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E
stimates from the 
Pew Research Centre 
indicate that, by 2040, 
Muslims will replace 
Jews as the second-
largest religious group 
in the United States 

after Christians. By 2050, the US 
Muslim population will total 8.1 
million people, nearly double what 
it is today.

How will this growth affect the 
way America views Muslims? Will 
they be more of a threat or less?

Besheer Mohamed, the lead 
author of the Pew study, said 
Muslims will be more influential in 
American society.

“People who know more Mus-
lims personally can have more 
positive views towards 
Islam and Muslims than 
people who don’t know 
Muslims. So, if there 
are more Muslims, 
then there will be 
more Americans 
that know Mus-
lims personal-
ly,” Mohamed 
said.

Many 
Muslims in the 
United States are 
rising to the top of 
their chosen careers 
and many more are 
entering high positions 
in the federal government 
and in the ranks of state 
governments across the 
country.

“As Muslims will be here 
longer and become more estab-
lished, we will see more Muslims 
in all walks of life with larger 
amounts of influence such as in 
Congress. We have already started 
to see it as there are more Muslims 
in Congress now than ten years 
ago,” Mohamed said.

Muslims in the United States 
tend to be as well off as the general 
US public; 24% of Muslims house-
holds in the US earn more than 
$100,000 a year compared to 23% 
of the general population. How-

ever, US-born Muslims are also 
more likely to start on the lower 

end of the salary scale, with 40% 

of Muslim households averaging 
less than $30,000 a year.

“Muslims are a younger popula-
tion than the public overall, so 
they would have just finished their 
college degree and are looking for 
their first job, so they won’t be 
earning as much as someone who 
has been in the field for 20 years,” 
Mohamed said. “So, this is not a 
trajectory. It’s just where they are 
in their life at the time.

“Many US-born Muslims are 
African-American converts. Afri-
can Americans, in general, tend to 

have lower incomes.”
The path a foreign-

born Muslim takes to 
a high-paid job is usu-

ally different from the 
one of a US-born Muslim.

“Many foreign-born Muslims in 
the United States are here because 
they have skills that are in high 
demand. They are here with a 
high-paying job. 
Institution-
ally, they 
have good 

connections abroad, so they have 
been fast-tracked into success,” 
Mohamed said.

For US-born Muslims, success 
can depend on the extent to which 
their immigrant parents know how 
to navigate the American system. 
However, 24% of US Muslims have 
US-born parents. Many of them 
are children of converts. Mohamed 
said the latter group has the ad-
vantage of knowing the system.

For all the positive indicators 
for American Muslims, they are 
perceived negatively in some 
quarters.

Mohamed’s 2017 survey indicat-
ed that 50% of Americans do not 
see Islam as a part of mainstream 
society. “They think there is a con-
flict between Islam and democra-
cy. So, there is tension,” Mohamed 
said. One respondent said: “There 
is no democracy in 
Islam.”

Some say there is a 
misunderstanding as 
the public does not 
understand Islam or 
that terrorists give 
Islam a bad name.

“A lot of people 
do not under-
stand Islam. 

They think it is [the Islamic State] 
and that is not true,” one respond-
ent said.

Others, however, said Islam’s 
teachings about gender and 
sexuality are not compatible with 
democracy. A respondent said: “Is-
lam is not for freedom of women.”

Republicans and those who 
lean towards the GOP tend to hold 
much more negative views about 
Muslims and Islam than Democrats 
and those who lean towards the 
Democratic Party; 68% of Repub-
licans asked said Islam is not part 
of mainstream American society, 
compared to 37% of Democrats. 
Republicans are twice as likely as 
Democrats to say there is a natural 
conflict between Islam and democ-
racy, survey data indicated.

White evangelical Protestants 
are more reserved about Muslims 
and Islam than those in other 
religious groups. Nearly three-

quarters of white evan-
gelical respondents 

said there is a 
natural con-
flict between 

Islam and 
democracy and 
approximately 

half or fewer of 
those in other 

major religious 
groups express 
that view.

Older Americans 
and those with rela-
tively lower levels of 

educational attain-
ment tend to be more 

negative than others 
in their views about 

Muslims and Islam.
“Americans have a 

mixed set of views on 
Muslims and Islam,” 

Mohamed said. “The 
majority of Americans feel 

there is a great amount of 
discrimination against Muslims. 
They think there is more discrim-
ination against Muslims than 
towards Blacks, gays, Jews or any 

other group we have asked about.”
Mohamed’s full 2017 survey of 

US Muslims can be found on the 
Pew Research Centre’s website.
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Older Americans 
and those with 
relatively lower 
levels of 
educational 
attainment tend to 
be more negative 
than others in their 
views about 
Muslims.
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Long-term struggle. A woman shouts slogans in support of the US 
Muslim community at Foley Square in New York City, last June. 
                     (AFP)
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T 

he British government 
has unveiled an artificial 
intelligence system de-
signed to remove terror-
ist material from video-

sharing websites, part of attempts 
to clamp down on extremist propa-
ganda online.

Questions remain, however, as 
to whether machine learning is so-
phisticated enough to automati-
cally detect and remove extremist 
content in an ever-evolving online 
landscape.

The British government said it 
was working with London-based 
ASI Data Science to create an algo-
rithm to detect content distributed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS).

“I hope this new technology the 
Home Office has helped develop 
can support others to go further and 
faster,” UK Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd said. “We know that automatic 
technology like this can heavily dis-
rupt the terrorists’ actions, as well as 
prevent people from ever being ex-
posed to these horrific images.”

ASI said the algorithm has de-
tected 94% of ISIS propaganda with 
a 99.99% accuracy. The online tool 
uses “advanced machine learning 
to analyse the audio and visuals of a 
video to determine whether it could 
be ISIS propaganda,” the company 
said. The tool would flag suspect 
videos for human moderators to re-
view.

The algorithm will be offered to 
smaller video platforms and cloud 
storage sites such as Vimeo and 
pCloud to vet their content. It will 

not be used by many of the biggest 
companies, such as YouTube and 
Facebook, which have developed 
their own algorithms to detect ex-
tremist content.

Machine learning — which means 
that a programme improves through 
experience without being explicitly 
rewritten — is undergoing a revolu-
tion.

AlphaZero, a game-playing artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) based on a ma-
chine-learning approach last year 
beat what had been the world’s best 
chess-playing programme in a 100-
game match without losing a single 
game. It did this free of human guid-
ance except the basic chess rules, 
which it had been programmed for 
four hours earlier.

The ASI algorithm has been 
trained using more than 1,000 vid-
eos, learning to recognise the ISIS 
logo and musical and visual cues 
common in ISIS propaganda. How-
ever, there are questions whether 
the algorithm would remain effec-
tive if ISIS simply switches its propa-
ganda techniques.

“We’ve been very thoughtful 
about trying to identify characteris-
tics of the propaganda that are very 
difficult for ISIS to change,” ASI’s 
head of data science consulting 
John Gibson told Wired magazine. 
“It’s something we’ve thought about 
a great deal and clearly for this thing 
to work well it needs to be adaptive 
and it needs to be able to keep up to 
date as the threat evolves.”

If the adaptive algorithm is suc-
cessful, it could be a turning point 
in the fight to combat extremist and 
offensive content online.

Some of the world’s biggest social 
media and video-sharing platforms 
have faced increasing pressure to 

clamp down on extremist material, 
with questions about how efficient 
their in-house monitoring systems 
are.

YouTube claims to have an al-
gorithm that can detect extremist 
content with a 98% success rate. 
In December, YouTube, which has 
300 hours of video uploaded every 
minute, said it deleted more than 
150,000 videos promoting vio-

lent extremism in the previous six 
months.

Facebook, the world’s largest so-
cial media network with more than 
2.1 billion users, claimed last year to 
be removing 99% of content related 
to militant groups such as the Is-
lamic State and al-Qaeda, with 83% 
of “terror content” removed within 
one hour of uploading.

Despite the claims, questions 
remain about Facebook’s and You-
Tube’s ability to screen extremist 
and terrorist content. Unilever, an 
Anglo-Dutch consumer goods pro-
ducer of brands including Lipton 
tea, Persil laundry detergent and 
Dove soap, threatened to boycott 
social media advertising unless 
more was done to tackle offensive 
content.

Speaking at the recent Interactive 

Advertising Bureau conference in 
California, Unilever Chief Marketing 
and Communications Officer Keith 
Weed said digital media had become 
a “swamp” and called on corpora-
tions to do more.

“It is in the digital media indus-
try’s interest to listen and act on this 
before viewers stop viewing, adver-
tisers stop advertising and publish-
ers stop publishing,” he warned.

Many advertisers complained 
about the presence of extremist 
content online, particularly given 
the way online advertising works in 
which ads and videos are paired by 
computer algorithm.

The British government was em-
barrassed in 2014 when ads for the 
BBC, the National Citizens Service 
and other UK agencies appeared in 
front of ISIS propaganda videos on 
YouTube.

Time will tell whether the ASI ma-
chine-learning algorithm will prove 
successful but what is certain is that 
tech companies will need to contin-
ue to innovate and adapt to screen 
out offensive and extremist content.

Speaking at the Digital Forum on 
Terrorist Prevention February 13 in 
California, Rudd called on tech com-
panies to clamp down on extremist 
propaganda online.

“We know that in the UK, three-
quarters of those convicted for 
terrorist offences consumed, pos-
sessed or disseminated terrorist 
material,” Rudd said. “Increasingly 
we are finding a recurring theme [in 
terrorist attacks]. That theme is the 
internet. All of the five attacks on UK 
soil last year had an online compo-
nent.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Evolving landscape. A man works on a laptop in Essex County, 
Massachusetts.       (AP)

Will artificial intelligence help neutralise ISIS propaganda online?

The ASI algorithm has 
been trained using 
more than 1,000 
videos, learning to 
recognise the ISIS logo 
and musical and visual 
cues common in ISIS 
propaganda.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               1 / 1

http://www.tcpdf.org

