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SUMMARY CONCLUSIONS

The conference in Amman identified and discussed a range of ideas of significance for the military, policy 
makers, and analysts faced with the challenge of countering ideological support for terrorism (CIST). 
The suggestions offered by conference participants ranged from practical operational considerations for 
military forces to matters of national and even international grand strategy. No concluding summary can 
do them full justice or capture entirely the essence of the wide ranging discussions that took place in the 
plenary sessions, working groups, and informal meetings throughout the conference.

The conclusions outlined below, therefore, make no pretence to be a comprehensive summary of 
conference proceedings, but rather seek to highlight the main findings that contribute to the conference 
aim of gaining a better understanding of contributions of nations in the Middle East and beyond to 
countering militant extremist ideology, and the role for collaborative partnerships among nations 
throughout the world community in addressing this threat.

• The tendency exists among those representing Western and Middle Eastern nations to employ 
vastly differing explanations for the sources of militant extremist ideology. Participants 
contended that engaging in “dual monologues” whereby one group tends to focus on identifying 
internal sources or technological/kinetic solutions, while others amplify external sources of 
militant ideology to include globalization or occupation has made it extremely difficult to build 
cooperation even when all can agree that the world community faces a critical shared security 
challenge. A wide consensus emerged among participants that more candid, honest dialogue is 
needed at every level in order to better understand differing perceptions, and thereby establish the 
foundations for developing more cooperative constructive strategies for addressing this priority 
security challenge. Even given that all recognize a common security threat, it was repeatedly 
emphasized that terminology remains a highly divisive factor that can impede CT cooperation.

• Legislation implemented in Jordan (2006 Anti-Terrorism Law) and other nations has been 
effective in contributing to countering terrorist influence, but legal provisions constitute only one 
important mechanism in an overall CT campaign.

• Counter-radicalization/rehabilitation program models developed in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
and in other nations have been effective, though results are preliminary and much study will be 
needed in order to identify the precise processes and mechanisms that will best help those who 
have been radicalized return to their communities as law-abiding citizens. A comprehensive 
description and assessment report of the rehabilitation program in Saudi Arabia was presented 
at the conference by Dr. Abdulrahman al-Hadlaq, advisor on issues of ideology in the Ministry 
of Interior. The program in Saudi Arabia combines religious education, social programs, and 
follow up life counseling for reorienting those previously vulnerable. Dr. al-Hadlaq suggested 
that the essence of the program was based on the authentic interpretation of religious faith; 
emphasizing the value and sanctity of life over death. Among the lessons learned from the Saudi 
experience, the absence of an engaged father figure in the home (identified in nearly 50% of 
those participating in the rehabilitation program) is among the key variables leaving young men 
vulnerable to radical recruitment efforts/appeals.

• Some participants contended that strong states are better-equipped to combat forms of ideological 
extremism than weaker states, and that this difference in state capacity is a particular problem 
in the Middle East region. Other working groups concluded that some states and regions have 
responded much too late to the threats posed by ideological forms of extremism and have acted 
too slowly in identifying the social dimensions that are most important in allowing for the 
spread of extremism. Working groups tended to emphasize that international level solutions 
for individual problems were desirable, but that national and local solutions must be tailored to 
address unique circumstances.
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• Many participants in the working groups seemed to agree that extremist ideologies are 
“incubated” and exacerbated by the presence of widespread poverty, lack of government 
legitimacy, and the general problems associated with poor quality of health and education. 
However, some of these issues were pointedly debated. For example, factual evidence was 
introduced to suggest that the often widely held perception that poverty was linked to terrorism is 
not necessarily supported by data/experience.

• Many within the working groups expressed the view that al-Qaeda has lost currency in Jordan and 
elsewhere not because of something the government has done to counter the group, but because 
of al-Qaeda’s own violent behavior against Jordanian civilians, especially in the aftermath of the 
terrorist attack in Jordan in November 2005. It was suggested that groups like al-Qaeda would 
ultimately expose their flaws and political and ideological inconsistencies and weaknesses.

• Participants stressed the importance of education to combat militant extremism at every level. 
Colleagues from Jordan noted that references such as “intellectual perversion” are employed in 
the educational experience to delegitimize inappropriate misrepresentation of religious teachings 
and values. The importance of enlisting the contributions of qualified religious authorities in 
the learning process was emphasized. The point was made that the educational experience is 
important at every stage of development to include contributions within the family.

• Terrorists are increasingly exploiting the internet medium for recruitment. Targets have even 
included exploiting the disabled via the internet for executing terrorist attacks. Common 
international standards and regulations are sorely needed for countering the efforts of militant 
extremists to promulgate radical narratives/ideology via this medium. To date, broadly enforced 
laws and regulations for managing the international cyber sphere are simply non-existent. 
Participants also discussed the difficulties for democratic nations in establishing the guidelines 
for regulating militant propaganda in the internet, publications, and other public channels.

• To maintain legitimacy in the “battle for hearts and minds,” governments must be effective in 
creating and maintaining a narrative that is consistent with national identity. US Ambassador to 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Robert S. Beecroft opened the conference stating that “We 
must be defined by what we stand for.” Several conference contributors emphasized that words 
must be supported by actions in delegitimizing ideological support for terrorism, and that our 
words and actions must be consistent with national identity and values.

• In considering strategic communication/media, it is critical to appreciate that not all countries are 
as technology driven or media saturated as in the West. Newspapers hold sway in many Middle 
Eastern countries while their influence is declining in the West. In Afghanistan there is more of a 
dependence on radio as a news source. Access to other types of media may be limited by location 
and there is likewise an issue with literacy. Any communication/media efforts must take account 
of news/media access in local settings.

• While panel presentations were replete with examples of how the internet had been used to 
both recruit and manipulate young and often disaffected people into supporting extremist 
agendas and even in carrying out terrorist acts, there was also a hopeful discussion concerning 
the use of communications media and its future potential. Internet applications such as Twitter 
and Facebook, as well as other social sites, cellular phones and other technologies including 
the ability to produce high-quality video products have been used by average citizens with an 
effectiveness equal to, if not better than, that of governments and opposing organizations. These 
new internet sources provide additional channels for rapid dissemination of their stories and 
means for effectively gaining recognition and support. A recent example cited was the use of 
Twitter in Teheran following recent presidential elections. The real story as told from street level 
was vastly different from that of the government controlled media.

• The dominant theme on the role of professional military education in countering violent 
extremism is that those personnel, both military and civilian, in daily contact with the local 
population in a zone of conflict must have significantly enhanced “cultural awareness.”
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• It was noted that the training and education should not be focused on teaching or evaluating 
the beliefs of peoples involved in ideological conflict, but that it is critical that soldiers and 
civilians trying to contribute to ending the conflict should “show proper respect” to the culture 
and traditions of those people. This issue is taking on growing significance in the age of instant 
and universal communications in which violations of cultural norms or insults to religion or other 
beliefs can be immediately broadcast across a wide geographical area with devastating effects.

• While most participants felt that training regarding the combat elements of a conflict and the 
efforts to win “hearts and minds” should be separate elements, there was a feeling that forces 
should work just as hard to capture and incorporate into training the “Lessons Learned” in 
the ideological struggle, as we do currently with combat experiences. The point was offered 
that the situation on the ground is normally fluid with incidents arising requiring awareness 
of new problems and appropriate responses to neutralize potential hostility. Either national or 
international bodies should be constituted to provide the latest information and training.

• Conference contributors offered case studies on the implementation of CIST in professional 
military education in Jordan, Italy and other nations. In the Jordanian experience, for instance, 
it was noted that women from the Ministry of Education had been included in their highest 
level military courses to better appreciate the perspective they bring. They cited the advantage 
of gaining the views of clerics, law enforcement personnel, and professional educators - each 
of whom were capable of unique insights on the problem. The presentation of the Italian case 
included examples on how their courses had been open to international audiences who brought 
unique experiences and viewpoints to share among all participants. RADM Alberto Cervone 
emphasized that the Italian model has been concentrated on “prevention” of sources of militant 
ideology, rather than “countering” ideological support for terrorism. The discussion of case 
experiences concluded with underscoring the need for further integration of civilian and military 
training and education in this area, the importance of incorporating diverse cultural experiences 
and traditions among faculty and course participants in the CIST education effort, and the need 
for greater international collaboration in developing and implementing educational courses/
programs on this topic.

BACKGROUND

Through a series of conferences, courses, and research projects, an initiative has been underway over the 
past four years at the George C. Marshall European Center for Security Studies to explore the “hearts 
and minds” or ideological dimension in countering terrorism. Topics have ranged from evaluating 
strategies for de-legitimizing terrorism; examining roles and responsibilities for religions in promoting 
dialogue and conflict resolution; comparing approaches for countering religious extremist violence 
among several regional contexts/case studies; defining implications for international cooperation; policy; 
and assessment. Conferences and courses have featured discussion of actual practical experience in 
combating extremism among participants representing more than 60 nations.

Consistent with the mission objectives of the Marshall Center, we have approached investigation of 
this issue by encouraging candid discussion aimed to enhance existing methods and capabilities to 
delegitimize terrorism. We have sought to enlist wide international participation to promote dialogue 
between the defense communities committed to securing their societies against the threat posed by 
contemporary terrorist groups. These ongoing exchanges contribute to cultivating an international 
network among counterterrorism professionals sharing our determination to create a more secure world.

The Marshall Center joined the Royal Jordanian National Defence College 28-30 September 2009 to 
hold the sixth major international conference in our series devoted to countering ideological support for 
terrorism. The conference included more than 80 participants representing the Ministries of Defense, 
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diplomats, and subject area experts from 24 nations. The conference involved many speakers and 
participants from the Marshall Centers’ traditional area of responsibility in North America, Europe, 
and Eurasia. In addition, for this particular session in Amman, the conference panels featured several 
speakers representing the policy, military, and academic communities of Jordan and other nations of the 
Middle East region. Therefore, the conclusions offered represent a genuinely global, rather than regional 
specific, spectrum of perspectives.

Building on recommendations from previous Marshall Center sponsored conferences, the Amman 
meeting focused on examining contributions by nations in the Middle East to countering militant 
extremist ideology. Discussions focused on four major areas: 1) official and legal initiatives to de-
legitimize ideological support for terrorism; 2) societal factors in countering ideological support for 
terrorism; 3) exploring the challenges created by the media/ internet, and methods to manage terrorist 
manipulation of the cyber sphere; 4) comparing programs/courses in professional military education 
devoted to addressing the ideological dimension of terrorism, and recommending methods for improving 
educational approaches in this area.

Our aim was to explore each of these issues in depth by convening panels of subject area experts and 
working seminar groups over a three-day period. Conclusions offered below represent the perspectives 
of military and counterterrorism professionals, government officials, policy analysts, and academic 
subject area experts. Suggestions define practical areas for cooperation, and could provide some of the 
essential elements of a long-term, comprehensive strategy to counter ideological support for terrorism.

DELEGITIMIZING IDEOLOGICAL SUPPORT FOR TERRORISM: 
OFFICIAL AND LEGAL DIMENSIONS

The opening panel of the conference focused on examining official and legal measures to counter 
ideological support for terrorism in Jordan, and other nations throughout the Middle East region. Three 
panel speakers presented their perspectives on these issues and the six working groups of participants 
then discussed the topics and offered their views and recommendations. The following questions were 
presented to the speakers and to the working groups for this panel:

• What international and national declarations and legal instruments are most relevant to efforts 
to defeat or deter the kind of ideological extremism that underlies 21st-century terrorism? How 
effective are these instruments?

• How can the law be effectively applied against ideological and religious extremism without 
violating international norms and fundamental human rights such as freedom of religion or belief, 
freedom of expression, or association?

• Will current efforts in the United Nations and in some states to create anti-defamation of religion 
laws conflict with national and international efforts to counter ideological support for terrorism? 
If so, what should be done to alleviate this conflict?

• How can official efforts be made to counter ideological support for terrorism without those efforts 
morphing into non-credible and ineffective governmental propaganda programs? How, if at all, 
can government interact with the media, schools and with parents in the home to encourage and 
support their initiatives to deter extremism, without making these institutions an arm of the state?

• Have any national or international official and legal efforts been effective enough in countering 
ideological support for terrorism that they are worth study and possible emulation by other 
states and in other forums? How can reluctant governments be persuaded to make more serious 
attempts at countering this support?
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Official and legal efforts to undermine within a society the kind of ideological extremism that may 
lead to terrorism come with their own sets of powers and shortcomings. Some have asked whether it is 
best to focus on the delegitimization of violence or of extremist ideology. In the end both must occur 
simultaneously. In the ongoing struggle, there are measures that only governments can and should take 
and there are aspects of the problem over which governments are powerless or in which they would 
be ill-advised to intrude. Discussions in the course of the Amman conference addressed both what 
governments should and should not undertake.

Official or governmental approaches to ending terrorist activities, especially to countering ideological 
support for terrorism, are not entirely synonymous with legal approaches. Of course government can 
be seen as a broad construction which subsumes the law, but to see it thus broadly here obfuscates 
distinctions between governmental actions against terrorism (which must be assumed to be executed 
within the law) and the use of the law itself as a mechanism for thwarting the plans of would-be 
terrorists, i.e., the passage of the right kinds of legislation and its enforcement within a nation’s executive 
and judicial systems.

Official actions, read here to mean governmental actions, except in the most authoritarian systems, are 
more closely tied to international and domestic politics than is the law itself. True, law is enacted by 
governmental bodies, but in most countries, especially democracies, the law itself remains one step 
away from those vehicles of power that already lie at the government’s disposal for waging this struggle. 
Enacting laws is usually a laborious process that takes time and a certain amount of contemplation and 
debate before they are passed, approved and put into effect. Governments, on the other hand, have at 
their ready disposal many powers that have already been lawfully granted them, the execution of which 
can often be done with dispatch. This makes the “legal” fight against extremism and the “official” fight 
(which must be conducted legally) two different aspects of the struggle.

Questions on definitions of terrorism invariably rise to the surface in every discussion of this nature. If 
not careful they can hijack the agenda. It’s important to realize that there are fairly common elements of 
most definitions that call for and can sustain immediate action, pending greater consensus. The working 
groups agreed that many Muslims believe some resistance to what they perceive as dangerous forces 
is acceptable. Some among them would limit resistance to conditions such as in Palestine where an 
occupation exists. Thus there is understood by many, but not all, to be a legitimate resistance and an 
illegitimate resistance.

With regard to existing laws, participants pointed out that there are three competing concepts of 
sovereignty weighing on efforts to combat violent ideologies: 1) the Westphalian system, national 
in its focus; 2) a concept emanating from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, global in its 
dimensions; and 3) an extremist view that recognizes neither of the other two. In the words of one 
participant, such a conflict in views on sovereignty “could yield a bloody century.”

Participants in general recognized that international declarations and treaties are less effective than 
national law. Some cynically regarded international declarations as “just paper,” because of the difficulty 
in implementing them. Others were concerned with apparent conflicts in Western and UN notions of 
human rights and Sharia law. Still others saw hope in the application of certain regional declarations, 
notably the 2006 Shanghai Convention on Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism, which has 
afforded nations an opportunity to learn from each other.
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Generally, however, participants saw national declarations and laws as more effective because they 
are more responsive to local conditions. Incitement laws were seen by many as important, though 
the success of such laws depends largely on the maturation and cultural underpinning of the political 
system. Some of the laws in place in some Middle Eastern countries would likely lead to the arrest of 
certain talk-show hosts in America. Having said that, most participants did not favor legislation against 
extremist groups who are not involved in violence. If not all were concerned about the free speech 
aspects of such prohibitive legislation (and most were), participants at least saw such bans as actually 
increasing the popularity and credibility of such groups in the eyes of some would-be recruits.

Some participants noted that national interests too often dictate policies on extremism. One shared 
reminders that the West created the Taliban to fight the Soviets, then opposed the Taliban as a 
government, and now fights them as terrorists. “Were they terrorists when we created them?” he asked.

Despite these complications, some countries have enacted useful policies by which others might profit. 
Significant evidence was introduced by conference panelists demonstrating the positive achievements of 
the Jordan’s anti-terrorism law enacted in 2006. Jordanian participants suggested that Jordanian efforts 
at reconciliation of religious groups have been largely successful. Recent anti-terrorism laws in other 
nations have had a positive impact. Turkish and Saudi group members also noted some successes. A 
Saudi participant stated that Saudi Arabia has successfully taken measures to shut down websites even in 
other countries when they have advocated violence.

Jordanians were particularly interested in sharing the “Amman Message,” (Risalat Amman) the 2004 
proclamation issued under King Abdullah and subsequently agreed to by 200 Islamic Scholars from 
more than fifty countries. This message has implications for appropriate civil-military cooperation in 
the struggle against terrorism and is intended to provide guidelines for proper Islamic conduct and lay 
out common understanding of Islamic principles. It does the last of these by defining who is a Muslim 
(which does not include violent extremists), determining and limiting the rare conditions in which one 
might be declared apostate, and defining the also rare conditions under which a fatāwa might be issued.

Other official measures recommended by the seminars included an emphasis on education and 
cooperation with the media, without actual governmental hijacking of the media. One member noted, “If 
you disinvest in education, you do so at your peril.” It may be in the long run the most effective means 
of diverting young persons from the temptations towards extremist alternatives for resolving social 
concerns. The media also plays an educative role but has the advantage of being able to reach many who 
are not officially enrolled in school.

Participants could not agree on terms for anti-defamation of religion laws. They did agree that the use 
of Islamic terms like “jihadist” to describe a terrorist, only complicates official initiatives and gives the 
terrorist more legitimacy. It was commonly noted that Islamic sensitivities render discussion of extremism 
problematic. Islam feels itself under attack. Some see a clash of culture evident in Western opposition 
to anti-defamation laws, arguing that Islam is not only a religion, but a way of life based on the literal 
word of God. Freedom of speech, therefore, must yield to respect for the religion. Western participants 
countered that it appears Muslims want separate rules for themselves, outside of international norms. A 
Turkish participant stated that Turkey demonstrates that Islam and secular law are compatible, but another 
member noted that such was not the case in a country based on Koranic Law or in an Islamic Republic.

The groups agreed that while governments try to delegitimize violent extremism, extremists try 
to delegitimize government by suggesting that government is not religious enough or is “infidel.” 
Uneducated persons especially tend to believe this. When all is said and done, delegitimizing radical 
Islamism requires credible, well-established, authoritative Islamic clerical institutions.
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Working groups noted that one of the biggest challenges in official and legal efforts to counter support for 
ideological extremism lies in the risk of governments overreaching their aims, in the threat of the unintended 
consequence. These risks occur primarily in two domains: 1) Governmental efforts to crackdown on 
terrorists may also lead to restrictions on the legitimate exercise of civil liberties and infringements on human 
rights. This is of particular concern in countries where the human rights record is already weak. 2) Efforts to 
delegitimize “extremist” thinking can easily fall prey to the unintentional delegitimization of innocent groups 
and organizations, groups that not only are operating within the law, but which may actually bring strong 
benefits to a society. Religious groups can be victims of this kind of overreach.

The near consensus from participants in the Amman conference was that official and legal anti-
extremism measures should be universal and call for international cooperation, as in enforcement 
mechanisms against child pornography. As stated Professor Levent Koker of Turkey in his plenary 
address: “[The] formation of a supranational rule of law promises to be the most viable and effective 
mechanism for the breakdown of this vicious circle [of poverty and violence] [and eliminating] 
ideological support and justification for terrorism…[it would be a] good way to begin by forcing nation-
states to apply, without any reservations, all the legal instruments which provide fundamental rights and 
liberties to individuals and groups across the globe.”

SOCIETAL DIMENSIONS IN COUNTERING IDEOLOGICAL SUPPORT FOR TERRORISM

Another panel explored the question of how and when societal dimensions shape efforts made toward 
countering ideological support for terrorism, where these societal dimensions impede counterterrorism 
efforts, and under what conditions societal dimensions can be part of the solution and can be effectively 
utilized by governments and organizations to mitigate ideological support for terrorism. The case 
studies focused primarily on the experience in Jordan and in the wider Middle East region, with 
participants offering comparative illustrations from their respective nations in Europe, Eurasia, and other 
regions. The panel speakers presented their views on these issues from their respective standpoints as 
practitioners, applied professionals, and academics. The varied backgrounds of the panelists, combined 
with the diversity of views and expertise of those in the five working groups, ensured that this panel was 
especially rich in content and breadth. The following questions framed the focus of both the panelists 
and the working group recommendations:

• Most authorities believe that some social support is essential for terrorism. Is this the case? How 
much support is necessary and of what sort?

• How can we measure or estimate social support or lack of support? Are there observable indicators?
• What are the sources of and reasons for social support for terrorism? To what extent do shared 

ideas, values, and beliefs generate sympathy for the use of terrorism?
• Social approval for terrorism can be withheld or withdrawn. What leads popular constituencies to 

reject either the groups that use terrorism or their methods?
• How can governments reduce social support for terrorism, especially if that support comes 

from outside the country? Should government efforts at prevention be targeted at individuals, 
organizations, or vulnerable components of society?

Senator May Abi al-Samen was first to present on this panel and spoke at length about the role of 
education in reducing the appeal of extremism among the youngest members of the Jordanian populace. 
She discussed the programs that have been initiated by the Kingdom of Jordan and the relevance and 
importance these issues have had for most Jordanians since Jordan’s own tragic experience with terrorism 
on 11 November 2005, as well as Jordan’s support for the United States after September 11, 2001.
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Senator Abi al-Samen pointed out that terrorism is an overused label that tends to be applied with 
overwhelming frequency to most acts of violence that occur in the Middle East. While she acknowledged 
the reality that there have been many horrendous incidents, she also suggested that it was important to 
note that counterterrorism programs have been used as political tools by some nations and that as such, 
this complicates an already difficult perception problem at the level of the citizenry. If citizens feel 
that there are injustices that emanate from the international community that have not been addressed 
by those who lead the most powerful nations, it is then difficult for governments in the region to build 
any legitimacy within the public or bring about the necessary change in political attitudes that would 
then help mitigate the spread of extreme forms of religious and political ideologies. Her presentation 
was especially germane to the topic of the conference and panel given the fact that she is a working 
member of the Jordanian parliament (upper house) and engages in debate on a regular basis with other 
parliamentarians in Jordan. As part of her work in parliament, she noted that there is and should be a 
wide range of debate on issues that deal with how to educate against and prevent incidents of terrorism 
within Jordan either by non-Jordanians or by Jordanian citizens.

Many members of the working groups shared the view that the success of local initiatives at countering 
extremism must be linked to politics at the international level. For example, one working group member 
suggested that a persistent and unsolved problem in countries that face terrorism on a regular basis was 
that these countries feel that international bodies like the UN and EU have double-standards when it 
comes to addressing problems in the Middle East region. He stressed that the international community 
has ignored or undervalued the role of particular conflicts like the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and 
therefore, any actions taken by these international bodies are subsequently viewed with skepticism and 
mistrust when they initiate international-level solutions or attempt to participate as interlocutors for 
specific conflicts. In short, working groups expressed the sentiment that the international community 
must stay in sync with problems at the local level and must not attempt to impose a “one-size-fits-
all” solution on individual countries. Other participants voiced the view that the main societal issues 
that governed whether or not extremism would continue to grow were widespread poverty and lack 
of democracy worldwide and that these must also be part of the focus of international organizations. 
Participants criticized what they felt was a common, but misleading perception on the part of the 
international community, including the United States, that ‘throwing money’ at a problem or trying to 
solve it with international intervention would solve it. To the contrary, one working group participant 
said that countries in need “don’t want to be given fish” but rather want to “learn how to fish.” The 
discussion incorporated societal ills that are pervasive even in areas where terrorism is not a typical 
problem. Many participants in the working groups seemed to agree that extremist ideologies are 
“incubated” and exacerbated by the presence of widespread poverty, lack of government legitimacy, and 
the general problems associated with poor quality of health and education. Some of these assumptions 
were not unchallenged. For example, factual evidence was introduced to suggest that the often widely 
held view that poverty can linked to terrorism is not necessarily supported by data/experience. There 
was a consensus that if solutions for root or enabling factors for extremism can be identified at the local 
level and supported at the international level, this would go far in addressing the problem of ideological 
extremism in all contexts.

Dr. Abdulrahman al- Hadlaq from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is one of the key architects and 
spokespersons for his country’s pioneering counter radicalization program. His presentation was a 
comprehensive overview of research data collected from participants in the Saudi program and was an 
excellent demonstration of how effective (or ineffective) counter radicalization programs have been 
in Saudi Arabia to date. Dr. al-Hadlaq was the first to acknowledge that these are preliminary data and 
that the study must continue in order to identify the precise processes and mechanisms that will best 
help those who have been radicalized return to their homes and communities as law-abiding citizens. 
He presented the preliminary results of Saudi Arabia’s experiences with counter radicalization and 
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reintegration programs. Among the conclusions that Dr. al-Hadlaq shared with the audience were that the 
Saudi experience in this arena is formative, but not unique. He noted that the program in Saudi Arabia 
is among the first programs in the Middle East to attempt to fully rehabilitate those who have engaged 
in extremist behavior and have been involved in programs of radical religious indoctrination. It is also 
designed to reduce recidivism. As other programs are developed, it is likely that they will draw from the 
lessons learned by Saudi Arabia.

A detailed account of the work being done with the participants in the Saudi counter radicalization 
program provided by Dr. al-Hadlaq raised many questions and comments that were germane to each 
and every one of the questions that were the framework for this panel. For example, the results of the 
program in Saudi Arabia has demonstrated, with increasing empirical evidence, that extremist groups 
depend heavily on social support and use it as a primary tool in their recruiting process. Recruiters for 
these extremist organizations attempt to separate vulnerable individuals from social support systems 
like their family, friends, and local communities by placing them in awkward or compromising social 
situations that would bring shame upon a particular family or village. In this way, recruitment is 
successful if the individual being targeted feels he has no recourse but to join the extremist group. Dr. 
al-Hadlaq maintained that the recruitment campaigns and anti-government propaganda arms of al-Qaeda 
and associated groups remain the greatest challenge for the government’s counter radicalization efforts.

Dr. al-Hadlaq, however, also argued that the same lack of social support that affects victims of coercive 
recruitment has been identified as one of the key elements necessary to counter ideological extremism 
and bring such individuals back into society. To this end, the Saudi program has sought to reintegrate 
former extremists into Saudi society. This has been done by ensuring that relationships with family 
members are preserved and valued as a starting point and that these family relationships are used 
to support the model at every step of the process. It appears that many (nearly 50%) of those being 
rehabilitated come from families with older fathers who may have exercised weaker parental control 
over the family unit. In addition, approximately 33% of the Saudi program participants have traveled to 
“hot spots” such as Iraq or Afghanistan. The Saudi program is also engaged in identifying the many ways 
in which radical or extremist discourse is generated and disseminated by new information technologies 
such as cell phones, internet blogs and chat rooms, and social networking venues.

Dr. Izzat Mohammad Hijab, Dean of the Media College at the University of Jordan addressed some of 
the ways that terrorism has been portrayed in the media over time. Dr. Hijab noted that while the concept 
of terrorism has evolved and become better understood in recent years, there is still considerable debate 
and lack of consensus over distinctions between what can and should be considered terrorism and what 
may be viewed by some as acts of territorial, nationalistic or ethnic and religious violence. He noted that 
different types of violence have been prevalent in some areas of the Middle East and that the differences 
between them are important both not only in definitional terms, but for the purpose of resolving them. 
Some of the working groups also commented that there should be considerable care taken in determining 
when political actors are fighting for legitimate causes and when these actors should be considered as 
carrying out terrorist acts. Most agreed that these distinctions were fine ones and subject to change. They 
stressed, however, that these difficult decisions are key in developing successful and expedient solutions 
at the level of civil society or within national programs directed at countering extremism. In general, 
working group conclusions reflected a consensus that international level solutions for individual problems 
were desirable, but that each nation must tailor these solutions to fit its own societal and political needs.

Dr. Abdel Naser Abu al-Basal approached the topic from his perspective as president of the Islamic 
Science University in Jordan where he teaches principles and philosophy of the Islamic sciences. 
Dr. Abu al-Basal stressed the role of appropriate religious education at all levels beginning with the 
youngest members of society. His experience with such programs in Jordan is that individuals are often 
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under-informed in this area and that they are subject to narrow interpretations of Islam which tend to 
lead these individuals to improper and distorted conclusions about how Islam should be applied in a 
political context. His recommendations and his experience in implementing the teaching of Islam have 
been consistent with the approaches adopted at a national level in Jordan via the “Amman Message” 
(Risalat Amman). Dr. Abdel Abu al-Basal pointed out how complex religious principles and terminology 
within Islam have been misused by extremists and have become part of a simplified and impoverished 
ideological vocabulary and rhetoric that is used to recruit and indoctrinate those with limited education 
in Jordan and elsewhere. His own teaching methodology is partly devoted to undoing some of the 
misconceptions that his students have with regard to their own religious backgrounds and with regard to 
the exemplary history of Islam as a whole. Dr. Abu al-Basl noted that the Islamic principles and guidance 
in the “Amman Message” are not new, but are based on already well-known and existing principles 
in Islam. He upheld the view that although many Muslims have been indoctrinated by incomplete and 
poor religious education, the solution to this problem is to ensure proper avenues of education within all 
aspects of society and that the ideas, values and beliefs central to the proper understanding of Islam is an 
invaluable tool for preventing acts of terrorism and extremism of all types.

The working groups generated even more complex questions which served to enrich their respective 
recommendations. One important question that was raised in multiple working groups was ‘what 
conditions have been conducive to limiting or eliminating terrorist organizations such as the Red Army, 
ETA, and others that typically operate in a European and secular context?’ Participants noted that there 
is a tendency when discussing this topic to place heavy emphasis on the ideological outlook of al-Qaeda 
and like groups, but that focus on al-Qaeda tends to obscure some of the important lessons that nations 
have learned when responding to other types or instances of ideological extremism.

Many within the working groups also expressed the view that al-Qaeda has lost currency in Jordan and 
elsewhere not because of something the government has done to counter the group, but because of al-
Qaeda’s own violent behavior against Jordanian civilians, especially on 11 November 2005. This led to 
invaluable discussions about the role of government and whether it should be a goal of governments to 
force groups like al-Qaeda to overextend themselves. Some participants argued that this was one way to 
force them to reach a breaking point and expose their flaws and political and ideological inconsistencies 
and weaknesses. One working group noted that al-Qaeda is weakened by its own franchise model 
because the core leadership can not assure ‘quality control’ in all locations.

Other discussions reflected similar conclusions about the perceived loss of legitimacy for al-Qaeda, 
but noted that measuring this loss of support was as difficult as measuring a growth of support. More 
importantly, it is yet impossible to conclude with assurance that a drop in al-Qaeda’s popularity is the 
direct or even indirect result of any one program of counter radicalization. To the contrary, working 
groups participants suggested that incremental progress has been made in many nations, but that the 
trend of ideological extremism is one of ups and downs and that from a global perspective, no one 
societal dimension has been identified that might offer a panacea. Some participants contended that 
strong states are better-equipped to combat forms of ideological extremism than weaker states and 
that this difference in state capacity is a particular problem in the Middle East region. Other working 
groups concluded that some states and regions have responded much too late to the threats posed by 
ideological forms of extremism and have acted too slowly in identifying the social dimensions that are 
most important in allowing for the spread of extremism. The recommendation therefore, was to embark 
on a massive government-led counter radicalization and counter narrative program that is proactive and 
not reactive in nature. As part of such a program, the recommendation was specifically for a counter-
narrative that would include individual testimonies of extremists who have been apprehended and 
tried in some process, judicial or otherwise. One participant noted that his country had used a type of 
counter-narrative approach to limit the practice of “extreme” driving behavior by young motorists who 
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used cameras to record and advertise their illegal races on the internet. The counter-narrative approach 
used by the government was simply to broadcast to viewers the aftermath of such races and the horrific 
road accidents and death that occurred as a result of this extreme and illegal sport. This government’s 
response to a unique problem clearly stemmed from and was resolved within the societal dimension. 
Although not specific to ideological extremism, the program resulted in a dramatic decrease in the 
problem. This success story would seem to bolster one working group’s recommendation that effective 
counter extremism programs depend on direct refutation of specific political and theological principles 
and that individual governments are well positioned to engage in this sort of counter extremism program. 

Although there was a separate panel treating the topic of media, the working group discussions led 
naturally back to the topic of what role the media should and can play in a government-run counter 
extremism program and whether mass media are the correct vehicles for such programs. Examples of 
how this could happen included those introduced by Dr. al-Hadlaq’s presentation, but also included 
significant debate among working group members about whether manipulation of the media was a tool 
that could or should be utilized. On the other hand, participants acknowledged that unfortunately, the 
use of the media by extremist organizations was an ongoing problem for many governments and that the 
extremist narrative as a growing element of ‘popular culture’ exemplified by al-Qaeda was a particularly 
difficult problem to counter.

Not surprisingly, the sessions devoted to societal dimensions opened the door to further questions and 
dilemmas that arise from such complex problems. The panelists as well as the members of the working 
groups acknowledged that international organizations, local governments, and even civil society all have 
roles to play in managing the growth and spread of ideological extremism and violence. These roles are 
subject to change as interaction takes place within these levels and as particular conflicts evolve and change.

MEDIA AND INTERNET

An entire session of the conference was devoted to exploring the importance of the media and internet 
in promoting the terrorist narrative, and as instruments for delegitimizing the ideological appeal of al-
Qaeda and its affiliates. The following questions were presented to the speakers and to the working 
groups for this panel:

• The global realization that “new media” have a major role to play in international events was 
recognized recently in the so called “twitter revolution” – a social media response to unrest in 
Teheran following the recent presidential elections. When traditional media is restricted or limited, 
how can new media play a role in countering the ideological appeal of extremist or terror groups?

• Governments must take action consistent with identity and national values. In crisis, how does 
this translate to smart and rapid response? Can governments use new media with the same 
credibility as individuals?

• What have we learned with respect to the relationship between government communication efforts/
strategies and mainstream media in delegitimizing ideological support for terrorism? How do we 
begin to evaluate the influence of official communication/media in countering violent extremism?
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• How is the role of national identity central to projecting a consistent stance on how terrorism 
should be viewed? For example, how does the Jordanian national view of itself as the 
peacemaker in the Middle East contribute to this process? How can a nation ensure its diplomacy 
and public presence stay consistent with identity and overriding principles and values?

• Assess the existing state of international cooperation among official government
• or military forces in the area of communication/strategic communication with respect to 

countering the ideological appeal of extremist groups? What are some of the legal and social 
challenges for governments and military forces in addressing challenges presented by terrorist 
groups in manipulating new media sources? What recommendations might be offered for 
governments/military to enhance international cooperation in countering these threats?

An examination of the effects of mass media and the internet as used by terrorists to recruit and promote 
their causes inevitably leads to a deeper discussion of how governments can use the same tools to 
effectively counter and delegitimize that ideological appeal. In fact, because the power and reach of mass 
communication is central to advancing the terrorist political cause, the topic had already been broached 
numerous times in the conference and its themes explored in a number of earlier discussions, both on the 
law and in the role of professional military education in countering extremism.

Central to the role of mass communication is the theme of organizational identity. This hearkens back to 
the keynote remarks delivered by Ambassador Robert S. Beecroft, U.S. Ambassador to the Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan when he said, “We must be defined by what we stand for.” While panel presentations 
were replete with examples of how the internet had been used to both recruit and manipulate young 
and often disaffected, vulnerable people into supporting extremist agendas and even in carrying out 
terrorist acts, there was also a hopeful discussion concerning the use of communications media and its 
future potential. Internet applications such as Twitter and Facebook, as well as other social sites, cellular 
phones and other technologies including the ability to produce high-quality video products have been 
used by average citizens with an effectiveness equal to, if not better than, that of governments and 
opposing organizations. These new internet sources provide additional channels for rapid dissemination 
of their stories and means for effectively gaining recognition and support. A recent example cited was 
the use of Twitter in Teheran following recent presidential elections. The real story as told from street 
level was vastly different from that of the government-controlled media. The story got out and it went 
worldwide. It was a story of repression but also, ultimately, one of hope.

In terms of developing strategies to counter the ideological appeal of terror, Dr. Sajjan M. Gohel, 
Director for International Security at the Asia Pacific Foundation in London, proposed a five-part 
strategy to counter the appeal of terrorist ideologies. These included: directly countering the appeal of 
terrorist ideals through providing full and complete counter-information; disrupting terrorist efforts, such 
as through arresting terror suspects; derailing terrorist communiqués through actions such as dismantling 
recruiting websites; de-indoctrination; and de-legitimization.

There was considerable discussion of the speed and capability of governments to respond to terrorist 
threats or acts. Many argued that to directly counter the appeal of terrorism governments need to do more 
than merely respond, that they must “take control of the narrative itself.” They must control the public 
debate and the political agenda. Several attendees commented that Jordan had been extremely effective 
in countering the terrorist agenda in the aftermath of the hotel bombings in 2005.

Several colleagues noted that while disrupting terror plots may prove effective in the short term, they do 
nothing to lessen the long-term appeal or to prevent recurrence of recruiting methods or further appeals 
for support. Disruption does not address root causes.
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Derailing recruiting methods through blocking or dismantling terrorist sites may likewise prove to be an 
ineffective long-term method and in some cases, may make the appeal of the site even more attractive 
in the “freedom fighter versus terrorist” mode. Also, many sites change frequently and proliferate, or 
are revised and revamped, making effective closure even more difficult. One alternative proposal was to 
not dismantle or block the sites but to alter their content, thus rendering them untrustworthy. Still, others 
noted that much can be learned about the terrorist agenda from tracking these sites. A more realistic 
goal than elimination may be to minimize the effectiveness of the sites. However, in reflecting on the 
Saudi experience in regulating these sites, Dr. al-Hadlaq stressed the importance of broad international 
collaboration and cooperation which is presently lacking. It is not helpful to suspend/terminate a website 
inciting violence in disseminating military ideological perspectives in one county, to find that the site can 
be moved and resumed from a base in another country within a few hours/days.

But beyond merely recognizing symptoms, immediate problem solving or crisis reaction, discussion 
returned to a more deep examination of root causes of terrorism. Why does the terror narrative appeal? 
Why are certain internet sites so often effective and what makes individuals feel drawn to them? Why do 
people seek them out?

Much discussion centered on the de-legitimization of the terrorist agenda. Several members commented 
that popular entertainment is a very effective way to de-legitimize a cause. One example cited involved 
popular culture in Pakistan. There movie stars, sports figures, and popular singers have proven very 
effective in speaking out against extremism and have gained great credibility as a voice independent of 
both government and mainstream civilian news media.

Beyond the role of celebrities, another example cited the effectiveness of humor. Comedy is being used 
more and more often as an effective way to degrade messages and to delegitimize government and media 
coverage of events. Some of this occurs in Palestinian television and there is now a spin-off of “The 
Daily Show,” an American comedy program that criticizes mainstream reporting, on Lebanese television.

A number of conference attendees commented that while we all certainly recognize the effects of 
mass media on our varied cultures and they touch us in some way every day, alternative sources to 
mainstream media, private and sources independent of government influence are also important. While 
not all countries are as technology driven or media saturated as in the West, it is important that there be 
the opportunity for many voices. Is mainstream media the biggest influencer in terms of the narrative? 
Newspapers hold sway in many Middle Eastern countries while their influence is declining in the West. 
The primary news delivery source varies nation by nation, sometimes community by community. In 
Afghanistan there is more of a dependence on radio as a news source. Access to other types of media 
may be limited by location and there is likewise an issue with literacy.

To maintain legitimacy in the “battle for hearts and minds,” governments must be effective in creating 
and maintaining a narrative that is consistent with national identity. American commanders in Afghanistan 
recently faced a problem with support from the civilian populace when a convoy of trucks was bombed. 
Commanders had made a number of public statements in the weeks leading up to the attacks that coalition 
forces would ensure that civilian casualties would be minimized. The convoy bombing and extensive 
civilian casualties illustrated a huge dichotomy between words and actions. This nearly served to 
delegitimize the coalition’s narrative and to further enhance the appeal of the extremists’ views.

The role of strategic communication in government is to focus on communicating identity through a 
focused, consistent narrative. In the long term this may prove to be the most effective counter to an 
extremist ideology. Actions must back up words and that they must be consistent with identity.
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PROFESSIONAL MILITARY EDUCATION

The conference also focused on the how the principle lessons of CIST might best be integrated into 
Professional Military Education (PME). The three panel speakers and subsequent working group 
discussions considered the following questions:

• To what extent is it useful to integrate education and training of military and civilian personnel? 
Is it more effective to do the training independently and have joint exercises, or should it be 
common training and education throughout?

• Should education and training for military personnel separate “soft” (hearts and minds) aspects 
from combat operations against terrorists or are both hard and soft elements of operations best 
taught together?

• What have you found to be the best sources of both faculty and teaching materials?
• Can and should the best materials for CT training be shared between nations or is it necessary 

for education and training on counter terrorism to be unique for each nation depending on their 
background and perceived involvement in CT operations?

• How do you measure the success and value of the current CT training in your military 
institutions? Do you have specific means of getting feedback from graduates of your institutions 
who have recently been in active CT operations?

The dominant theme on the role of professional military education in countering violent extremism is 
that those personnel, military and civilian, in daily contact with the local population in a zone of conflict 
must have significantly enhanced “cultural awareness.” To some extent this was viewed as an inverted 
pyramid, since it is often the youngest and least experienced soldiers or civilians who actually spend the 
most time in direct interaction with the local population. They are, therefore, more likely to create a good 
or bad impression on the populace, based on their knowledge of the cultural, historical, and ideological 
(including religious) issues affecting the population.

The need for the most detailed level of preparation is obvious for such groups as those manning check 
points, prisoner guards, and those distributing humanitarian aid and medical assistance. It is specifically 
for these most visible representatives that nations should create and share educational materials, practical 
experience, and teachers/trainers to assure broad common understanding and skills in coping with 
challenging situations.

While there were seen to be distinct advantages in providing tailored cultural awareness training based 
on seniority and experience, the majority of the discussions encouraged further integration of civilian 
and military training and education in this area. This reflected the increased perception that in areas like 
Afghanistan where the military and civilians of the participating states are mixed throughout the country, 
their roles are often shared and indistinguishable to the local population. This training should be most intense 
in the pre-deployment phase as the objectives are then most specific and the information is most current.
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A proposal which had not drawn equivalent interest in previous seminars on this topic was that nations 
which would be working in the same zones of operation should have more integrated cultural awareness 
training and that this might be done most efficiently by having a common body establish standards, as 
is often done for training of UN peacekeepers. If multinational forces will be involved in such tasks 
as the growth of democracy, there needs to be a broad consensus on what constitutes a democracy for 
the people of a given nation or even region. It was noted that the training and education should not be 
focused on teaching or evaluating the beliefs of peoples involved in ideological conflict, but that it is 
critical that soldiers and civilians trying to contribute to ending the conflict should “show proper respect” 
to the culture and traditions of those people. This issue is taking on growing significance in the age of 
instant and universal communications in which violations of cultural norms or insults to religion or other 
beliefs can be immediately broadcast across a wide geographical area with devastating effects.

Another topic that had not been extensively discussed in any of the previous seminars was the need to 
contribute to the cultural and religious education of the local population. While foreign military and 
civilian personnel cannot usually take on a direct role in this effort, it is clear that terrorists have often 
exploited the lack of knowledge of these populations to create myths about religious obligations or 
perceived grievances against foreign personnel that are often unchallenged and, thus, are influential.

The perennial question as how we can measure success in efforts to counter ideological support for 
terrorism came from a Turkish colleague with extensive practical experience in several zones of conflict. 
As he noted, when intelligence from the local population improves and the number of IED’s along public 
road ways go down, you know that your message is getting through. Of course, the converse is equally 
true and important.

While most participants felt that training regarding the combat elements of a conflict and the efforts to 
win “hearts and minds” should be separate elements, there was a feeling that forces should work just as 
hard to capture and incorporate into training the “Lessons Learned” in the ideological struggle, as we do 
currently with combat experiences. This appeared to be an untapped area for the sharing of materials as 
many nations now have gained extensive experience in both internal and international struggles against 
the efforts of terrorists to influence neutral populations.

In presentations and discussions on existing systems of higher professional military education regarding 
cultural awareness where civilians and the military are brought together, Jordan, Turkey, and Italy offered 
specific examples about how this is being achieved in their higher military schools. Jordan, for instance, 
offered the point that women from the Ministry of Education had been included in their highest level 
military courses to better appreciate the perspective they bring. They cited the advantage of gaining 
the perspective of clerics, law enforcement personnel, and professional educators - each of whom were 
capable of unique insights on the problem. Saudi Arabia offered extensive insights into how this was 
being incorporated in their system as well. Italy provided examples on how their courses had been open to 
international audiences who brought in unique experiences and viewpoints to share among all participants.

A final theme on the importance of promoting cultural awareness through military educational channels 
is that this education is a continuous obligation and should not end with the pre-deployment intensive 
preparation. The situation on the ground is normally fluid and new incidents arise requiring awareness 
of new problems and appropriate responses to neutralize potential hostility. Here either national or 
international bodies should be constituted to provide the latest information and training.
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