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It’s Not the Economy, Stupid

What the West Needs to Know About the Rise of Radical Islam

Bv Daniel Pipes

UNDAMENTALIST MUSLIMS are

again in the news—again associated

with violence. This ume, some appar-
ently tried to kiil Egypt’s President Hosni
Mubarak. Fundamentalists are engaged in a
near-civii war with the authorites in Algeria.
They have turned Kashmir into a living hell.
They blow up buses in [srael. They artack
Western targers in New York, London and
Buenos Aires.

These killings raise two questions: Why
are Muslims artracted to so extreme and vi-
olent a movement? What. if anything, can the
West do to stem their aggression?

[n both the Middle East and the West, the
most common explanaton for [slamic ex-
tremism is economic. Indeed, it has become
an arucie of faith that poverty has caused the
surge \n fundamentaiist [siam; and oniy 1ts
reiier wiil cause radical fundamentalism to
subside.

Secularist Muslims rounneiv make this
point. For exampie. Turkey's Prime Minis-
ter Tansu Ciiler, echoing simuiar statements
by her predecessor, says that fundamental-
ists did so weil in Turkey's March 1994 elec-
tions because “peopie reacted to the econo-
my.” Fundamentalists themseives concur
with this connection berween poverty and
radical [slam. [n the words of a flery shetk
from Cairo, “Isiam is the religion of bad
umes.” Mahmud az-Zahar, a leader of the
radical Hamas group in Gaz. says, "It is
enough to see the poverty-stncken outskirts
of Algiers or the refugee camps in Gaza to
understand the factors that nurture the
strength of the Islamic resistance move-
ment.”

- The poverty argument has also won near-
ly universal support n the West. Israei’s for-
eign munister, Sumon Peres, savs that “fun-
damentaiism’s basis i1s poverty.” It's “a way
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of protesting against poverty, corruption,
ignorance and discrimination.” Interior
Minister Charles Pasqua of France finds
that it “has coincided with despair on the
part of a large section of the masses, and
young people in particular.” Martin Indyk.
the U.S. ambassador to [srael. savs that
those wishing to deal with fundamentaiist [s-
lam must frst solve the economic, social and
political problems that constitute its breed-
ing grounds.

i poverty causes fundamentalist Islam,
economuc growth s the way out. [n Algena,
when the government pleads for Western
economic aid. it mpiicitly threatens that
without it, the vioient fundamentalists will
prevail.

This new emphasis on jobs has caused a
basic shift in understanding the Arap-Israeli
conflict. For decaaes. its resoiution was
thought to lie in finding mutuaily acceptable
borders and winning acceptance of the Jew-
ish state: these days. bwiding Palestiman
weaith is seen as the key. Toward this end.
Western states have commutted billions of
doilars in aid to the Paiestine Liberaton Or-
ganization. They hope that a jump-start to
the Gazan and West Bank economues wiil
@ive Palestinians a stake in the peace pro-
cess, and thereby reduce the appeal of Ha-
mas and [slamuc Jihad.

The [sraelis have foilowed the same ap-
proach; Peres explains that “Islamic terror
cannot be fought muiitaniy but by eradicatng
the hunger which spawns it.” So eager is the
Rabin government for Yasser Arafat to re-

cewve foreign md that it has contnbuted [s-
raeli funds to the PLO.

ut ts poverty truly the motor force be-

aund fundamentalist [siam? A close re-

ew of the record shows little correla-
tion between eConomuc mmusery and radical [s-
lam:
w Weallh does not tnoculate ugatnst funda-
mentaiist [slam. Although Kuwmus enjoy a
Western-style income, fundamentalists took
40 percent of the seats wn the October 1992

elections, The West Bank is far more pros-
perous than Gaza. yet fundamentalist groups
enjoy more popularity there.

m Poverty does not necessarily beget funda-
mentalism. Bangiadesh, the internationa.
basket case, has not exactly been a hot e
of virulent fundamentalism. nor have Yemer
or Niger. Also, as an Amen i3
rightly notes. “economic despair. the oft-:::-
ed source of poliucal Islam’s power, is fam:-
iar to the Middle East.” Why wasn't funca-
mentalist fervor an even stronger force
vears past. when the region was poorer than
it is today?

a A flourishing economy does not impedc
radical [siam. In the 1970s, precisely wnen
oll-exporting states enjoyed riches beyonc
avarice, today's fundamentalist movement:
got going. That's when Moammar Gadhar
developed his eccentnic version of funda-
mentalism: when fanatcal groups in Sauc:
Arabia violently seized the Great Mosaue =:
Mecca: and when Ayatoilan Khome:ini :oox
power in [ran. [n the 1290s, severai coun-
tries that excelled economicailv—Turke:,
Jordan, Tunisia and Morocco—expernencas
a fundamentaiist boom.

m A declining economy does contripute 3
radicalism :n general but not necessaniy s
Sfundamentalism. Iranian incomes aave
gone down by half since the [siamic Regus-
lic came to power in 1979: Yer, far rom :»-
creasing support for the regime's fundamen-
talist ideology, this impoverishment has
caused a severe aiienation from Isiam. [rza:s
have experienced an even more precipitoLs
drop in living standards: Whie the coun:
has witnessed an increase wn personal piet,
there is no sign of a surge \n fundamenta.-
Ism.

Sinularly, economic factors do a0t exp.a
on the :ndividuai levei wno wiil become a 7:n-
damentalist Muslim. The Egypuan socal -o:-
entist Saad Eddin Ibrahum interviewed radica:
in Egyptian s and conciuded in a 1980 stucy
that the typical member 1s “young (earfy twen-
ges), of rurai or smail-town background, frem
the muddle or lower-muddle class, with ugn




achievement and mottvation, upwardly mobile,
with science or engineering education. and
from a normally cohesive famuly.” In other
words, [brahim concluded, these young men
were “significantly above the average in therr
generation™; they are “ideal or model young
Egypuans.”

Other researchers confirm these findings.
Galal A, Amin, an Egyptian economist, con-
cludes a study on the country’s economic trou-
bies by observing *how rare it is to find exam-
pies of religious fanatasm among either the
higher or the very lowest socil strata of the
Ezypuan populaton.”

The same appiies in other countnies. Fuily
one-quarter of the members in Turkev's fun-
damentalist organizadon, called the Welfare
Party, are engineers. Indeed, the typical cadre
in an [slamust party is an engineer born in the
1950s n a ity to parents who had moved
from the countryside. Khalid M. Amayreh. a
Palestinian journalist, finds that “a substanuai
majority of Islamists and their supporters
come Tom the muddie and upper socio-eco-
nomuc strata.” [n the Jordanian parliamentary
elecuons of 1994, for example, the Muslim
Brethren did as well in middle<class districts
4s In poor ones,

hat mouvates Egypt's young radi-

cals. [brahim conciudes, is not pover-

ty but an acute sense of Egypt in cn-
sis due to “foreign encroachment.” [brahim’s
findings have been confirmed many umes:
Those engaging in vioience on behaif of Isiam
are mouvated by a desire for power, not pros-
penty. Khomeini captured this sentument with
fus usual pungency: “We did not create a revo-
lunon to lower the price of meion.” To be
sure. economic strength is important. {or it
strengthens Musiims in their battle against
the West: but fundamentaiists see weaith as a
means, not as an end. Money is to tramn cadres
and buy weapons. niot to enjoy the good life.

If fundamentaiists rareiy menuon prospern-
ty. they talk incessandy about power. na np-
ical statement, Al Akbar Montashemu. the
leacing lraruan hard-liner, predicts that “Ult-
matety [slam will become the supreme pow-
e..” Simulariy, Mustafa Mashhur, an Egypuan
fundamentaiist, declares that the slogan “Guod
is Great” wiil reverperate “unul [slam spreads
throughout the worid.”

L:ke fascism and Marasm-Leninism in
therr hevdays, fundamentalist Islam ittrac:s
hugniv competent, mouvated and ambitious in-

dividuals seekaing access to the palace. Abdes-
salam Yassine, a Moroccan fundamentalist, as-
serts, “We demand power”; the man standing
in his way, King Hasan. nghtly conciudes that
for fundamentalists, [slam is “the elevator to
take power.”

This pattern prompts four observations.
First, the mistake of seeing fundamentalism as
a funcuon of economics reflects a materialist
bias in our thinking. We are all Marists
now—assuming that economic circumstances
motvate humans more than beliefs, seeing re-
ligion as a cover for some other self-interested
mouve. This is Marxdast analysis at its most su-
percal. To dismuss the impassioned heliefs of
fundamentalist Muslims as mere window-
dressing completely musses their cuitural and
moral sigrificance; it is also an act of stunning
cultural arrogance. Fundamentalists must be
taken senously on their own terms.

Second. analysts are unlikely to be able to
predict when and where fundamentalist (siam
wil zain strength. Similarly, in the 1950s,
Amencans made a massive efort to discern
why some individuals or societies welcomed
communism and others not, without ever
reaching a satisfactorv answer. Forty vears
later, the mix of factors that turn an individual
or a people toward radical Islam may agan
contan too many factors—personaiities, tradi-
tions. institutions—~for an observer to predict
what will happen where.

Third. if poverty is not the driving force be-
hind violent fundamentalism. then it stands to
reason that prospenty wiil not take care of
this problem. [n some cases (for exampie, Al-
geria), it might help; in others (Saudi Arabia),
it mignt hurt. Also. while prospenty may re-
duce mass support for fundamentaiism, it wl
have no edect on the core acuwvists—oprecisely
those individuals most likely to engage :n vio-
lence. Foreign aid cleariy cannot be rthe out-
side worid's main tool to combat fundanentai-
ism.

[nstead. those intent on stopping “ne funda-
mentaiist wave, whether Muslim or not.
should confront the fundamentaiisis heag-un.
That means accepung fundamentalism as an
end in itseif, focusing on its logic and goals. re-
fuung us errors (especially those about the
West) and countering 1ts organizations (break-
ing up gangs, stopping the flow of money rom
abroad, retaiiaung when they harm us). Oniy
in this way wul the scourge of fundamentalist
vioience be stopped.



