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WHY BE JIHADIST? PUBLIC INTELLECTUALS’ BLIND 

SPOT FOR ISLAMIST TERRORISM1

Peter Demant2

Abstract

protectionism. 

these sources, and concludes that their common denominator is a crisis of belonging and transcendence of 

Resumo

1 Paper presented at the International Conference on Terrorism [Conferência Internacional sobre Terrorismo: Reli-

giões, Intelectuais e Mídias: Posições diante do Terrorismo] of the Centro Cultural Brasil-Turquia and Faculdade 

Cásper Líbero, São Paulo, 8-9 March 2016.  

Note on terminology: I use the terms terrorism

Islam and Muslim denoting the religion 

(Islam) and Islamic civilization from the concepts Islamism and Islamist (islamiyya -

Jihadism is 

Islamic State (al-Dawla al-Islamiyya Islamic 

State in Iraq and the Levant

2

Abstract
Western public intellectuals, in particular those on the 

Muslims. This article discusses recent contributions 

the liberal versions of universalism, and the 

transformative structural change, relativists call 

multiculturalism blaming the West and arguing for 

protectionism. 

be imputed to a blind spot common to most 

Resumo

análise e estratégias para lidar com o terrorismo.

vertentes, uma, correspondente ao espectro clássico 

primeiras estão numa posição defensiva, o segundo 

modernistas tendem a acusar o capitalismo. Mas, 

os democratas liberais a busca por uma mudança 

estrutural universalmente transformadora, os 

relativistas clamam por mudanças de atitude, com o 

entanto, até agora não parece ter surgido nenhuma 
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busca por uma mudança estrutural universalmente transformadora, os relativistas clamam por mudanças 

problema do terrorismo.

 Does this damning sentence at the opening of 

Intellectuals and Society

Charlie Hebdo

manifestation of the conservative fraction of France.4

5

for the act of terror.6

3 
4

5 
6 

sources of attraction that seduce some people 

recent attempts at understanding these sources, 

and concludes that their common denominator 

is a crisis of belonging and transcendence of 

Este artigo compara algumas tentativas recentes 

denominador comum é uma crise de pertencimento 

responder a esta crise social e ideológica é tarefa dos 

efetivamente atacar o problema do terrorismo.
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Empire

The Wretched of 

the Earth

in protest against multiculturalism.10

What and who are the public intellectuals?

10

ensaio
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 and 

14

Regardless of the composition of such a list (and the method for arriving at it), it seems 

15 

 

14 At the end of the 20th Prospect and For-

eign Policy 

tellectuals.
15
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1.

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Noam Chomsky

Michel Foucault

Jürgen Habermas

Edward Said

Slavoj Zizek

Samuel Huntington

Francis Fukuyama

Salman Rushdie

Alain Finkielkraut

Antonio Negri
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The four intellectual families

16

international arrangements, to more defensive positions that consider current structures 

international relations)

    

Foreign Policy

tellectuals/.
16 
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POLITICAL POSITIONS OF 

MAIN INTELLECTUAL

CURRENTS

UNIVERSALISM/MODERNISM

(positivist)

RELATIVISM/PARTICULARISM

ANTIMODERNISM

(subjectivist)

LEFT

(utopian) 

Emancipation, extension of rights. 

Anticapitalist. Human nature and 

social reality are malleable, 

status quo  is intolerable 

1. Marxism

& anarchism 

(IR: marxism)

2. Pomo (post-modernism)

(IR: constructivism)

CENTER / RIGHT

(dystopian)

Protection of ac-quired rights. Not 

anticapitalist.

Human nature and social reality are 

immutable.

status quo = lesser evil 

3. liberal democracy & neoconser-

vatives 

(IR: idealism)

4. conservatism-culturalism

(IR: realism)

1. the Marxists and anarchists, constituted up to half 

the

France). Another part migrated to relativist positions. A universalistic Left survives 

Wallerstein.

2. Quadrant 2 includes postmodernists and multiculturalists

ensaio
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Lilla) stronger in attitude than in argument.

3. The third quadrant are the universalist and liberal internationalists, including 

the plural and segmented societies of Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America, 

4. Quadrant 4 culturalists 

conservatives

to defend their nation, race or social norms against supposed invasions of revolutionaries, 

18

19

ensaio



31MALALA, São Paulo v. 4, n. 6, jul. 2016

20 

modernism.21 22 (4) Some authors 

20 Alternative für Deutschland

Carta Capital

21 

22 

23 
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the purposes of this article, that seems to be enough.

What is terrorism?

24

Ad (1) violence against noncombatants

24
 

(imperilled) victims, and main targets are used to manipulate the main target (audience(s)), turning it into 

 

ensaio
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Ad (2) political and ideological goal

in opposition to power: 

25 When Saddam 

communication albeit one that transcends verbal or 

26 

25
 Euronews

26 -

-

alistic (Basque, Corsican, Kurdish etc.) nature or else (according to other sources) come from the extreme Right. 

an opposite reading. This is not the place for a thorough discussion of the subject, but some observations are in 

-

-

the Islamist attacks predominate even in the US. 

in: Loonwatch 20-1-2010 ; 

; 

Obeidallah, “

-

Global Terrorism Database

ensaio
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are Muslims.

THE INTELLECTUAL QUADRANTS FACE TERRORISM

among both the general public and intellectuals. The French islamologist (and public 

27 
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REACTIONS TO JI-HADIST 

TERRORISM

UNIVERSALISTIC

MODERNIST

RELATIVISTIC

ANTIMODERNIST

LEFT

MARXISTS

is guilty 

LIBERAL DEMOCRATS 

human rights to intervention in the 

Middle East

CENTER-RIGHT 

POMO

MULTICULTI

West is guilty –

-

tive concessions to Islamist demands 

CONSERVATIVE 

CULTURALISTS

-

bia
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The analyses and assessments

relativistic New Left (quadrant 2)

 

The culturalist New Right (quadrant 4)

per se

are some of the voices tending in this direction.

quadrant 3 universalists

29  In 

defense of the terror: Liberty and death in the French Revolution

30 Mamdani (2005). 
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Responses and strategies

The postmodern quadrant 2 advocates in general

bien-pensant 

and apostate Muslims.

all Western intellectual tendencies, including that of the postmodernists themselves. One 

For cultural protectionists (quadrant 4)

31 
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vacuum in quadrant 3

both terrorism and state 

32
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integration of those at risk of becoming future terrorists. 

no intellectual current has so far offered 

why this is the road taken

few public intellectuals address the 

sources of the attraction that jihadism succeeds in exercising. The focus on abstract 

intellectuals. But thus far Western intellectualdom has failed to understand its roots – and 

But why do they become terrorists?

33
 Vermeulen (2016).
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 This does 

34
 Ahmad (2015).

36

37
 Atran (2015).
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means

ends

more convincing 

and

 

Conclusion: The task of the intelligentsia

38
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act on his idealism. This fascination is similar 
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