
6 May 1, 2015

Opinion

Who or what really 
drives the Islamic State?

Claude Salhani 

Yes, ISIS is a monster, 
but it’s a monster 
that the United States 
helped create

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Chief Copy Editors
John Hendel 

and Jonathan Hemming

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

Opinion Section Editor 
Claude Salhani 

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Levant Section Editor 
Jamal Halaby

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel 
Sections Editor

 Samar Kadi

Correspondents
Tom Dinham (London), 

Dominique Roch (Beirut), 
Houda Ferjani (Paris), 

Justin Salhani 
and Joyce Karam (Washington)

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 6702 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

A 

t least 1,300 people died trying to cross the Mediter-
ranean from Libyan shores during the month of 
April. The number of migrants who have died since 
the beginning of the year is 30 times higher than 
during the same period in 2014. It is that time of the 
year when would-be migrants on the southern shore 
of the Mediterranean feel that weather conditions 

are more propitious to attempt a crossing of the sea. It is also the 
time when unscrupulous smugglers think they can increase their 
profits. At a rate of about $90,000 per boatful, they literally make a 
killing.

In their meeting in Greece, EU countries decided to triple the 
funds allocated to the Operation Triton border patrols. Triton’s 
mandate, however, is not about search and rescue like the Mare 
Nostrum operation discontinued last year by Italy that saved more 
than 100,000 people. Under Triton, European patrols cannot go 
beyond 30 nautical miles from Italian shores, for fear of accentuat-
ing the “pull factor”, i.e. that the close proximity of European boats 
could in itself encourage even more migrants to attempt the risky 
venture.

Pressed by domestic public opinion, European leaders are trying 
to stem the unbridled flow of migrants and restrict the number of 
refugees and asylum seekers their countries take in. EU countries 
would like to establish migrant “processing camps” on North 
African shores, despite the impracticality of such an option.

Other European leaders, such as French President François 
Hollande, are advocating pre-emptive military strikes to sink 
smugglers’ boats before they leave the shores of North Africa, and 
in particular the unsecured ports of Libya. This military approach 
seems to borrow a page from the fight against pirates in the Horn of 
Africa, not considering that such an approach is impractical, 
dangerous and probably unlawful.

Who can determine whether a boat has no innocent people 
onboard? Who is entitled to issue a death sentence on presumed 
smugglers? What are the likely reactions to such attacks? None of 
these questions seem to have been carefully considered.

Worse still are the impressions such calls convey. North Africa, 
Europe’s southern neighbour, is now equated with the lawless 
shores of Somalia, hence the military modus operandi invoked. 
Libya needs help sorting out its domestic feuds and not European 
warships aiming their guns at its harbours. The current state of 
disarray in Libya is in great measure the result of the lack of a clear 
strategy in launching and ending the European- and US-supported 
military campaign to topple the Qaddafi regime in 2011. Libya does 
not need another ill-conceived Western military campaign on its 
shores.

The European Union must muster the vision and the will to deal 
with the complex situation faced by countries south of the Mediter-
ranean, including their inability to develop enough employment 
opportunities, secure their borders and deal with the huge flow of 
displaced persons and climate of insecurity created by local and 
regional conflicts. Helping Libyans end their civil strife and 
establish a viable government could be a step in the right direction.
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A different vision is needed to 
address the immigration crisis
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S
un-Tzu, possibly the 
greatest military thinker 
of all time, wrote in his 
book The Art of War that 
the first step in defeating 
an enemy is getting to 

know him. This holds as true today 
as it did when it was first written 
during the sixth century BC.

Before the group of some 21 
countries lined up by Saudi Arabia 
to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) suc-
ceeds, they must first understand 
ISIS’s inner workings, chain of com-
mand and motivations.

While ISIS is a group unlike 
anything previously seen in the 
Middle East, to some degree there 
are frightening similarities with the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party and its modus 
operandi under Saddam Hussein. 
The big difference, of course, is 
that the Ba’ath chose socialism as 
their banner while ISIS employs a 
form of radical Islam. I believe it is 
safe to conclude that, just as there 
was no real socialism in Iraq under 
Saddam, there is no real Islam 
under ISIS.

To comprehend the hate that 
drives ISIS, one should  recall how 
Iraq and Iraqis were treated when 
the country was occupied by the 
United States. When US forces en-
tered Baghdad one of the first acts 
by Paul Bremer, Washington’s de 
facto “viceroy,” was to disband the 
military and outlaw the Ba’ath Par-
ty. With the stroke of a pen, roughly 
300,000 people were rendered job-
less and for a great many of them 
soldiering was their only skill.

Then, there was bombing from US 
warplanes and missiles fired from 
ships of the US Navy. According to 
Iraqbodycount.org, an independ-
ent non-government organisation 
(NGO), between the first day of 
the invasion until April 27, 2015, 
between 137,952 and 156,341 civilian 
deaths were recorded.

Yes, ISIS is a monster, but it’s 
a monster that the United States 
helped create.

When ISIS first entered the inter-
national spotlight, I could not help 
but think of how it resembled the 
organisational structure put into 

place by Saddam after 
he returned to power 
following a coup .

To be sure, in terms 
of violence the ISIS is 
on a level of its own 
but, when it comes to 
violence, the Iraqi Ba’ath 
and the Iraqi intelligence 
services under Saddam 
also used horrific 

methods of execution and 
torture.

ISIS and the Ba’ath practically 
mirror one another in their use of 
violence and disregard of human 

life; they share other aspects, such 
as detailed organisational charts, 
the mistrust of everyone includ-
ing top leaders, surveillance of all  
members, using informants, arrests 
and imprisonment without trial, 
and so forth.

And there is a good reason for this 
similarity. Both were inspired by 
the same methodology.

You may ask, what can the Iraqi 
Ba’ath and ISIS have in common 
aside from opting for the same 
organisational model?

While Saddam was a lower ech-
elon thug working for his cousin 
– who took power in a military 
coup – the family was overthrown 
in a counter coup but managed a 
comeback.

Once back in power, Saddam 
set up an underground system of 
operations from which the regime 
could recover in the event of a 
future coup. Saddam excelled in 
securing back-up plans and in the 
process got rid of the top man and 
placed himself at the head of the 
state and party. Saddam never 
forgot the importance of maintain-
ing the emergency fallback protocol 
and his former generals have, by all 
appearances, taken over the net-
work and made it operational under 
the guise of ISIS.

An exclusive report by the Ger-
man magazine Der Spiegel outlines 
how the group was structured 
thanks to meticulous notes that 
were found by Iraqi security forces 
in a house used by high-ranking 
ISIS member.

According to the report the 
group’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, was selected as caliph by 
a group of former Iraqi Ba’athist 
intelligence officers to give ISIS a 
religious face.

It is, in fact, doubtful that Bagh-
dadi is the one really calling the 
shots. Since its involvement in Iraq 
the United States has systemati-
cally targeted resistance leaders 
for assassination, so it is quite 
understandable that the real lead-
ers of ISIS choose to remain in the 
shadows.

Indeed, there have been reports 
in the last few weeks that Baghdadi 
was wounded in a US air strike and 
has become incapacitated. This 
does not seem to have slowed op-
erations to any noticeable degree, 
bolstering the belief that Baghdadi 
is not the one actually at the helm.

With this data in hand, the next 
step for the intelligence community 
concerned will be to start identi-
fying the actual members of this 
shadowy cabal.
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