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Washington

A 

s the United States and 
Europe confront attacks 
inspired by the violent 
ideology of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), a new re-

port warns that, while the West’s 
military role in confronting jihad-
ists in Iraq and Syria is important, 
it should stay away from the ideo-
logical battles raging in the Muslim 
world.

“Whose Islam is it? Who gets to 
decide?” Geneive Abdo of the At-
lantic Council asked during the re-
lease of the report in Washington, 
describing what she calls a “market 
of religious opinion” in the Muslim 
world. Answers should be formulat-
ed by Muslims themselves, not by 
outside forces, Abdo said. As for the 
West, “there should be a reluctance 
to take sides”.

That view is certainly not shared 
by everyone. Ayaan Hirsi Ali, an 
activist and Harvard scholar who 
supports calls for a reformation 
of Islam, argued that Washington 
should get involved in the religious 
debates.

“A battle for the future of Islam is 
taking place between reformers and 
reactionaries, and its outcome mat-
ters,” she wrote in Foreign Affairs 
last year. “The United States needs 
to start helping the right side win.”

Extremists influenced, and in 
some cases steered, by ISIS have 
killed more than 100 people in 
France, Belgium, the United States 
and other countries this year alone. 
The 28-year-old suspect arrested in 
September after allegedly planting 
bombs in New York and New Jersey 
is thought to have been inspired by 
the ideas of al-Qaeda and ISIS.

As the United States and its allies 

attack ISIS positions in Syria and 
Iraq, Western politicians have also 
waded into the religious debate.

In his last speech to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly as US president, 
Barack Obama lamented the “per-
versions of a great faith”. Earlier 
this year, US Secretary 
John Kerry declared 
that ISIS members 
were “apostates” of 
Islam who had “hi-
jacked a great reli-
gion”. Using another 
acronym for ISIS, Jeh 
Johnson, secretary of 
the US Department of 
Homeland Security, 
said: “ISIL, though it 
claims the banner of Is-
lam, occupies no part of 
[the] religion, a religion 
founded on peace.”

The report by Abdo 
and co-author Nathan 
Brown of George Wash-
ington University titled 
Religion, Identity and 
Countering Violent Ex-
tremism argued that ac-
tive efforts by the West 
to shape the debate in the 
Muslim world are counter-
productive and doomed 
to fail because they lack 
credibility. “Western gov-
ernments are widely seen 
in the region as not merely 
secular but actively hostile 
to Islam,” the report said.

The authors warned 
against Western initiatives 
“to find the right religious 
actors to engage and sup-
port” in the Middle East. 
Such efforts are “likely to 
draw Western governments 
not only into religious con-
troversies where they have 
no role but also into partisan 
political struggles they do not 
fully understand”, Abdo and 
Brown wrote.

The report argued that a 
weakening of state-sponsored 
religious authorities and the 
rise of social media have given 
extremists new opportunities 
to find followers, especially 

among the “economically and po-
litically marginalised”.

As a result, competition between 
states and non-state actors is in-
creasing. A sheikh in Egypt could 
be followed and admired by people 
from 

all across the region “and nobody 
questions whether he has a re-
ligious education or not”, Abdo 
said. “There are many competitors. 
There are many voices.”

ISIS benefits from that develop-
ment, Abdo and Brown said. “ISIS 
propagates a violent and almost 
messianic reading of the faith… 

untrammelled by corrupt politi-
cians and a compliant and feck-
less religious establishment.”

Brown said Western policy-
makers should make greater ef-
forts to understand Islam and 
the debates within the region. 
That does not mean taking 
sides or endorsing particular 
religious systems or players as 
a model, he said.

Instead, the West should 
concentrate on military, po-
litical and economic “playing 
fields” in the region, Brown 
said. “Those are the ones 
where we can play a much 
more active role.”

In addition, Abdo and 
Brown urged US policymak-
ers to encourage govern-
ments in the region to make 
sure that the debate about 
Islam is peaceful and to 
“highlight that repressive 
state policies increase ex-
tremist tendencies”.

The report comes as 
Western military planners 
looking at retaking the 
Iraqi city of Mosul and the 
jihadist group’s self-pro-
claimed capital, Raqqa, in 
northern Syria are think-
ing of ways to prevent the 
re-emergence of sectarian 
extremism after ISIS rule 
has ended.

There were lessons 
learned from the US in-
vasion in Iraq in 2003, 
when a lack of post-war 
planning unleashed 
widespread sectarian 
violence, said Frederic 
Hof, director of the At-
lantic Council’s Rafik 
Hariri Center for the 
Middle East, which 
published the report. 
Planning for “some de-
cent governance” fol-
lowing military con-

frontations was a key to 
success, he said.

West will do more harm than good by wading 
into Islam debate, study finds
Thomas Seibert

Whose Islam is it? 
Who gets to 
decide?”Geneive Abdo

of the Atlantic Council

US Mormons stand shoulder to shoulder with Muslims

I
n the general caterwauling 
about rising Islamophobia 
in the United States, here is 
a key fact: Millions of 
Americans of the Mormon 
faith are standing shoulder 

to shoulder with Muslims out of a 
deep and visceral distaste for 
religious persecution.

This is most noticeable in Utah, 
where Mormons make up half the 
electorate and the community is 
mobilising solidly against 
Republican Party presidential 
nominee Donald Trump.

In denying Trump a state that 
would normally be in the Repub-
lican column, Mormons would 
deliver a wounding kick in a 
particularly sensitive part of the 
party’s anatomy. Namely, its 
self-belief and confidence in its 
stranglehold on politics in Utah. 
As Quin Monson, a political 
science professor at Brigham 
Young University, a Mormon-
affiliated institution, recently 
put it: “Any Republican with a 
pulse should be able to get into 
the 60% range (in Utah).” 
Trump’s falling support, he said, 
is “a meltdown of epic propor-
tions”.

“Epic” is a big word but the 
change Utah is contemplating 
would make history. If it squeam-
ishly eschews Trump as well as 
his Democratic Party rival Hillary 
Clinton, it will probably vote for 
an independent, such as Evan 
McMullin, he of the balding pate 
and boyish face, is one of the 
Mormons’ own.

In recent days, polls have 
indicated that McMullin, a 
former CIA officer, has a good 
chance of carrying the state. If he 
does, McMullin would become 
the first third-party candidate 
since George Wallace in 1968 to 
win electoral college votes. And 
it would be Utah that will have 
helped McMullin make it into the 
history books.

This state of affairs has arisen 
because the Mormons are 
fiercely protective of religious 
freedom. They are deeply 
unsettled by Trump’s anti-Mus-
lim and anti-refugee opinions 
because they know what it is to 
be a religious minority. The 
Mormon Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day Saints said as much 
at the beginning of the year.

The timing was as significant 
as what the church said. It issued 
a statement soon after Trump 
made his first extraordinary call 
for a ban on the entry of Muslims 
into the United States. It explic-
itly linked religious liberty as 
pertaining to Mormons with that 

afforded to Muslims.
How and why? There is a reason 

the Mormons feel for American 
Muslims and the sense of insecu-
rity they currently face. As a faith 
group, the Mormons started in 
New York state in 1830. They 
constantly moved westward as 
they ran into trouble in different 
places. Their founder, Joseph 
Smith, was killed in Illinois in 
1844. Once the Mormons settled 
in Utah, they had to fight hard to 
stay and put down roots.

Small wonder that Trump’s 
threats against Muslims have 
reawakened fears in Mormon 
hearts. Even in the 21st century, 
Mormon families tell stories of 
the life-and-death issues that 
confronted their ancestors in the 
19th, said Monson. In his own 
family, the lore revolves around 
his forbears’ terrible passage to 
Utah, fighting off violent mobs 
along the way.

Unsurprisingly then, Utah is 
the only state with a Republican 
governor to affirm that it wel-
comes Syrian refugees. Muslims 
in the state repeatedly say it is 
one of the best places in the 
United States to be a member of a 
religious minority. The imam of 
the largest mosque in Utah’s 
capital Salt Lake City is on record 
lavishing praise on the religious 
majority among whom he lives.

In its statement on Trump’s 
remarks, the Mormon Church 

underscored that it was not about 
parties and politics. It did not say 
so explicitly, but the subtext was 
clear — this was about principles.

This is remarkable considering 
the number of Americans — 61% 
of respondents in a new poll — 
who said they do not require 
personal morality from a politi-
cian. In 2011, less than half of 
Americans polled said the same.

Among evangelicals, suppos-
edly the most morally conserva-
tive community in the United 
States, 72% of those asked 
explained away a newly lax 
pragmatism about personal 
morality that would allow them 
to vote for Trump. Just 30% of 
evangelicals were reported to be 
so accommodating in 2011.

Some say the Mormons are 
simply trying to be true to their 
faith, which warns against 
leaders who lack principle. The 
Book of Mormon, their sacred 
text, describes a society in the 
New World that perished because 
its people became overly selfish.

If so, they may also be holding 
up an article of American faith by 
reminding the country of the 
centrality of religious liberty to 
its belief system.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
The 
Mormons 
are deeply 
unsettled 
by Trump's 
anti-Muslim 
and anti-
refugee 
opinions.

There is a reason the Mormons 
feel for American Muslims and 
the sense of insecurity they 
currently face.


