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Through its coalition against ISIS, the
West and its local allies are struggling to
save a region now teetering on the edge
of a geopolitical precipice. The amalgam of
coalition forces—much of it still notional—
is an engineer’s nightmare: composed of
countless moving parts of marginal quality,
with American pressure and a fear of ISIS as
its only lubricants. The U.S.-led force also
confronts an unpalatable reality: the adversary
is undeterrable.

A long-sought caliphate is in place, they are
told, and it needs defending at all costs.
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Unfortunately, a deterrence strategy, which by definition is based on
the threat of consequences, is unlikely to succeed in the fight against
ISIS or similarly minded groups. Death is a goal for many jihadists, and
one to be celebrated. With few deterrent options, the United States
and its partners should support efforts aimed at dissuading would-be
fighters before they make the decision to join ISIS. This may include
local efforts to engage family members, clergy, community leaders,
and law enforcement, who in turn can discourage plans by those
most at risk to fight and die in Syria or Iraq. These influences must
be brought to bear before an ISIS commander or facilitator makes
his mark on the individual over social media or in person. After that
point, stemming the flow of fighters will be much harder and more
expensive to achieve. ▶
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