
  

 

 

 

Tackling Islamic State demands new approach to confronting terrorism 

Islamic State is a “unique” kind of terrorist organisation that demands a new approach from 
governments aiming to curb its spread and deter new recruits, according to Ahmad El-
Muhammady, a lecturer from the International Islamic University Malaysia. 

El-Muhammady, who has also advised the Malaysian police on terrorist rehabilitation, told a 
forum organised by the Jeffrey Cheah Institute that Islamic State operated more like a 
business corporation than a traditional terrorist group.  

“It’s hard to imagine IS as an ordinary terrorist group because it’s unique,” El-Muhammady 
said in his talk. “I would propose (to look at) IS as a kind of business corporation. 
Understanding them is a step towards defeating them.” 

El-Muhammady noted a number of key features of the Islamic State: 

1.     Its organisational structure, akin to a CEO, Managing Director and Senior Leadership 
Team setting a direction for a company.   

2.     Monthly income of some US$3 million from black market oil sales and significant 
areas under its control. 

3.     Its use of the Internet and slickly produced multimedia to spread its message and win 
over new recruits. 

4.     Its ability attract a significant number of Westerners and non-Arab fighters, estimated 
to be more than 10,000, to join them 

“They make IS like a brand name,” El-Muhammady told the audience. “It’s something some 
people are proud of.”  

Between 100 and 150 Malaysians are thought to be fighting with IS, which controls large 
swathes of Syria and Iraq, and more than 120 Malaysian have been arrested on suspicion of 
connections to the group. According to El-Muhammady, around three quarters of Malaysians 
were recruited to the cause through social media, especially facebook. 

Reflecting on his conversations with those in detention, El-Muhammady suggested people 
were drawn to the group for three main reasons: 



  

 

1.     Religion - wanting to help fellow Muslims who they felt were under attack 

2.     Politics - feeling that Malaysia is “un-Islamic” and there is a need to fight global 
injustices against Muslims. 

3.     Personal - looking for a new life, whether through redemption or for love.  

They also shared a number of characteristics: 

1.     Sincerity 

2.     Fanaticism 

3.     A lack of religious knowledge 

4.     Determination 

El-Muhammady argued IS posed an ideological threat to Malaysia because its followers reject 
notions of democracy and peaceful coexistence, and a security threat because of its extreme 
violence and use of religious texts to justify its acts.  

He said Malaysia should adopt a comprehensive strategy to deal with the group - 
strengthening the legal framework to deal with terrorism, tightening security to detect, 
disrupt and detain those suspected of terrorist involvement, deepening efforts to counter 
violent extremism and enhancing rehabilitation programmes. He said PDRM's programmes 
had proved effective with other groups such as Jemaah Islamiyah, with a success rate of about 
96%, probably the highest in the world. 

 

 


