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News & Analysis Fighting ISIS

Daesh or Islamic 
State: What’s in
a name?

Why do engineers go bad?

London

“W
e believe that 
ISIL or Daesh is 
now beginning 
to lose. We see 
them in a defen-

sive crouch,” coalition spokesman 
US Army Colonel Steve Warren said 
during a recent visit to Britain, us-
ing both the UK and US designation 
for the Islamic State, or  ISIS.

The British government made the 
decision to call the group Daesh in 
September 2015. Speaking before 
parliament, British Prime Minister 
David Cameron said: “I feel it’s time 
to join our key ally France, the Arab 
League and other members of the 
international community in using… 
the terminology ‘Daesh’ because 
this evil death cult is neither a true 
representation of Islam nor is it a 
state.”

“Daesh” has become an increas-
ingly accepted name for ISIS, which 
had previously been known as ei-
ther the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS) or the Islamic State of 
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in West-
ern media.

ISIS rebranded itself as the “Is-
lamic State” in June 2014 after it 
consolidated its hold on territory 
in Iraq and Syria and declared a 
caliphate. Many governments and 
media outlets initially took up the 
new name for the sake of expedi-
ency and to draw a line under the 
confusion of the group’s name, al-
though this has now been followed 
by a move to promote the “Daesh” 
designation.

France decided to officially call 
the group “Daesh” in September. 
“This is a terrorist group and not 
a state. I do not recommend using 
the term Islamic State because it 
blurs the lines between Islam, Mus-
lims and Islamists,” French Foreign 

Minister Laurent Fabius said.
“The Arabs call it Daesh and I 

will be calling them the Daesh cut-
throats,” he added.

“Daesh” is the acronym of the 
group’s name in Arabic — Al-Dawla 
Al-Islamiya fi Al-Iraq wa al-Sham 
or the Islamic State in Iraq and Al 
Sham (an area roughly equivalent 
to the Levant). However, ISIS pre-
fers to call itself simply Al-Dawla 
— “The State” — and has disavowed 
the term “Daesh”, punishing those 
who use it.

A number of Mosul residents told 
the Associated Press that ISIS fight-
ers threatened to cut the tongue 
out of anyone who used the term 
“Daesh”, instead of referring to the 
group by its full name. A video was 
published in February showing a 
boy in western Iraq receiving 60 
lashes for referring to the group as 
“Daesh”.

In addition to detracting from 
the group’s claimed “Islamic” iden-
tity, “Daesh”, in Arabic at least, 
also brings to mind the root word 
da’s, which means to “crush” or 
“trample” and is reportedly hated 
by members of the group.  Arabic’s 
complex conjugation system af-
fords its speakers an ability to use 
the term “Daesh” in a variety of dif-
ferent ways, none complimentary.

Many analysts say it is important 
to differentiate between Islam and 
the terrorist group, which main-
stream Muslims maintain has noth-
ing to do with their interpretation of 
the religion, particularly at a time 
when Islamophobia is on the rise in 
the West.

“It is imperative that Islamic State 
is not granted the legitimacy that 
referring to it as ‘the’ Islamic State 
would give; it is not a state, nor, ar-
guably, is it Islamic,” a report by UK 
anti-extremist think-tank Quilliam 
said.

Questions surrounding the 
group’s name and Muslim attempts 
to differentiate ISIS from main-
stream Islam have been on the rise 
since the group announced its ca-
liphate, with a number of alterna-
tives being put forward.

Dar Al-Ifta, responsible for issu-

ing religious edicts in Egypt, which 
has its own ISIS franchise in the Si-
nai peninsula, has said the group 
should not be referenced as “ISIS” 
or “Daesh”.

Egyptian Grand Mufti Shawki Al-
lam in August 2014 proposed that 
ISIS should be referred to as “al-
Qaeda Separatists in Iraq and Syria” 
— QSIS.

“The initiative by Dar Al-Ifta 
came to express the institution’s 
rejection of many stereotypes that 
attach the name of Islam to bloody 

and violent acts committed by such 
groups,” Ibrahim Negm, an adviser 
to the grand mufti, told Al Arabiya 
News.

“We are afraid that such incorrect 
stereotypes will be rooted in the 
minds of Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike,” he added.

A group of leading British imams 
petitioned the government in 2014 
to adopt the usage of the term the 
“Un-Islamic State” or UIS.

“We shall take every opportunity 
to continue to say clearly and loudly 

‘not in our name’ and ‘not in our 
faith,’” a statement read.

Whether ISIS, ISIL, IS or Daesh, 
the way that politicians and media 
outlets refer to the group is impor-
tant in shaping public perceptions 
of Islam, particularly in the West, 
but is nothing compared to the 
physical battle that is taking place 
in Iraq and Syria to erase the group, 
and its name, from existence.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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T 

he fact that a large num-
ber of jihadist terrorists 
had been educated as 
engineers is a phenom-
enon that has been wide-

ly noted but rarely studied. Until 
now. Diego Gambetta, professor of 
social theory at Italy’s European 
University Institute, and Steffen 
Hertog, a Middle East specialist at 
the London School of Economics, 
have published a controversial new 
book, Engineers of Jihad: The Curi-
ous Connection Between Violent Ex-
tremism and Education.

Gambetta and Hertog studied the 
personal biographies of more than 
200 known jihadists who had pur-
sued higher education. They dis-
covered that nearly 45% of them ei-
ther attained degrees in or studied 
engineering. The 200 jihadists were 
from 19 countries where on aver-
age only 12% of university students 
study engineering. The over-rep-
resentation of engineers held true 
whether the jihadists were educat-

ed in the Middle East or were born 
and educated in the West.

Gambetta and Hertog have 
moved the argument beyond the 
anecdotal. Clearly, something is go-
ing on here.

What exactly that is, however, is 
harder to determine and has stoked 
controversy. Some professional en-
gineers have accused the authors of 
giving engineering a black eye. Oth-
ers have suggested that 
terror groups actively re-
cruit engineers, assum-
ing they would be better 
able to make and handle 
advanced explosives.

Gambetta and Hertog, 
however, found that the 
vast majority of the jihad-
ist engineers they studied 
were not recruited but had 
volunteered. Moreover, 
they most often were not 
the bomb-makers within the 
group but rather leaders and 
commanders.

Clearly, there is some caus-
al factor between studying engi-
neering — or having an engineer’s 
“mindset” — and being attracted to 
jihadism.

Gambetta and Hertog offered two 
explanations for their findings.

The first is based on the well-
known sociological phenomenon 
of relative deprivation: When peo-
ple feel they are not getting what 
is due them or that their hard 
work and educational attainment 

are not being rewarded, they may 
become frustrated and angry. In 
other words, a young man (and it is 
overwhelmingly men we are talk-
ing about) who studies engineering 
only to find that there are no jobs 
available, or at least none of the sta-
tus he expected to achieve, will feel 
deprived. He will feel angry, and 
angry people often look for some-

one to blame for their 
distress.

Gambetta and Her-
tog suggested another 
possible factor as well, 
one that is based on 
the engineer’s mind-
set. They polled stu-
dents across vari-
ous disciplines and 
found that engi-
neers ranked very 
high in three psy-
chological catego-
ries: the need for 
certainty, a prefer-
ence for order and 

a dislike of ambiguity. Clearly, 
these are excellent qualities for 
an engineer — who would want to 
cross a bridge built by an engineer 
who was less than certain of what 
he was doing?

These same traits are also the 
hallmarks of extremists — religious 
or otherwise. They think in black 
and white, holy and evil, us and 
them. There are no grey areas or 
room for debate with jihadists.

Michael Hogg, a social psycholo-

gist at Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity in California, suggested that 
one of the emotional factors that 
may make extremism attractive to 
an individual is “existential uncer-
tainty”, which can be defined as 
confusion about one’s future and 
even one’s basic identity. If indeed 
the engineer’s “mindset” stresses 
the need for certainty, one can see 
how a feeling of existential uncer-
tainty might drive a frustrated and 
angry engineer into the arms of a 
group that claims to have all the an-
swers to life’s equations.

It is important to note that en-
gineers or would-be engineers are 
not the only people who share the 
traits that seem to make extrem-
ism attractive. Gambetta and Her-
tog make a point of saying that 
engineering schools do not create 
these psychological traits in their 
students.

What you apparently have is a 
“perfect storm”: Young men who 
tend to share certain psychologi-
cal traits pursue a discipline that 
rewards these traits (think of the 
successful bridge builder), only to 
find upon graduation that their ex-
pectations of life are not being met. 
At that point, a small number — an 
extremely small number — will re-
spond to the siren call of jihad’s 
glory and certainty.

There are two possible responses 
to the authors’ findings that should 
definitely not be pursued: First, se-
curity forces should not start profil-

ing engineers or engineering stu-
dents; and second, countries in the 
Arab world that desperately need 
modernisation and economic de-
velopment should not discourage 
students from pursuing engineer-
ing or other technical degrees.

While the overlap between en-
gineers and jihadists is apparently 
real, it  represents an infinitesimal 
portion of the overall engineering 
population.

Ultimately, the answer is to create 
civil discourses that focus on toler-
ance and dialogue — as Tunisia is do-
ing — and to undertake policies that 
create the kind of economic growth 
in which engineering graduates will 
find satisfying and productive em-
ployment. Both solutions will take 
time, even a generation, to achieve. 
In the meantime, we should not be 
surprised or overly alarmed when 
we learn that a jihadist terrorist also 
happens to be an engineer.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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“Daesh” is the 
acronym of the group’s 
name in Arabic.

Iraqi demonstrators march across Arabic writing that reads “Daesh”.
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In the study, 45% of 
200 known jihadist 
university graduates 
had attained degrees 
in or studied 
engineering.

There is speculation 
about a causal factor 
between studying 
engineering — or 
having an engineer’s 
“mindset” — and being 
attracted to jihadism.


