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Among the most potent and violent threats facing the Quad Plus countries is the threat of 
religiously inspired, motivated, and driven violence. To not put too fine a point on it, Islamic 
terrorism or the jihadist phenomenon is a common threat that faces most, if not all, the 
countries in not just this group but most of the globe. As the terrorist attacks in Sydney and 
Paris in recent days have made clear, no country can claim that it is insulated from the threat 
of jihadist violence. While some countries have to contend with this phenomenon in their 
own territory and from their own people, others are going to feel the heat of this pernicious 
phenomenon indirectly. After all, in a globalized world, if investments, markets, expatriates, 
and trade routes are going to be affected, then no country can claim to be safe anymore. As 
far as the jihadists are concerned, you are guilty if you are not with them or like them. In 
other words, you could become a target because you are participating in an alliance that is 
aligned against them, be held guilty by association (i.e., even if you have not taken any direct 
action, your close association with countries that have taken action is enough to make you 
guilty), or be fair game because your faith and religion does not conform to that of the 
jihadists or because you do not subscribe to their worldview.  

It is for this reason that countries like Australia, India, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, and the U.S. have all seen violence or strands of extremism manifest themselves in 
recent years. While the record of different states in combating this phenomenon has been 
reasonable, there are good reasons to believe that it might be premature to celebrate the 
successes in combating this phenomenon. Without trying to sound very pessimistic, it must 
be said that much of what we have achieved in combating against jihadism is only in 
addressing the symptoms of the problem and not the problem itself, which is the radical 
Islamic philosophy which has been spreading like an uncontrolled virus and infecting Muslim 
populations across the globe. The fear is that this phenomenon is only growing.  

The truth is that there exists a large amount of ambivalence towards the jihadist 
phenomenon—more than any one of us would like to believe—in the Arab- Muslim world, 
Europe, the U.S., and the rest. The ambivalence starts in the Muslim community, where there 
is a deep cleavage over what constitutes authentic Islam today. We fool ourselves when we 
define “real Islam” for Muslims. This is made possible because Islam has no Vatican, no 
single source of religious authority. There are many Islams today. The Puritanical 
Wahabi/Salafi/jihadist strain is one of them, and its support is not insignificant.  

 

Thinking Globally, Acting Locally 
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The jihadists follow the principle of multinational corporations: they think globally, but act 
locally. They take real and imagined grievances of local communities and marry them with 
the narrative of Islamism which then functions like a common thread binding these local 
movements with the global agenda of the extremists. The philosophy and practices of all 
radical groups—from Boko Haram to the Abu Sayyaf group, from Lashkar-e-Tayyiba to Al-
Nusra Front, from Taliban to the Islamic State, from Al Shabaab to Jemaah Islamiyah —is 
the same, with of course, local flavour thrown in so that people can relate to these groups. 
There has been a lot of cross-pollination, not just of ideas and ideology, but also of tactics 
and training between these groups. Equally important is the fact that there is an incomplete 
understanding, if not total ignorance, of what is driving the radical Islamists. To an extent, 
there has been a dumbing down of this phenomenon by lumping all of it under the label of 
Wahabi or Salafi Islam.  

Muslim Community Assimilation 

Ambivalence runs through Europe today on the question of what a country should demand of 
new Muslim immigrants by way of accepting its values. Muslim immigrants, who went to 
Europe to find a job, not a new identity, did not want to be absorbed. If it is a fact, that spells 
trouble. Ambivalence runs through Washington’s ties with Saudi Arabia ever since jihadists 
took over Islam’s holiest shrine in Mecca in 1979. Proclaiming Saudi Arabia’s rulers were 
not pious enough, Saudi Arabia has redoubled its commitment to Wahabism or Salafist Islam, 
the most puritanical, anti-pluralistic, and anti-women version of this faith. This Saudi right 
turn combined with oil revenues used to build Wahabi-inspired mosques, websites, and 
madrassas around the world has tilted the entire Sunni community to the right. The open, soft, 
embracing Islam that defined many Muslim communities across the world including India 
and Indonesia for centuries has been hardened by Wahabi wind from Arabia.  

The trouble is that violent acts of terrorism are underpinned by the spread of extremist 
interpretation of religion in Muslim societies across the world. Although there have been 
some excellent examples of government grappling with the issue of extremism by engaging 
with the Muslim community and putting in place a de-radicalization program—Singapore is a 
very good example —there is not a one-size-fits-all type of program. Also, many things 
which a city-state like Singapore can manage to do and do well might not be replicable in 
other countries. What is more, increasingly it appears as though the youth in the community 
are moving away from the traditions of their forefathers and their communities and are more 
and more being influenced and radicalized remotely. In other words, what was earlier the 
fringe in the community is today becoming acceptable for the youth who use tools like social 
media, chat rooms, and websites to acquire their information and ideas. And there is either no 
counter-narrative challenging the radical Islamists, or else the counter-narrative just does not 
have the credibility to have any real resonance among the Muslim youth being swayed by the 
radicals.  

Moderate Muslim Community Response to Extremism. The response to the Islamists has 
been weak. To keep parroting that Islam is a religion of peace is to mouth a homily that is 
uttered even by those who practice the worst forms of violence in the name of Islam. For 
instance, Hafiz Saeed of Lashkar-e-Tayyiba also says that Islam is a religion of peace, as do 
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other heads of terrorist groups. The fact of the matter is that the Islamists justify and find 
legitimacy in their acts of violence in religion. They quote either from the Quran, the Hadith, 
or the Sunnah to buttress and burnish their actions. In response, there is the pro forma 
condemnation from world leaders. Even members of the Muslim community wash their 
hands of the actions of their co-religionists by issuing condemnatory statements, which many 
times are accompanied by “but…” followed by an effort to draw some kind of moral 
equivalence.  

Therefore, the first thing to be done is to stop acting as apologists for jihadists and give 
certificates to their brand of religion as though this is enough to dissuade the radicals from 
what they are doing or will prevent others from joining the ranks of the radicals. Quite to the 
contrary, such certificates tend to act as an encouragement for the radicals, who then can use 
the argument that even the enemy acknowledges that Islam is a religion of peace and that the 
violence is only a reaction to actions of the enemy. The second thing to be done is to engage 
with the community and leaders of the community to ensure that they do their bit to sway the 
youth from falling prey to radical ideology. There should be zero tolerance, or at least 
minimal tolerance, for any sort of dubious or ambivalent messaging from mosques. The 
clergy—often the first point of contact for seducing the youth—should be closely monitored 
and acted against if they flout the norms of the societies and cultures they live in. A 
remarkable piece in The Washington Post by Asra Q Nomani, an American Muslim born in 
India, called out the “honor corps”—a loose, well-funded coalition of governments and 
private individuals “that tries to silence debate on extremist ideology in order to protect the 
image of Islam.” It “throws the label of ‘Islamophobe’ on pundits, journalists and others who 
dare to talk about extremist ideology in the religion.… The official and unofficial channels 
work in tandem, harassing, threatening and battling introspective Muslims and non-Muslims 
everywhere.… They cause governments, writers and experts to walk on eggshells. This 
tendency to treat the most antediluvian and obscurantist, traditional, conservative Muslim as 
the representative of the community, should be shunned. Instead, secular-minded, progressive 
Muslim leadership needs to be consciously promoted as role models for the community.  

Recommendations 

For this it is important, therefore, to first have a solid framework of intelligence and security 
cooperation. The whole business of “my jihadi a good jihadi and your jihadi a bad jihadi” is 
just going to end up strengthening the jihadists by creating space for them. In our own 
enlightened self-interest, it is important that regimes, which even though totalitarian and 
authoritarian politically, but socially progressive, be encouraged and supported. The whole 
business of moderate Islamists is bad fiction, best avoided because from a moderate Islamist 
to an extremist is but one small step. Alongside, a massive effort is required to counter the 
propaganda of the Islamists. The Cold War slogans of “freedom,” etc., are not going to work. 
What is needed is not just monitoring of jihadi websites and Internet traffic and to see what is 
happening and counter any possible terror strike, but also a robust effort to challenge every 
narrative that is sought to be created and propagated by the jihadists. This is not an effort that 
governments can do. They can only assist in this effort. A network of people is required that 
logically debunks the dangerous nonsense being spread by the jihadists by using tools of 
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religion and rationality. In a way, combining religion with rationality is a contradiction in 
terms but it is precisely such contradictions that need to be controlled and managed if we are 
to win this war. 

Conclusion 

The relative prosperity, peace, and democracy of Muslim-majority countries such as 
Indonesia show that today’s Islam can be tolerant. And there may be positive signs amid the 
bloodshed in the Arab world—from the popular distrust signalled by Egypt’s rejection of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, an Islamist group that briefly ruled after the 2011 revolution, to the 
way that Ennahda, Tunisia’s Islamist party, relinquished power after recent elections. But 
most scholars reckon that the factors behind jihadism will only abate when the region‘s 
Muslim-majority societies become prosperous and politically and socially free. None of the 
Arab world’s leaders are making much progress towards that.  
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