based on a proactive approach and 
not a reactive one. To achieve such 
a goal would require amendments 
to certain European laws.

There are 45 million Muslims 
in Europe. This represents 6% of 
the total population. For decades, 
European countries did not control 
the activities of the many Muslim 
groups in place. Some of these 
groups adhered to takfiri ideologies 
while others were influenced 
by the doctrines of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which called for the 
Islamisation of the entire planet, 
including Europe, and by all means 
possible.

Only a handful of these Islamic 
groups in Europe spread the 
doctrines of moderate Islam. When 
civil wars broke out in countries 
of the “Arab spring”, Europeans 
thought that they were getting rid 
of the Islamic extremists among 
them when the latter left Europe 
to fight in those wars and in Syria 
in particular. Alas, they returned 
to Europe full of hatred and well-
trained in terrorist tactics.

Recent terror attacks have 
shaken Europe’s security 
foundations. Some in Europe have 
begun to contemplate adopting a 
common religious policy. Many 
experts would like such a policy 

to encourage the emergence of 
a so-called European Islam, a 
version of Islam that is in concert 
with human rights and European 
constitutions by refusing to 
mix politics and religion and by 
accepting to remain open to other 
cultures.

If this new strategy sees the 
light, scores of religious and 
charitable societies in Europe 
adopting political Islam doctrines 
or Salafist ideologies run the risk of 
being dissolved or recast into new 
forms.

It has become necessary for 
Arab elites living in Europe to 
think about creating pressure 
groups to work with European 
governments and the European 
Parliament to promote inter-faith 
and intercultural education. The 
same lobbies can be active in 
defending the economic and social 
rights of the Maghrebi and Arab 
communities in Europe and in 
explaining to these communities 
the advantages of integrating 
European societies, culture and 
economy.

It is crucial that full integration 
policies in Europe succeed because 
their success would go a long way 
towards eliminating the hotspots 
of resentment, violence and 
terrorism.
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For decades, 
European countries 
did not control the 
activities of the 
many Muslim groups 
in place.

We are certainly in a 
clash of civilisations 
— humanity against 
the beasts who deny 
us choice.

Things fall apart; the centre 
cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the 
world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, 
and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is 
drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while 
the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

               W.B. Yeats, 
The Second Coming

A Moroccan child wrapped in a Belgian flag lights a candle during a tribute to the victims of the 
Brussels attacks, in Casablanca on March 26th, four days after a triple bomb attack.


