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Manchester bombing and radicalisation of 1.5 generation

With or without Trump, Arabs need reform

Opinion

A telling detail about 
the Manchester 
suicide attack is the 
way much of the 
British and US 
media described the 

perpetrator. Salman Abedi, they 
said, was “a British national of 
Libyan descent.” That seemed a 
strange way to sum up a British 
born-and-bred man. Abedi may 
have been of Libyan ethnicity but 
he drew his first breath in the 
north-western English city of 
Manchester. He appears to have 
spent most of his 22 years in the 
United Kingdom.

So why call him a “British 
national” rather than “British”? 
It was an obvious attempt to put 
some distance between Britain 
and Abedi. To disown a mass 
murderer as foreign and sinister 
and to indicate the un-Britishness 
of his callous actions. For Abedi 
should, by rights, have regarded 
the community of concert-goers 
he attacked as his own folk. His in-
nocent victims were young Britons 
just like him. The majority was, 
like him, from northern England.

But was Abedi really and truly 
from northern England? Did he 
feel homesick when he was away 
from Manchester for too long?

These are troubling questions 
and not easily answered. The 
mere fact that we ask them at all 
of a Mancunian born-and-bred 
man leads to even more difficult 
questions. Was there something in 
Abedi’s cultural upbringing that 
alienated him from Britain? Was 
he a radicalised second-generation 
immigrant to the West or really a 
1.5-er?

The 1.5 generation is a tech-
nical term generally used for 
individuals who immigrate to 
a new country before or during 
their early teens. It was coined by 
Cuban-American sociology profes-
sor Rubén Rumbaut, who arrived 
in the United States as a child.

Rumbaut realised that he bore 
the cultural markings of the 
country of his birth, which was 
not unusual considering he left 
Cuba at the age of 12. He examined 
the idea that 1.5-ers like him were 
different from second-generation 
migrants with respect to “transna-
tional” attachments. The second 
generation, he thought, should 
feel an instinctive affinity with 
their country because of “birth 
connections.”

By that token, Abedi should 
have been strongly second-gen-
eration and strongly British. But 
was he ever? While not strictly a 
1.5-er, having been born in Britain, 
was Abedi ever really able to be 
properly part of the country of his 
birth? Do young Muslims like him 
find it hard to identify with the 
soil on which they were born and 

with the people among whom they 
live? Are young Britons like Abedi 
not British enough to resist the 
siren calls of extremist recruiters 
and the lure of travelling to foreign 
battlefields in Syria?

This is a disturbing thought, not 
least because British-born de-
scendants of ethnic minority im-
migrants represent an increasing 
share of the ethnic minority popu-
lation in Britain. In 2009, 36.6% of 
ethnic minority individuals were 
British-born, the Labour Force 
Survey, the largest household 
study in the United Kingdom, said. 
It is dispiriting to think that these 
UK-born people feel no particular 
loyalty or love for Britain and that 
some of them feel so alienated 
they want to harm their country.

More than 850 British citizens 
are said to have travelled to fight 
for the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other jihadist groups in Syria and 
Iraq. About half are thought to 

have returned. It is not known 
how many of the ISIS members are 
second-generation migrants or 1.5-
ers. Chances are that a substantial 
proportion of the 3,000 people on 
the British security service MI5’s 
watch list of people of concern is 
British-born but of foreign ethnic-
ity.

The question, of course, is why a 
second-generation British migrant 
should behave more like a 1.5-er or 
even like a foreigner with malign 
intentions?

That there is a distance between 
some young British Muslims and 
their country is undeniable. That it 
is largely self-imposed, needless, 
hurtful and, sometimes, has lethal 
consequences is a painful reality.

Abedi may have been an excep-
tion in the largely flourishing and 
well-integrated 30,000-strong 
British Libyan community but his 
real cohort may be the 7/7 bomb-
ers. Four of the five young men 

who killed themselves during 
coordinated attacks on London in 
July 2007 were UK-born and from 
the north of England.

In October, seven months 
before he was elected president of 
France, Emmanuel Macron made 
a speech in the southern city of 
Montpellier, which is home to 
sizeable communities of ethnic 
Algerians and Moroccans. He said 
he hoped for a time when “French 
people of the Muslim faith (will 
be) always more proud of being 
French than of being Muslim…”

That is a reasonable expectation. 
The fact that it needs to be articu-
lated should be a matter of urgent 
concern to Muslim migrants 
everywhere.
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C
onservative rulers in 
the Arab world should 
not look at US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
Riyadh speech as just 
payback to the 

previous US administration’s 
approach in the region.

In Trump’s address, there was 
a big departure from the way the 
Obama administration did things 
in the Middle East. Former US 
President Barack Obama did not 
shy away from accusing both Iran 
and the Gulf states of supporting 
extremist groups. To the dismay 
of Arab Gulf rulers, he even saw 
potential in Iran. All that is gone.

In Riyadh, Trump joined his 
Saudi host, King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, in pinning the 
blame on the Iranian regime for 
promoting terrorism and engaging 
in destabilising activities in the 
region.

King Salman said that the Gulf 
region had lived peacefully for the 
past 700-800 years. He pointed 
out that it wasn’t until Ayatollah 

Ruhollah Khomeini installed the 
Islamic Republic that Iran started 
to promote terrorism. “For dec-
ades, Iran has fuelled the fires of 
sectarian conflict and terror,” King 
Salman said.

Saudi Arabia, as the centre of 
Sunni Islam, considers Iran a real 
threat and is fighting it by proxy 
in Yemen, Lebanon and Syria. The 
Saudis have a lingering fear of the 
Persians’ desire to expand their 
influence across the region.

In his Riyadh speech, Trump 
delivered the final nail in the cof-
fin of the “Arab spring” narrative, 
which had been long cherished by 
Obama.

“Our partnerships will advance 
security through stability, not 
through radical disruption,” 
Trump said.

Washington, he promised, 
would not attempt to impose the 
US way of life on the Arabs. “The 
nations of the Middle East will 
have to decide what kind of future 
they want for themselves, for their 
countries and for their children,” 

he said. “It is a choice between 
two futures — and it is a choice 
America cannot make for you.”

Trump called for “reform” 
instead of the previous inter-
ventionist agendas, which were 
aimed at radical regime change 
in the region but contributed to a 
lot of the death and destruction 
since 2011. Considering the tragic 
fate that has befallen many of the 
Syrians, Libyans and others it was 
supposed to enfranchise, such 
activism did not produce much 
reason to celebrate.

Trump pledged that the United 
States would, in the future, “seek 
gradual reforms, not sudden inter-
vention.”

Many of the Arab countries have 
serious reforms to engage. Without 
them, their young people might 
not have a chance at liberty, pros-
perity and hope. In these turbulent 
days, reform takes a particular 
urgency but reform is not synony-
mous with sitting on one’s hands 
and singing the praises of the past. 
Four years from now, Trump may 

or may not be in the White House. 
The young and restless Arab popu-
lations will still be there.

Middle East governments should 
be accountable to no one but their 
own citizens. They should also 
see the benefits of moving on. Not 
catching up with the world is not 
an option.

The Trump address to the Mus-
lim world was also very different 
in tone from the Trump we heard 
on the campaign trail. The bellig-
erence he carried throughout his 
presidential run against Muslims 
was gone. It was replaced by a 
more moderate discourse. This 
time, rather than talk about ban-
ning Muslims from landing at US 
airports, Trump sought partner-
ships and alliances with Muslim 
leaders.

A laudable development, 
provided that his moderate tone 
continues even in Washington and 
is not just a transactional pitch.
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