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Emiratis look at technology exhibits at 
the Museum of the Future, an innovation 
exhibition at the World Government Summit in 
Dubai on February 10, 2016.

Obama’s remarks fuel misperceptions about Arab youth 

J
essica Ashooh, deputy 
director of the Atlantic 
Council’s Middle East 
Strategy Task Force, 
took aim at comments 
about Arab youth made 

by US President Barack Obama 
in his interview in the Atlantic. 
While decrying the overall 
dismal state of the political life 
in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA), the president 
remarked that Arabs, frankly, 
were not up to par with their 
counterparts in South-East 
Asia, which, he said, “is filled 
with striving, ambitious, 
energetic people who are every 
single day scratching and 
clawing to build businesses and 
get education and find jobs and 
build infrastructure”.

While the president is, of 
course, entitled to his opinions, 
given his stature, these somehow 
get translated into truth. In this 
case, his comments support 
stereotypes that disparage a 
generation of Arabs who are 
often engaged in a significant 
struggle to create value, jobs 
and acquire a decent quality of 
life. It feeds into the common 
misperceptions that somehow 
“Arabs” do not share American 
interests in the MENA region.

Yet, time and time again, from 
the high level of cooperation 
in joint military exercises to 
the multitude of education, 

training, capacity-building 

and entrepreneurship projects 
the United States supports, 
Americans find significant 
alignment with their friends 
from Morocco and Jordan to the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 
many of them working in the 
private sector. Despite that being 
a “friend of America” entitles you 
to be on the Islamic State (ISIS) 
hit list, youth throughout the 
Arab world are actively engaged 
in challenging the status quo and 
building quality life options.

Contrast what Obama had to 
say with a recent World Bank 
blog posting: “As you walk 
through the ancient market in 
Fez or that of any other medina 
in Morocco, pass a vibrant hair 
salon in downtown Casablanca 
with the feel of a beauty mega-
factory, or see young people 
on a street corner in Rabat 
waiting to be picked up for a 
day job in construction, you 
cannot but be impressed with 
the entrepreneurial spirit on 
display. The young people hard 
at work across the country are 
part of a huge army of Moroccan 
youth, many of whom have less 
than secondary school degrees, 
stuck in the informal sector with 
limited opportunities for a good, 
steady income.”

Throughout the MENA region, 
the vast majority of Arab youth 
are striving to find the means 
to acquire skills, financing, 
partnerships and access to 
markets that will change their 
futures for the better. As Ashooh 
writes: “Beyond the noise of the 
ISIS horror show, young Arabs are 
seeking education and starting 
companies at record levels, using 
technology to improve not only 
their personal prospects but also 
their societies.”

Morocco and Jordan as well 
as the United Arab Emirates and 

Saudi Arabia provide a multitude 
of examples of start-ups 
nurtured with resources backing 
entrepreneurial teams working 
in collaboration to redefine how 
technology can benefit sectors 
from small farms to complex 
information systems. Combined 
with increased investments in 
renewable energy and improved 
health services, opportunities for 
enhancing quality of life in these 

countries are increasing daily.
Governments are sensing that 

their key role is to encourage 
rather than regulate how 
entrepreneurism should evolve 
by listening to youth and their 
allies in the private sector to 
stimulate and abet the success of 
start-ups. With increased access to 
early and second stage financing, 
business fairs to demonstrate new 
applications and technologies and 
increased attention from private 
investors, youth are reaching for 
opportunities that simply did not 
exist five years ago.

There are multiple examples of 
how technology can be applied by 
those with a less formal education 
in areas such as agriculture, 
hospitality services, small-scale 
energy, home and health care and 
artisanal crafts. Opportunities are 
accessible to previously illiterate 
village women, poorly educated 
rural youth and those enmeshed 
in the informal economy. It is 
about options; it is about change. 
Remarkably, women make up 
about 35% of those leading start-
ups in the Arab world, ten times 
the ratio of women-led tech start-
ups in the United States.

So, if Obama wants to see 
what the majority of MENA 
youth are focusing on, he should 
visit one of the dozens of tech 
fairs that take place each year 
in Morocco, Jordan or the GCC 
or travel to incubators that are 
borne of university-private sector 
partnerships. He should listen 
to the aspirations of those who 
every day are striving to make a 
difference in their lives and their 
communities. These serve as 
strong and enduring complements 
to the vast sums spent on 
countering violent extremism 
programmes. Both are essential to 
sustaining our partnerships in the 
MENA region.
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The destructive power of despair
Hopelessness and marginalisation driving young Arabs to join ISIS
Ed Blanche
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s the war against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) inten-
sifies, a survey of young 
Arabs, a major source of 
recruitment by the ji-

hadists, and a trove of ISIS person-
nel records, which analysts con-
sider the “most significant” cache 
of its kind, has provided important 
insights into the group’s regional 
standing — even suggesting sup-
port for ISIS is falling among Arab 
millennials.

The data that emerged indicate 
that, despite the destructive pow-
er of despair among young Arabs 
across the Middle East and North 
Africa that has been driving them 
into the arms of ISIS and its self-
proclaimed caliphate aimed at re-
viving the medieval glory days of 
Islam, many do not see jihad as the 
answer to their woes and possibly 
one of the causes of their distress.

The survey — the eighth annual 
polling of its kind — determined 
that 13% of the 3,500 Arab men 
aged 18-24 polled in 16 countries 
said they could not see themselves 
supporting ISIS even if it became 
less violent.  At the same time, 50% 
of respondents said they perceived 
ISIS as the region’s biggest prob-
lem, up from 27% a year ago.

This would seem to challenge 
the perceived wisdom of recent 
years that alienation and a deep-
rooted sense of hopelessness and 
marginalisation among the young-
er generation are the incubators for 
an alarming drift towards Islamic 
militancy that ISIS tapped into for 
its fighters, suicide bombers and 
even its army of bureaucrats who 
administer its caliphate.

At the same time, a vast cache 
of ISIS documentation that has 
emerged, reputedly provided by 
an ISIS defector, underlines that 
thousands of Arabs with an aver-
age age of 26 or 27, went to Syria 
and Iraq to join ISIS’s war in 2013-
14.

That flood of recruits may have 
diminished since then, particular-
ly as ISIS is under growing military 
pressure and is said to have lost 
more than 40% of the territory it 
conquered in its 2014 blitzkrieg.

The overwhelming majority of 
the men polled in the survey, pub-
lished on April 12th, rejected ter-
rorism but said the biggest crisis 
facing the region is widespread un-
employment, particularly among 
the young; poor governance and 
the lack of democracy and chronic 
instability.

The survey clearly shows that 
Arab leaders ignore the clamour 
from young people at their peril: 
that unless regional governments 
provide jobs and stability, it may 
be hard to contain the destructive 
power of despair.

ISIS “thrives on political, social 
and religious failures”, observed 
analyst Hassan Hassan in a paper 
issued with the survey conducted 
by the Dubai office of the Asda’a 
Burson-Marsteller, one of the re-
gion’s leading public relations 

agencies.
“Daesh may weaken and disap-

pear but the underlying sickness 
will remain and similar groups will 
emerge if that sickness is not ad-
dressed,” Hassan said, using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

One of the main sources of this 
instability in a region gripped by 
conflict from Morocco to Yemen, 
72% of the respondents said, is the 
deepening rift between Sunnis and 
Shias, a rivalry that ISIS is deliber-
ately enflaming.

At the same time, 52% said they 
felt religion plays too big a role in 
the region and 39% saw the Syrian 
bloodbath as a proxy war waged by 
global and regional powers. Almost 
half said they supported the July 
2015 nuclear agreement between 
Iran and US-led global powers — in 
striking contrast to the fury and 
alarm this caused among the Sunni 
monarchies of the Arabian Gulf.

The leaked ISIS documents, 
which contained personnel re-
cords on more than 4,600 volun-
teers, to some extent support the 
survey’s findings. The mass of 
data, analysed by the Combating 
Terrorism Center (CTC) at the US 
Military Academy at West Point, 
New York, showed that only 12% 
of the Muslims who went to Syria 

were prepared to carry out suicide 
missions.

That ratio is starkly at variance 
with CTC data on foreign volun-
teers with al-Qaeda in Iraq, ISIS’s 
jihadist predecessor, in 2006-07, 
when more than half said they 
were willing to kill themselves dur-
ing attacks for the caliphate.

The CTC experts provided anoth-
er telling conclusion — and this un-
derlines the degree to which eco-

nomic stagnation propels young 
Muslims to seek out ISIS — which 
is that many of the volunteers had 
more menial jobs than their higher 
level of education would suggest.

The lack of employment pros-
pects also appears to have been a 
significant influence: 656 of the 
volunteers were students who pre-
sumably saw jihad as a better pros-
pect than a life without a decent 
job.

50%
of respondents 
said they perceived 
ISIS as the region’s 
biggest problem, up 
from 27% a year ago.

“Daesh may weaken 
and disappear but 
the underlying 
sickness will 
remain.”

Security analyst Hassan Hassan


