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News & Analysis Fighting extremism

Countering extremism is priority for first woman 
provost of Tunisia’s religious university

UAE regulator warns 
of radicalisation 
through e-games

Tunis

T
he first female 
provost of Tuni-
sia’s Higher 
Institute for Sharia 
and Religious 
Studies said 
battling the 
influence of 

Islamist extremists is part of a 
broader goal of providing spir-
itual calm for a Muslim popula-
tion tormented by anguish and 
uncertainty.

“The fight against terrorism is 
my concern and a top priority be-
cause terrorism is not perpetrated 
only by those who have their 
hands stained with blood. Terror-
ism begins with discourse. It starts 
from ideas and grows into hatred, 
exclusion and rejection of others 
before turning into killing and 
bloodletting,” Bouthaina Jelassi 
said in an interview at her office.

Jelassi, who has a doctorate in 
Islamic studies, in July was ap-
pointed chief officer of an institute 
that trains thousands of mosque 
imams and preachers as well as 
teachers for Quranic schools at 
mosques.

Most of Tunisia’s 5,600 mosque 
imams and preachers were trained 
at the institute, which operates un-
der the supervision of the Ministry 
of Religious Affairs.

The Tunisian government de-
clared a “war on terrorism” after 
jihadists killed 61 people, mostly 
foreigners, in two attacks in 2015 
that devastated the country’s tour-
ism industry and frightened away 
investors.

Government officials agree with 

experts that such a war must be 
buttressed by a comprehensive 
strategy that includes countering 
radical Islamist messages aimed at 
radicalising and recruiting youth 
to join extremist groups.

An estimated 5,000 Tunisians 
have joined the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other extremist organisations 
in Syria, Iraq and Libya.

Radical Islamists were said to 
have found it easy to seize control 
of mosques and other public 
spaces following the overthrow of 
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
in 2011 as the main ruling Islamist 
Ennahda Party that replaced him 
viewed the inclusion of Salafists 
and other radical groups as neces-
sary for a “comprehensive democ-
racy”.

Secularists and liberals in Tuni-
sia accused Ennahda of practicing 
“double-talk” by assuring Tuni-
sians and sceptics abroad that 
the party was a bulwark against 
extremism while at the same time 
encouraging Salafists and other 
radical allies to push for Islami-
sation of society through their 
attacks on cultural events and 
symbols of a secular state.

“I believe in the importance of 
the discourse and exchange of 
ideas to influence and convince 
people and shape vision,” Jelassi 
said. “This is why my project is to 
focus on the mechanisms of the 
discourse.”

She noted “the importance given 
to the interpretation, comprehen-
sion and understanding of Quran 
and Sunna and exegesis,” referring 
to the holy book of Islam and the 
words and deeds of the Prophet 
Mohammad.

“Extremist thought and ideas 
are relying on sacred texts for 
arguments to bolster the narrow 
interpretations they extract from 

verses and words from the Prophet 
that are taken out of their contexts 
and timelines,” Jelassi said. “Ex-
tremists do not respect the spirit of 
the religion and the sharia in their 
discourses.”

She pledged to adapt the educa-
tion programme to the necessity 
and urgency of fighting fanatical 
ideas. “I will work with imams, 
preachers and teachers to im-
prove the substance of the Islamic 
discourse and the ways they relate 
and connect with the faithful,” she 
said.

In addition to Islamic teachings, 
the institute’s curriculum includes 
biology, psychology, sociology, 
anthropology and other fields.

Ali Ghorbal, a preacher at the 
Assalam mosque in the wealthy 
Tunis neighbourhood of Ennasr, 
said there was a need to mobilise 
enlightened imams to counter the 
influence of extremists.

“Young people from well-to-do 
families join mosques to discover 
new spiritual strength. At first, 
they come to the mosque with 
smiling faces. But they change 
when they are picked by extrem-
ist operatives for brainwashing,” 
Ghorbal said. “I knew at least four 

who died in Syria [fighting for 
ISIS],” he said.

“Youth in poor districts or re-
mote areas in the countryside are 
recruited with promises of money, 
a gun and a wife, three compo-
nents of virility that they yearn for. 
They are easy prey for recruiters,” 
he said.

Jelassi said Muslims in general 
and young Tunisians in particular 
need a moderate Islamic discourse 
at a time when people feel stress, 
anguish and uncertainty.

“People seek salvation through 
the traditional values of Islam, 
which gives importance to dia-
logue, compromise and respect 
for difference,” she said. “Youth 
are experiencing hard times with 
massive unemployment and pov-
erty… Imams and preachers can 
help them by reminding them of 
the Islamic values of patience and 
optimism,” she said.

Jelassi wants to open the insti-
tute to local and foreign civic or-
ganisations as well as to Christian 
universities and institutions.

“I want them to discover the 
truth of Islam, which does not nec-
essarily stem from the interpreta-
tions of others,” she said.
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AE authorities have 
called on parents to 
steer their children away 
from making online con-
nections with strangers. 

The Telecommunications Regula-
tory Authority (TRA) warned that 
criminals use conversations to gain 
an understanding of their target and 
identify potential weak points in 
their psyche, develop a relationship 
and ultimately direct them towards 
crime.

“The groups that adopt such vi-
cious thinking are trying to recruit 
young people and adolescents 
through some electronic games, 
starting with unusual conversations 
with them in such a way that it re-
veals their weaknesses so they can 
be easily exploited and instructed 
to commit unlawful acts,” said Mo-
hammed al-Zarooni, TRA’s director 
for policy and programmes, in a 

statement from state news agency 
WAM.

He encouraged young people to 
approach their elders and the au-
thorities if such groups try to con-
nect with them and suggested that 
parents become more aware of their 
children’s online activities.

Recommendations by Abu Dha-
bi-based think-tank Hedayah, in 
the 2016 Security Jam — Beyond 
Conventional Security Challenges 
report, stressed the importance 
of “credible messengers” such as 
family members, social workers, 
psychologists, police, youth work-
ers and religious leaders to protect 
young people from being turned 
towards crime, violence, radical-
ism and extremism through online 
activities.

Eric Eifert, senior vice-president 
of managed security services at UAE 
cyber-security company Dark Mat-
ter, said: “With respect to education 
of parents and children about the 
potential dangerous side of technol-
ogy and online activities, we believe 
parents need to understand how 
technology and online activities can 
be used to target and exploit youth.

“This will allow them to have a 
conversation with their children 
as well as monitor their activities. 
At a macro level, nations need to 
develop cyber-crime investigation 
capabilities that can investigate al-
legations of illegal activities that oc-
cur online.

“Developing online undercover 
operations that can detect and neu-
tralise cyber-crime is one example.”

The TRA emphasised the unprec-

edented pace at which technology 
has developed in the last 20 years, 
which adds another dimension to 
the challenge of preventing children 
being drawn towards crime and ex-
tremism.

According to EY Cybersecurity 
partner Clinton Firth: “The issue 
here is keeping up with the various 
programmes, applications and their 
continued evolution.

“There are small government pro-
grammes and some not-for-profit 
organisations that will help with the 
fundamentals, such as explaining 
where to find the privacy settings 
and what should a third party pro-
vide at a minimum with respect to 
online security.”

He says parents must see their 
children’s internet safety as being 
of equal importance to their general 

well-being.
“The key is for them to take an in-

terest in their kids’ online activities 
as they do in their physical world,” 
he said.  “This is a priority, as the 
internet provides more anonym-
ity and many criminals hide behind 
that.

“Installing third-party monitor-
ing software might be an option to 
help get better control of children’s 
activities beyond just applications 
and into the social media platforms 
that are commonly used by crimi-
nals.”

While the TRA statement did not 
specifically refer to any particular 
criminal groups, the Hedayah study 
warned of the high level of threat to 
the UAE posed by terrorist organisa-
tions such as the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the potential spread of extrem-

ism and conflict, although it also 
stated that family homes and public 
places are equally fertile territory 
for those espousing radical ideas to 
look to for recruiting.

“What has been missing so far 
in many of the prevention pro-
grammes is the offline dimension 
to recruitment,” said Sara Zeiger, 
senior research analyst at Hedayah. 
“The more successful models for 
disengagement seem to include 
some elements of face-to-face in-
teraction or mentorship.

“Very little is being done in terms 
of non-coercive prevention about 
the transition between online inter-
actions and offline recruitment.”

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.
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