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Militant Islam’s War Against the West

Max Singer

ExEcutivE Summary

For more than 30 years, an ideological movement called Islamism has 
been at war with the West. This paper presents a long-term perspective 
on the nature of this war, alternative Western reactions to the attack, 
possible future developments, and the likely outcome.

Only a small fraction of the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims support 
Islamism’s war against the West. But Islamist ideology is based on 
mainstream Muslim thinking and behavior, and Islamism is important 
because of its potential appeal to Muslims, even though many 
Muslim scholars and thinkers insist that its ideology is not the correct 
understanding of Islam. 

The war has so far had limited effect on world affairs and casualties 
in the West have been a fraction of past wars. Most of the turmoil in 
the Middle East results primarily from other causes, including Western 
responses in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The most important feature of the war is the possibility that some 
Islamists will obtain and use nuclear or biological weapons, which 
would be a world history-changing disaster.

The war could come virtually to an end in a short time if Iran’s 
revolutionary regime were replaced and the Saudi program of exporting 
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radical Islamic ideas stopped. But it could become far more harmful if 
significantly more Muslims came to believe that Islam is under attack 
by the West. Much of the popular Muslim support for Islamism’s war 
is based on Muslim belief that the West is trying to destroy Islam.

The decisive feature of the war is that the Islamists cannot win. That is, 
they cannot achieve their goal of conquering the world. Sooner or later 
the diverse Muslim world will put a stop to a war it cannot win and will 
gradually change enough in this century to join the competitive global 
modern information economies and their social-political systems.



Militant Islam’s War Against the West

Max Singer

iSlam and iSlamiSm

Islam is a rich and old religion, and its writings and history permit a 
variety of views about what it commands and permits. Non-Muslims 
cannot judge what is “true Islam.” In an important sense, Islam is what 
Muslims do and believe. And Islam, like other great religions, has 
changed in the past and can again in the future. 

Islamism (that is, radical or militant Islam)1 is an ideology based on the 
view that Allah requires that the entire world become Muslim and be 
governed by Muslim law. This view says that Islam commands Muslims 
to deny the legitimacy of “infidel” governments and to be permanently at 
war – in some way – against all non-Muslim governments. The US and 
all democracies are permanent enemies, regardless of what they do.2

Islamists claim that there is no such thing as “Islamism”; they assert 
that their “ideology” is no different from the religion of Islam, which 
does not separate religion from politics. And while many Muslims and 
scholars agree that Islamism’s view is correct, many others don’t share the 
Islamists’ world-conquering view. They believe themselves to be good, 
loyal Muslims though they are not supporting Islamism. Highly qualified 
Muslim scholars and thinkers reject Islamism’s claim to be the true Islam,3 
not least since Islamist ideology includes, in addition to standard Muslim 
doctrines, modern political ideas taken from fascism and communism.4

A major difference among Islamist groups concerns how much war is 
required or appropriate at any time. Some, including parts of the Muslim 
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Brotherhood, the leading international Islamist organization, favor 
postponing most forms of violence for practical reasons. But all agree: 
Islam forbids permanent peace with the non-Muslim world, authorizes 
violence to expand Islamic rule, and regards the West as enemy.

Much in Islamic writings and history supports the Islamist understanding.5  
And as a theoretical position, their view fits with what most Muslims 
understand as Islam: the world is divided between Dar al-Islam (the Abode 
of Islam) and Dar al-Harb (the Abode of War), and the natural order is for 
Muslims to rule.6 This is not a fringe or foreign view, but it is important to 
understand that other interpretations also have support in Islamic history 
and writings. But whatever the theoretical view, only a small percentage 
of Muslims currently act to support a war against non-Muslim countries.7 
Islamists generally also believe that the West is attacking the religion of 
Islam and wants to destroy it. Islamist leaders thus have a combination of 
offensive and defensive motivations. But it would be hopeless to try to end 
the war by trying to assuage their defensive concerns.8

The significance of the Islamist war against the West comes from the fact 
that, although it is in some ways a modern totalitarian ideology, it is deeply 
connected to the religion of more than 1.6 billion people, over 20% of the 
world’s population. Because it claims to be the true Islam, and is able to use 
the perception that Islam is being attacked, it has the vast Muslim world 
as a potential base. The question of whether Islam “truly” commands war 
against infidels is not as important as Muslims’ individual responses. 

thE iSlamiSt War againSt thE WESt 

Islamism does not have a headquarters. Its coherence comes from shared 
ideas and goals among diverse supporters. In addition to the more 
conspicuous ISIS and al-Qaeda, there are substantial organized groups 
of Muslims, especially the branches of the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
revolutionary Islamic regime of Iran, which claim to be in a religious war 
against the West, especially the US and Israel. These groups have carried 
out many violent attacks and killed thousands of people and aim to replace 
governments or to destroy states. There is no apparent limit to how many 
people some of these groups are prepared to kill in their campaign. And, 
implausible as it sounds, many believe that they can eventually conquer the 
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whole world for Islam. Islamists have potential support from many non-
Islamist Muslims. They also sometimes have political support from non-
Muslims who are anti-Western or anti-American, including governments 
like Venezuela, Russia, or China.

But the Islamist movement is deeply divided – most strongly by the 
Sunni-Shiite enmity. And although its primary enemy is the West, much 
of its practical effort is focused on fighting other Muslims for influence 
or to gain control of Muslim countries. As the war against the West lasts 
there will be major divisions and internal conflicts within radical Islam 
– despite the shared goal of spreading Islam throughout the world. There 
will be conflicts about the basic strategy for their hopeless war, as well as 
conflicts between Sunnis and Shiites, and among national components –  
even though in principle they believe nations are not important compared 
to Islam. But there will also be cooperation between rival elements.

Efforts to Gain Control of Muslim States

The most visible part of the war in the West has been terrorist attacks 
against the US and Western European countries. The most significant of 
these was the 9/11 attacks that killed some 3,000 people, which may be 
half of all those killed in attacks in Western countries in this century.  But 
the main component of the Islamist war is to achieve control of Muslim 
governments as a springboard for further expansion – for example the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s brief control of Egypt’s government in 2012-13,9  

or Ayatollah Khomeini’s takeover of Iran in 1979. 

Much of this effort is ideological. Since 1979, the Saudis and others 
from the Gulf area have spent well over $100 billion spreading the 
Wahhabi version of Salafi Islam10 throughout the world, principally 
by opening mosques and paying for Imams.11 The result has been a 
transformation of how Islam is understood by Muslims in most countries. 
This transformation is most visible in changes in Muslim dress and in 
the stricter observance of Muslim conduct, including rules about food, 
drink and other personal practices. But it also includes a great increase in 
Muslim belief in the inherent conflict between Islam and infidels, and in 
Islamic obligation to bring the whole world under Muslim law.
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The Saudi funded teaching of Salafism does not include specific advocacy 
of terrorism or support for Islamist fighting organizations. But it does 
teach that Islamic law is related to jihad, part of the ideological basis 
of Islamism and terrorism. International Muslim support for Islamism 
would almost certainly be only a fraction of what it is today had it not 
been for the massive export of Salafism since 1979.

Saudi funding since 9/11 has mostly not been governmental; it has come 
from individuals, mostly members of the extended royal family. But 
since almost all the money in the kingdom comes directly or indirectly 
from the government-controlled oil, even if it is nominally in private 
hand,  the Saudi government could largely stop this.

While some of the funding comes from individual belief and commitment 
to Wahhabism, the program primarily reflects the political alliance that 
was the original basis of the Saudi regime, between Wahhabi clerics and 
the Saud royal family. This traditional political arrangement has been 
changing. The family has built additional political support and is less 
dependent on the clerics. And the clerics may be more sensitive to current 
political and other practical factors than before. 

It is impossible to predict the future of the Saudi regime. The new crown 
prince, Muhammad bin Salman (MBS), is trying to solidify his power 
by acting against, even imprisoning, major members of the royal family, 
and by taking control of the previously divided security agencies. It 
seems clear that the norms that had preserved family unity, and stable 
government, for more than 60 years can no longer be counted upon. MBS 
may be able to create stability by convincing all major factions of the 
royal family that they have to accept his dominance. But it is more likely 
there will be a long period of uncertainty and contention about Saudi rule 
and policy, and possibly serious political instability. 

The Saudi government and royal family have not been in favor of jihad 
against the West, and they understand that spreading Salafism strengthens 
the Islamism that is dangerous to them. The expansion of their program 
began in 1979 in response to Khomeini’s commitment to the worldwide 
spread of the Islamic revolution.12 Saudi leaders felt they could not afford 
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to let Khomeini and Shiite Iran be the sole representatives of radical Islam. 
A competing Sunni force was needed to appeal to radical Muslims. This 
need was made vivid by the seizure of the Kaaba in Mecca in November 
1979 by a radical local Sunni group, an episode terminated only with the 
help of French military officers. It is reported that the negotiations between 
the royal family and the ulema during the crisis included the family’s 
commitment to an expanded program of international proselytization.13

Many elements of the royal family, certainly including MBS, must be at 
least ambivalent about their vast program of exporting Salafism. This will 
be part of the struggle now taking place in Saudi Arabia, and might give the 
US an opportunity to put pressure on the royal family to drastically curtail 
the program. The struggle could also produce the opposite results.

The Rise and Fall of ISIS

As noted earlier, the ultimate goal of Islamism is the creation of a caliphate 
that rules the whole world through Islamic law. The creation of a state that 
governs a territory and a population is one step in that direction. As such, 
ISIS rule over large tracts of Syria and Iraq was a component of Islamism’s 
war for world domination, as evidenced by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s self-
proclamation as caliph. But despite the fact that ISIS was part of Islamism’s 
war, Iran – the leading component of Islamism – treated the organization 
as a deadly enemy. Partly this was because ISIS is a Sunni organization, 
although Shiite Iran has given extensive support to the Sunni al-Qaeda 
terror group, from which ISIS originally ensued.14

Yet the proclamation of an Islamic state and caliphate had great appeal to 
a large number of Muslims around the world, attracting tens of thousands 
of volunteers to come to fight for it. Existing Islamist organizations in 
Egypt and Libya also declared themselves “provinces” of the newly 
proclaimed caliphate and swore allegiance to Baghdadi.

Had ISIS been able to build an army capable of defending its territory 
and governing successfully, it could have become a critical part of 
Islamism’s war, perhaps even the decisive arena. That is, if ISIS had been 
successful enough and lasted long enough, its eventual fall might have 
been the decisive development leading to Muslim rejection of Islamism, 
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akin to the collapse of the Soviet Union on the international communist 
movement. But its swift and ignominious fall will probably not have a 
decisive effect on Islamism’s appeal.

As it were, ISIS’ failure to build an adequate military force was partly the 
result of lack of money and weapons, as well as US and other support for 
its enemies. But its failure was primarily a result of its incompetence and 
disunity. Its military loyalty, motivation, and competence were not even good 
enough to outclass the Iraqi and Syrian foreign-backed armed forces as well 
as the Kurdish Peshmerga militias. Nor did ISIS win the loyalty and respect of 
the population it governed; its stringent Islam was brutal and unpopular.

But even if ISIS had created a military force capable of defeating local 
standing armies and/or militias, it could not have built a force capable of 
standing up to Israeli or US forces in a battle.15 After the loss of its territorial 
base, the current ISIS will probably revert to being one of the shifting 
groups of Islamist terror organizations, with only modest significance.

Attacks on US forces in Iraq and Afghanistan

The primary US motivation to send forces into Iraq and Afghanistan, however 
misguided, was to strengthen defenses against Islamist attacks like 9/11 and 
to prevent the Saddam Hussein regime from acquiring nuclear weapons.     

The war against the US and its allies in Iraq involved many groups with 
many motivations, mostly not related to Islamism. But Iran also acted 
against US forces, partly because of its Islamist ideology and partly because 
an independent Shiite government in Iraq would have challenged Tehran’s 
claim to speak for Shiism. Many thousands of Muslims also came to fight 
against the US either because of Islamism or to support Muslims who saw 
themselves defending their country from American occupation.

In Afghanistan the Taliban are partly Islamists, as are Pakistani elements, 
and of course al-Qaeda. But most of the fighting is not part of Islamism’s 
war. The US attacked the Taliban government of Afghanistan because it 
had hosted al-Qaeda on its territory and helped it organize 9/11. Although 
the war there started as part of the defense against Islamism, most of what 
has subsequently happened revolved around control of Afghanistan.16
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In brief, while the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are related to Islamism’s 
war against the West, and especially policies of active defense against 
Islamist attack, how those wars have unfolded was driven by other 
concerns. They are an illustration of how common it is for international 
action to get out of hand and lead to unintended results.

Iran’s Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons and Regional Power

Before 1979 there were Islamists but they had very little effect on the 
world. Militant Islam’s war against the West began to be visible when 
Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini became head of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran in the wake of the revolution overthrowing the Shah 
of Iran.  Khomeini declared the commitment of the revolutionary 
Republic of Iran to the spread of that revolution and to the defeat of 
the West.  Since then Iran has been systematically and actively involved 
in promoting Militant Islam’s war – creating and supporting regional 
terrorist organizations and conducting ideological campaigns. It has been 
the main force behind Islamist activity in many parts of the world. 

The Iranian government’s international promotion of Islamism is 
undoubtedly based on its ideological commitment to Islamist ideology.  
But it is impossible to say how much of its motivation for local political 
moves and to acquire nuclear weapons (NW) is Iranian national power-
seeking, rather than Islamism.

Is the Growth of Muslim Power in Europe Part of the Islamist War?

So far militant Islam has not tried to take over any non-Muslim majority 
country. Muslim fights for control of Nigeria and other African states, and the 
Palestinian effort to destroy Israel are primarily local conflicts rather than parts 
of the Islamist war for control of the world. They will continue even when 
Islamism is rejected, though Hamas is the Palestinian branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and is committed to its world-conquering worldview. 

A number of serious observers, notably the eminent historian Bernard 
Lewis, have argued that Islam will eventually gain control of Europe.17 
This assessment is based, on the face of it, on a not wholly ungrounded 
assumption given the rapidly growing number of European Muslims as 
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a result of both far higher birthrate than their non-Muslim counterparts 
and mass migration,18 and, on the other, the urging by prominent Islamist 
ideologues (notably Muslim Brotherhood spiritual leader Yusuf Qaradawi) 
and political leaders, such as Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
of “missionary migration” and non-assimilation in their host societies.19 
And while these trends are not primarily an Islamist issue, it is probably 
true that European Muslims would not be as aggressive, or as united in 
rejecting European values and loyalty, if anti-Western feelings, partly 
based on Islamism, did not have so much support in the Middle East and 
the Arab worlds. When the emotional support for the war against the West 
recedes outside Europe, Muslim separatism and aggressiveness in Europe 
will likely be reduced as the influence of successful Europeanized Muslims 
who choose the personal benefits of “acting European” over unity with 
other Muslims becomes more important and there are more second, third 
and fourth generation immigrants, and more intermarriage. 

But suppose that in some European states increasing Muslim power 
continues until a tipping point is passed and the non-Muslim majority 
no longer has the ability to control their state. This might require 
Muslim control of the police and the army, which seems unlikely if not 
impossible. What would follow from Muslim domination of France, for 
example? The country would become distinctly less prosperous; most 
talented people would leave, and many non-Muslim French people 
would be financially exploited by French Muslims. 

These results would quickly become inescapably clear to other Europeans, 
and it is hard to believe that non-Muslim majorities wouldn’t act to prevent 
the same thing from happening to their countries. The large majority of non-
Muslims in each country continue to have the ability to take control and to 
enforce their values and laws against an aggressive Muslim minority. 
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thE OthEr SidE Of thE War

Most of the West, and especially its governments, decline to say that 
they are at war: they say they are fighting “terrorism.” But terrorism is a 
tactic or a weapon, a metaphorical enemy – not the real enemy, let alone 
its ultimate goal. 

It is worth recognizing there are two ways the West could rationally 
respond to being attacked by a worldwide ideological movement that has 
killed thousands of its citizens and is trying to destroy it. One is to say 
it is at war with those who have “declared war” against, and attacked, 
its values and societies. The alternative response is disdain, despite full 
recognition of the scope and purpose of the attack, namely refusal to 
dignify the challenge as a war and insistence that while Islamists must 
be destroyed, they are not important enough to go to war with. The 
West must eliminate or reform any organization that has attacked it, but 
fighting terrorist gangs does not have to amount to a full-fledged war. 
Recognition of the nature and strength of Islamist enmity to the West, 
and its connection to Islam, is not inconsistent with a disdainful denial 
that there is a war.

The Western response to the Islamist attack depends on changeable 
political realities. Future events, especially the number and size of 
successful Islamist terror attacks, could radically change the balance of 
political support for different policies concerning Muslim citizens. In the 
US the effectiveness of the “Islamophobia” weapon protecting Islamist 
organizations would be drastically reduced if there were a large increase 
in terror casualties. Smaller terrorist successes could also produce a 
change in national opinion about how the war should be fought. 

While political correctness has proven to be a surprisingly powerful 
force, it is a social fashion that may be reversed overnight by the need for 
self-preservation. Europeans are probably still capable of the ruthlessness 
they have demonstrated in the past. It is reasonable to believe that 
self-preservation instincts will kick in well before Western Europe is 
dominated by its Muslims. The large majority of non-Muslims in each 
country continue to have the ability to take control and to enforce their 
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values and laws against an aggressive Muslim minority. Governments can 
eliminate “no-go areas;” but this requires determination and willingness 
to accept casualties, violence, and reductions in civil liberties, and a 
nation that sees itself as fighting for its life is likely to expel disloyal and 
violent Muslims who violate the law. And such expulsions will curb the 
supremacist ambitions of other Muslims.

Central and Eastern Europe are resisting potential Muslim dominance 
more than western Europeans, a difference that is weakening the 
European Union and will make it easier for Western European countries 
to adjust their policies.

thE naturE Of thE War

Ideology Matters, but States Are What Count 

Non-state groups like al-Qaeda and Hezbollah are at the forefront of the 
Islamist war. But only rarely are such groups able to achieve significant 
effects if they are not aided or tolerated  by states. International politics 
are determined by the actions of states. Non-state actors and ideologies 
need to be understood primarily as they affect the behavior of states. 

While it may be possible for non-state Islamist terrorist groups to carry 
out major terrorist attacks, evidence to date suggests that large casualty 
terror attacks are rare without the support of a state. The state may provide 
money, safe heavens to train and organize attacks, technical assistance, or 
the focused persistence that a professional bureaucracy can provide. 

If all states decided not to support terrorism or allow terrorist groups 
sanctuary, and there are no ungoverned territories, radical Islamic groups 
would not be a significant problem. Militant Islam is a danger to the 
extent that it has the potential to gain control of or to influence states. The 
conflict with militant Islam is a struggle for control of states, especially 
Muslim majority states. 
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Much of the Middle East’s Volatility Is Not Caused by Militant Islam

A critical feature of the conflict with Islamism is to recognize how much of 
current troubles in the Middle East are not caused by the Islamist war. Syria 
and Iraq were in turmoil before ISIS came into existence. The Syrian war 
is a revolt against the brutality of Assad’s Alawite rule, and is sustained by 
the Sunni-Shiite conflict and other rivalries of outside powers; it was not 
caused by the ISIS, and will continue in one form or another after ISIS’ 
demise. Libya’s chaos is more tribal than ideological.20 The Sunni-Shiite 
conflict operates on both sides of the divide between Islamists and anti-
Islamists. It is not militant Islam that is responsible for the failure of the 
territorial state in the region, though it has played a substantial part.

While the Islamic Republic of Iran is responsible for much of the 
violence and disorder in the region, it may not be correct to attribute all 
of Tehran’s behavior to its Islamist fervor; there is also an element of 
Persian imperialism. Similarly, Erdoğan’s motivation is partly Islamism 
but also Turkish, or rather neo-Ottoman imperialist ambitions.21 Most of 
the Sub-Saharan conflict is violent Muslims focused on taking over their 
own countries, not on fighting the West to take over the world. Therefore 
it is necessary to understand that the Islamist war is only one of the many 
forces shaping international events, even in the Middle East. 

Islamists Can Hurt the West

While militant Islam cannot win, it can inflict great costs on the West. To 
put the war’s potential in perspective one needs to appreciate the ways in 
which militant Islam might cause history-changing harm. There are three 
principal threats:

•	 Nuclear and/or biological weapons. If weapons of mass destruction 
are used, millions of people could be killed and the dark shadow of 
nuclear war would fall over international politics. This would not 
result in militant Islam winning but WMD would make the conflict 
truly disastrous.

•	 Control of nearly all of the Persian Gulf oil supply. The West needs 
Persian Gulf oil supplied to international markets. With increased 
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Western sources of oil, caused by the fracking revolution and reduced 
costs of deep undersea oil, Persian Gulf producers have even less 
ability to control long-term prices than formerly. The main way that 
Islamists could use oil to hurt the West would be so much violence 
and destruction on the Arabian peninsula that it became impossible to 
produce and ship oil for six months or more – not a likely result.

The main significance of the oil for international politics is that it 
provides large amounts of money used to finance Islamist and/or 
terrorist activity. And it is the basis of the power of countries like 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and UAE. If militant Islam gained control of 
all the oil produced in the Persian Gulf region (close to 30% of world 
production), it might be able to cause serious mischief for the West. 
While the world’s vulnerability to cuts in oil supply is overestimated, 
long-term control of 30% of the current supply could be a powerful 
tool for creating harm. Of course, militant Islam is now far away 
from gaining control of the area.

•	 Accelerating national decay in the West. Many Western nations 
have refused to recognize the facts about the Islamist war and the 
connection to Islam. They accommodate and make concessions 
to groups that have contempt for their values and laws, and fail to 
support moderate Muslims who resist Islamists. At some point a 
nation that allows its citizens to be killed and assaulted by an enemy 
that it is afraid to confront may morally collapse, resulting in internal 
conflict, loss of economic energy and creativity, declining integrity, 
and political illness. While it is not possible to predict the point where 
decisive decay will set in, it is important to recognize the risk created 
by extreme national spinelessness. Internal decay may not be clearly 
visible until a society has an external challenge that it cannot meet. 
The Islamist attack on the West may be the external challenge that 
makes internal decay decisive.  

But Militant Islam Cannot Win

Much as it can hurt the West, militant Islam cannot win; Islam will never 
rule the world. Sooner or later that fact will sink in and affect the course 
of the conflict. Since the Islamists’ ultimate goal is world domination, by 
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their own standard they will have failed and will have been defeated if at 
the end not all countries are ruled by Muslims. They cannot pretend to a 
lesser goal.

There is no strand of Islamic thinking that justifies partial victory. Nothing 
in the Koran or the Hadith suggests that Allah would accept, for example, 
Europe and Asia being Muslim and the Americas being ruled by infidels 
– except as a temporary arrangement. If Islam could accept the Americas 
being non-Muslim, then all countries that now have non-Muslim 
majorities could stay non-Muslim. That is, the Islamist view of Islam 
implies that the ultimate survival of non-Muslim governments anywhere 
in the world would be a defeat for their cause – or a demonstration that 
their view of Allah’s requirements is wrong.22

Although many of the Islamist leaders have a great commitment to their 
cause, while much of the West, especially Western Europe, has lost its faith, 
Muslims have too little power – measured by economic strength, military 
capabilities, technological advancement, organization, population size, and 
competence – to take over the rest of the world.  

It is doubtful whether Europe is on the way to becoming Muslim-controlled 
as suggested by some Western observers.23 But even if this were to be the 
case, it would not enable Muslims to achieve world domination. Europe is 
no longer the main part of modern civilization. 

It is very hard to see how Islam could take over China, India, and Japan. 
And while Americans may not have the character that they used to, it 
seems extremely unlikely that they would accept having Muslim rule and 
Islamic law (or sharia) imposed on them.

Militant Islam is trying to increase the number of countries under Sharia 
law, but since the 1979 Iranian revolution they have not added a single 
country (except Sudan). An Islamist government gained control of Egypt 
but only lasted one year. ISIS created a caliphate in parts of Iraq and Syria 
but	lost	these	territories	in	less	than	three	years.	Erdoğan	is	progressively	
undermining the secularist republic established by Turkey’s founding 
father Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), moving toward transforming Turkey into 
an Islamist state, but it is doubtful whether his effort will be completed. 
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Militant Islam may of course be able to continue to kill Westerners every 
week but is unlikely to produce more progress toward victory; and in 
many countries terror attacks are more likely to encourage nationalist or 
populist groups who want to fight back harder. 

Any country that cannot tolerate its deaths from terrorism may reduce 
that toll by improving security – paying a cost in money, in convenience 
and illusions, or in reduced civil liberties. Countries can also protect 
themselves by acting against those states from which they have been 
attacked. No Western state is unable to withstand the current range of 
terror casualties. Absolutely intolerable numbers of victims can only be 
produced by nuclear or biological weapons.

The US was unwilling to use large ground forces to attack ISIS. But is 
it plausible that it would continue to hold itself back if some new ISIS 
succeeded in a number of mass casualty attacks, like 9/11 or bigger, in 
the US?  So how can terrorism produce victory for Islamism?

The fundamental reason militant Islam cannot take over the world is 
that modernization – which produces freedom and wealth – continues 
to spread. The main force in history over the last two centuries is the 
gradual transformation, one country at a time, to free post-industrial 
societies with economies dominated by information and ideas, able to 
overcome material issues. This century began with less than 15% of 
people in modern countries; not long after the century ends some two 
thirds of all people are likely to be living in free, wealthy, perhaps fully 
modern countries. Never before has there been a comparable change in 
the lives of ordinary people.24

Of course, this process of modernization may end before it transforms the 
entire world. Something in the nature of modern post-industrial societies 
may bear seeds of decay that will turn the course of history around. But 
while my prognosis might be wrong, the expectation should be that the 
powerful trend of the last two centuries will continue. Policy should be 
based on the likely case, not on a-historic fears; and if internal failures in 
the West bring modernization to a halt, that will be its dominant problem, 
not the conflict with militant Islam.
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There is no way that the entire Muslim world will be willing to forego 
joining the rest of the world in becoming wealthy and free in order to 
continue a hopeless struggle to gain Muslim rule everywhere. While 
many Muslims despise and reject what they see as immoral features of the 
modern world, those sentiments cannot control the entire Muslim world 
for a century. Piece by piece this world will sooner or later recognize that 
they cannot conquer the world and instead should start on the road to 
becoming part of the modern world.25

It is of course arguable that Islam and much of the culture of many 
Muslims is inherently in conflict with liberal democracy and therefore 
with modernity. It is also clear that, unlike Western Christian societies, 
which have undergone a profound process of secularization and separation 
of state and church over the past 200 years, Islam has remained largely 
entrenched in its original format combining religious and temporal 
powers and seems reluctant to embrace modernity, as evidenced inter 
alia by the fact that many fewer books are translated into Arabic now 
than half-a-century ago.26 Without disputing such arguments, they speak 
to the present and the past. Eventually the desire of Muslims to be part 
of the modern world will be stronger than the current forces that drive 
militant Islam’s war against the West, and they will find ways to make 
their faith compatible with what they need to do to become modern. It 
is even more difficult to imagine one-and-a-half billion people living for 
centuries in half developed countries while the rest of the world is living 
modern lives like those of Western Europe, the US, Japan and South 
Korea today. Gradually the Muslim world will be split. There will be a 
growing model of an Islam that is compatible with modernity.

Some argue that militant Islam is now winning – because democratic 
governments refuse to recognize that it is waging war against the West. 
This is a reasonable perspective on the short term but it misses the long-
term point. While militant Islam’s successes and gains may be real, they 
are not a path to victory. They impose unnecessary losses upon the West, 
but do not have a substantial effect on the overall balance or the final 
outcome. The West needs to wake up to the nature of the problem and 
start to fight back more effectively, but not because Islamism has any 
chance of achieving the goals to which it is tied by its ideology.
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Terrorist killings in Paris or Florida have helped ISIS recruit fighters. And 
militant Islamists take satisfaction in killing infidels. But what are they 
accomplishing? How are they increasing their capacity for world domination? 
What can they think such attacks will force countries to do?

Terror attacks that kill 20, or 100, or 200 French or Americans are not 
going to force fundamental concessions to Islam. So far the response 
has primarily been to very slowly strengthen security measures against 
terrorism, without admitting its connection to militant Islam, especially 
during the Obama years when the administration adamantly insisted on 
attributing terror attacks to “violent extremists.”   

thE dEciSivE StrugglE iS Within iSlam

The understanding that militant Islam cannot win its war leads to a second 
fundamental perspective: in the long run the crucial struggle is within 
Islam, not between Islam and the rest of the world. The final defeat of 
Islamism will only come when sufficient parts of the Muslim world 
decide to no longer accept the problems and costs caused by the war and 
its interference with progress. In other words, the Islamist war has two 
components: physical actions and ideological conflict. Even when the 
physical actions are defeated the ideological struggle can continue. 

Marxism was an attempt for world domination that existed for half-a-
century before, in 1917, its Leninist branch gained control of Russia and 
created the Soviet Union. This physical threat ended in 1991 as the collapse 
of the Soviet Union and the success of market-based economies have largely 
eliminated Communist ideology as a factor in international affairs.  

Yet even before and after the Soviet Union existed, Marxist ideologies 
were a factor in world affairs because they had enough depth and 
substance – however false – to absorb the thinking and gain the respect 
of generations of intellectuals and idealists. Few ideologies are “rich” 
enough to maintain appeal for generations as Marxism has. Islamism has 
intellectual heft because it claims to be based on the rich historical and 
intellectual heritage of Islam but as a result it can only speak to Muslims. 
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Because Islamism is inherently tied to Islam, the ideological struggle 
against it must be within the Muslim world. Until enough Muslims 
decide the war is not worth it, militant Islam will be able to recruit new 
supporters no matter how many defeats it suffers. 

hOW Will thE War End?
Replacement of the Islamic regime in Iran and drastic curtailment of 
Saudi and others’ export of Salafism would mean the end of the war as 
it is now. The war could continue if Turkey or Pakistan joined Iran. But 
when there is no substantial danger that Turkey, Pakistan, or any other 
large Muslim country will come under the control of Islamists, there will 
be no reason for the West to consider itself at war.

After the end of the war, there will still be significant instability in the 
Middle East. A number of former states will not have governments, and 
therefore individual terrorists will have places to hide. It will take at least a 
generation before stable and effective government is achieved throughout 
the region. Dictatorships – mostly military – will probably rule much of the 
Middle East for an additional generation. The end of the Islamist war will 
not end violent Muslim efforts to gain control of Nigeria and other African 
countries, nor efforts to “restore” Israel to Muslim control.

What will influence Muslim decisions whether to join or support religious 
war against the West? It is not likely to be intellectual debate about the 
meaning of Islam and what is required of the faithful. Rather, over the 
long term the decisive issue will be whether militant Islam can actually 
succeed. Most people want to be on the winning side. Expected defeat 
also has religious significance.

The other critical issue is how many Muslims believe that Islam is 
being attacked by the West. The main long-term objective in the fight 
against militant Islam is to influence events to convince more Muslims 
that Islam is not under attack, that the war against the West cannot be 
won, and that sacrificing their hopes for a better life in order to support 
the war would be in vain.
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A fundamental dilemma facing militant Islam is that if it only makes 
small attacks against the West, it does not look as if it can win. But 
big attacks are likely to galvanize the West, the US in particular, into 
fighting more strongly against militant Islam. This creates a no win 
situation for the Islamists. They will either demonstrate that they are 
not strong enough to really attack the tiger or else they will attack the 
tiger and be devoured.

Therefore, the war will end when enough of the Muslim world decides 
that the Islamist war against the non-Muslim world is unwinnable and 
that it hurts Muslims’ ability to build modern lives for themselves and 
their families. What Islamist-ruled state might constitute a role model that 
ordinary Muslims admire and wish to emulate? Turkey was an example 
of Muslim success, but is becoming an embarrassment. In Islamist Iran 
prostitution and drug abuse have dramatically increased and many fewer 
people attend mosques than before Khomeini came to power. Wherever 
radical Islam is in power or strong, Muslims around the world see only 
trouble. It seems very unlikely that this experience will change. Shahids 
can be heroes, but they cannot be signs of victory. So long as Islamism’s 
heroes are shahids, it is demonstrating that it can’t win. The killing of 
hundreds or thousands of infidels a year in Western countries is not likely 
to make Muslims believe they are taking over the world – unless there is 
absolutely no response by the West, or unless one Western country after 
another becomes Muslim territory.

Suppression of Muslim Dissent, and its End

An important feature of the long-term internal conflict within Islam is 
that Islamists suppress Muslim leaders and thinkers who oppose the war 
against the West. As a result, internal Muslim public debate, especially 
outside Asia, has been largely one-sided because most of the other side is 
afraid to speak. A key turning point will be when Muslim communities 
decide that it is no longer acceptable to suppress non-Islamist voices. 
There is reason to think suppression depends on unspoken acceptance 
by Muslim communities, and when that acceptance is withdrawn the 
suppression will gradually weaken and become less effective.
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Non-Muslims cannot take a serious part in this critical debate. The most 
useful influence they have is by defeating all violent efforts against the 
West and by demonstrating that they believe in Western values and will 
not allow themselves to be defeated. The best way outsiders can help 
moderates against extremists is to refrain from making concessions and 
to defeat their violence. Successes by militant Islam make it harder for 
moderate Muslims to overcome the appeal of Islamists. 

The War Could Get Much Worse

While the war could become much less troublesome than it has been in 
recent years, it could also get much more harmful, in two ways. Islamists 
could acquire nuclear or biological weapons and use them, and more of 
the Muslim world could join the fight against the West - and multiply the 
level of terrorism. 

At the moment only Iran is controlled by Islamists committed to jihad, 
and the Islamist regime has been cautious, focused on asserting Iran’s 
hegemony throughout the Middle East rather than attacking the US or 
Europe before acquiring a nuclear force. It takes care to almost always 
operate through proxies rather than with its own forces. So long as 
militant Islam only controls small countries, the harm it can do is limited 
by the possibility that such small countries can be conquered. But the US 
cannot take over the big Muslim countries like Iran, Turkey, or Pakistan. 
It must use more limited, political, measures to influence them. 

In the event of a steady stream of Islamist terrorist attacks in the US 
and Western Europe, including a string of massive attacks a la 9/11 or 
worse, public attitudes towards the conflict and Muslims more generally 
would change radically. The US would go from being excessively 
“understanding” towards Muslims to being excessively suspicious and 
punitive. It is likely that significant barriers would be raised between 
the West and Muslim countries and life would be made much more 
difficult for Muslim citizens of the West. The conflict with Islamism 
would become much more painful and costly to both sides, especially 
to Muslims.  And the war would be a much more important feature of 
international life than it has been.
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Defensive War in Muslim Perception

The Islamist ideological war against the West is an offensive war for control of 
the world. But it is also a defensive war by Muslims who believe that the West 
is attacking Islam and that Islam must “fight back.” The Islamist leadership 
mostly understands the offensive nature of its program but perceptions about 
a deliberate Western design to weaken or destroy Islam are also a central part 
of their thinking. There is no hope of convincing them that the West does not 
want to destroy Islam. They must be fought and defeated. 

The alleged “defensiveness” of the Islamist war against the West is not 
just sophistry or paranoia. Many ordinary Muslims view their religion as 
being under attack for one or more of the following reasons: 

•	 Western	 troops	have	been	 fighting	Muslims	 in	Arab	countries	
and	 Afghanistan.	 Because the fight against terrorism is more 
effective if terrorists can be denied safe havens. Therefore there has 
been Western military intervention to prevent or destroy such havens, 
and continued presence to prevent their reemergence. But inevitably 
many Muslims view Western actions to prevent safe havens as an 
attack on Islam. They draw conclusions about being under attack 
from the fact that there are Western troops in Muslim countries 
but no Muslim troops in Western states. Although many Muslims 
recognize that while the Western troops are fighting Muslims, they 
are often doing so in support of other Muslims, and in the Balkans 
fought for Muslims against Christians.

•	 Western	creation	of	Israel,	a	Jewish	state,	on	“formerly	Muslim	
territory.” It doesn’t matter whether it was the League of Nations 
or its UN successor that recognized the Jewish right to statehood 
in the Jewish ancestral homeland. Israel and Judaism are part of 
the Western (non-Muslim) world, and Israel is living on land that 
had been Muslim land for many generations. No Western even-
handedness between Israel and the Palestinians, or even support 
for the Palestinian cause, can exculpate Western responsibility for 
Israel’s existence. This anti-Western Muslim grievance could only 
be assuaged by Israel’s transformation into a Muslim state.
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•	 Western	 attempts	 to	 impose	 “women’s	 rights”	 and	 other	
Western	values	on	Muslim	countries.	While Westerners may not 
see themselves as having a program to force Muslims to reform their 
religion, they cannot claim that their policy towards Islam is nothing 
more than “live and let live.” Much of the West is engaged in a 
campaign to rights of women and gays and the superiority of liberal 
democracy – viewed by Muslim as antithetical to their religious 
precepts and traditional ways of life.

•	 Spreading	 “decadent”	Western	 values	 (e.g.,	 sexual	 liberalism)	
throughout	Muslim	 societies	 via	movies,	TV,	and	other	agents	
of	Western	culture.	Furthermore, the penetration of “immoral and 
decadent” Western habits and lifestyles, propagated by the media 
and entertainment, are widely seen as threatening some of Islam’s 
core values. This argument does not have the emotional firepower 
of the cry “Muslims are being killed,” but it has the advantage of 
being much less ambiguously true. Values that many Muslims see as 
important parts of Islam are undoubtedly threatened by the West’s 
example and appeal - as are some Western traditional values.27

•	 Islam’s	 decline	 and	 attendant	 conspiratorial	 thinking. The 
perception of Western aggression can also come from the simple 
realization of the glaring gap between Islam’s past imperial omnipotence 
and progress and its unhappy state today, lagging behind much of the 
world in many key respects. This can lead to the self-pitying question 
“who could have done this to us?” and the belief that Western enmity 
must be the cause of Islam’s decline.

Assuaging Muslim Fears of Western Attacks on Islam

The biggest costs of the fight up to now have come from some of the West’s 
efforts to prevent terrorist safe havens. A different strategy would be to only 
use measures short of sending Western armies to eliminate safe havens. 

The next issue is how Western nations talk about terrorism and the fight 
against it. Islamists insist that the US is against Islam regardless of what 
its government says. The question is whether this claim will become more 
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convincing if the US speaks more realistically about the relationship of 
Islamism, and certain Islamic ideas, to terrorism.

Presidents Bush and Obama believed that connecting Islamism with 
terrorism would create too great a danger. Both went out of their way to 
describe Islam as a religion of peace; and President Obama even directed 
that no one in the US executive branch would ever mention Islamism or 
Islam having any connection to terrorist attacks. Thus, for example, When 
in November 2009 Palestinian-American military psychiatrist Maj. Nadal 
Hassan murdered thirteen people and wounded forty-three others in a Texas 
military base to the shouts of “Allahu Akbar,” a Department of Defense 
report treated the massacre as workplace violence.28 When in August 2014 
Hassan wrote to ISIS’ self-styled caliph Abu Bakr Baghdadi requesting 
“formally and humbly” to become a citizen of his self-proclaimed 
caliphate,29 the administration remained conspicuously mute.

President Trump, in his May 2017 speech to the summit meeting of 53 
Muslim countries in Riyadh, used a bold but somewhat subtle approach 
to the issue. A major share of the speech was devoted to urging the 
Muslim leaders he was addressing to act strongly against “terror” and 
“extremism” and saying that they, the Muslim countries, had a special 
responsibility to deal with the problem.  His greatest emphasis was on 
urging the Muslim leaders to “drive them out” (violent extremists).  
The context clearly implied a relationship between Islam and the 
problem of terrorism but only once did he use the words “Islamist 
terrorism.”  (“That means honestly confronting the crisis of Islamist 
extremism and the Islamist terror groups it inspires.”)  He showed that 
even speaking to a large audience of Muslim leaders he was unafraid 
to recognize the cause of the terror.  At the same time he was discreet 
enough to avoid unnecessary offence by using the word “Islamist” 
in only one sentence.  This approach seemed effective in avoiding 
a major backlash or overt rejection of his position.  It is perhaps a 
demonstration that Western government statements do not have to be 
logically consistent.  They can be clear about the nature of Islamist 
ideology without leading the center of the Muslim world to feel that 
the religion of Islam is under attack.
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A major obstacle inhibiting the ability to resist the ideological attack by 
Islamism is the slogan “Islamophobia.” Excessive fear of or prejudicial 
animosity to Islam and to Muslims should be condemned like other forms 
of religious, racial, or ethnic prejudice. But the charge of “Islamophobia,” 
against any criticism of Islam or of Muslims - however specific, true, and 
relevant – has become the critical political weapon of Islamists and their 
supporters, widely accepted by academics, the media, and important 
sectors of political opinion.

To meet the Islamist ideological challenge, Western governments and 
leaderships need to stop giving legitimacy and help to local Muslim 
organizations dominated by Islamists like the Council on American-
Islamic Relations (CAIR), Islamic Society of North America (ISNA), 
and the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC). 

The US government correctly decided to make great efforts to 
increase understanding and friendly relations with Muslim Americans. 
Unfortunately it was deceived into working with the wrong Muslim 
organizations. Over the last 40 years, the Muslim Brotherhood and other 
Islamist groups have carried out a massive, well-funded, and successful 
program of gaining control of the most prominent American Muslim 
organizations and the major mosques. These organizations used their 
access to the government and control of mosques to freeze out genuinely 
moderate Muslims and to brand Muslim dissenters from their line as 
“Islamophobes.” The British government made the same mistake.

Rejecting Islamists does not mean rejecting anybody who challenges 
Western policies or deems them antithetical to Muslims. The Islamist 
ideological war against the West and liberal democracy does not require 
sacrificing the long American tradition of respecting the right of dissent 
from government policy. What is needed is a government decision that 
the Brotherhood and like-minded groups should not be given any kind of 
support or endorsement by Western governments. The political struggle 
to correctly identify the organizations that are the enemies of the West 
must be won before local Muslim communities can have a real choice 
about who or what they support politically.
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While most discussions in the Muslim world pay little attention to facts, 
there is some rational discourse about international policy that could 
be affected by official US statements about Islamism. The unfortunate 
reality is that even if Washington speaks and acts completely rationally 
and reasonably to protect itself from Islamist terror attacks, many 
Muslims will see those defensive actions as part of a US and Western 
attack on Islam. No matter how careful Western governments are to make 
a distinction between Islamism and the religion of Islam, most Muslims 
will interpret US actions against Islamism as attacks on Islam. 

Speaking carefully may help but it cannot be relied on to succeed. It is 
not clear how much such talk actually affects Muslim behavior. Avoiding 
actions against Islamists and terrorists for fear of being seen as anti-Islam 
can’t go too far without crippling security and giving the impression that 
the West is scared and vulnerable. Western decisions about protecting 
itself against Islamism’s attack are more important than what Western 
governments say about Islamism and its war.
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