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Debate

Al-Qaeda and ISIS in expansive competition
London

W 

hile Western media 
attention has been 
engrossed with the 
rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) terror 

group, al-Qaeda-affiliated groups 
have been enjoying something of a 
renaissance, achieving notable suc-
cesses away from the Western me-
dia glare.

The resulting picture is one of the 
robust expansion of a pathologically 
violent Sunni extremism  that finds 
its most prominent expressions in 
al-Qaeda and ISIS but whose ideas 
are represented by a wider gamut 
of jihadi groups that many analysts 
believe have come to dominate in a 
number of theatres.

In Syria, a US-led air campaign 
against ISIS and the al-Qaeda-affil-
iate Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) has had 
little discernible impact on either. 
According to Aaron Zelin, an expert 
on jihadist movements and fellow 
at the Washington Institute think-
tank, “overall US and Western poli-
cy (in Syria) over the last four years 
has been an absolute failure”.

US-led air strikes were instru-
mental in saving the Kurdish town 
of Kobani from the clutches of ISIS, 
but the city itself was destroyed 
in the fighting. The terror group, 
moreover, has largely compensated 
for territory lost in Iraq through 
gains in Syria, including in Damas-
cus. Even in Iraq, the retaking of the 
city of Tikrit has not given the Iraqi 
government hoped-for momentum 
and ISIS has managed to launch sur-
prise offensives in Ramadi and to 
the west of Baghdad.

“If you look at the battle of Tikrit, 

that took a month and without the 
US at the last minute pounding 
them with all these air strikes the 
Shia militias were having a more 
difficult time (defeating ISIS) than 
people thought or realised … Then 
in Syria they pretty much control 
the same amount of territory as 
they did last August when the air 
strikes started,” said Zelin.

Although they received less me-
dia attention, al-Qaeda’s affiliates 
in both Syria and Yemen made im-
pressive gains in April. al-Qaeda’s 
branch in Yemen seized control of 
Yemen’s fifth city, Mukalla, and is 
set to gain further from the chaos of 
that country’s civil war.

In Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra played 
a central role in the fall of Idlib and 
the border crossing of Nasib to forc-
es fighting the brutal dictatorship of 
President Bashar Assad. Moreover, 
JN has proved adept at forging alli-
ances with other factions, increas-
ingly playing the role of vanguard 
to an ideologically Islamist oppo-
sition. After four years of warfare 
in which all sides have committed 
atrocities, the nature of the anti-
Assad opposition has changed to a 
more extreme Islamist one that may 
be more sympathetic to the apoca-
lyptic worldview of al-Qaeda.

“Things have changed so much on 
the ground and the strongest ones 
are these (Islamist) actors whether 
it’s Jabhat al-Nusra, whether it’s Ah-
rar al-Sham, whether it’s Jaysh al-
Islam and they believe some pretty 
radical stuff,” said Zelin.

Many in the political wing of the 
Syrian opposition however are dis-
missive of the suggestion that JN 
is under the control of al-Qaeda in 
any meaningful sense, insisting that 
many Syrians fighting under the 
banner of JN have little interest in 
al-Qaeda’s ideological project.

“Any comparison between Jibhat 
al-Nusra in Syria and al-Qaeda in 
Yemen is completely false,” said an 
opposition activist close to the po-
litical maneuvering in Syria. “Those 
married to al-Qaeda’s ideological 

project are a minority, the majority 
joined for weapons and money and 
do not want impose al-Qaeda’s pro-
ject on a moderate Syrian society.”

One area in which ISIS clearly has 
an edge is in mass media, present-
ing itself as an all-conquering force 
that recognises no other group as 
legitimate. al-Qaeda also pays at-
tention to how it is perceived but 
has not been able to match its rival 
in terms of volume and quality of 
content.

“Islamic State has been able to 
sort of create a certain perception 
and try and dominate the news cy-
cle as well as pushing the narratives 
and being able to be the ones that 
are defining themselves in a way is 
definitely helping them too,” Zelin 
said. “al-Qaeda has not. None of 
their branches have been on that 
level in that way.”

Nevertheless, al-Qaeda is a very 

different organisation to ISIS and 
its affiliates have not been so reliant 
on media as a platform for success. 
Notably, whereas ISIS has been suc-
cessful in attracting thousands of 
foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, 
the local al-Qaeda affiliate, JN, is 
dominated by local, Syrian recruits.

Similarly, al-Qaeda’s franchise in 
Yemen,  Zelin said, is “not just look-
ing for the splashy news, they’re not 
just looking for all these videos be-
ing pushed out, they have more of a 
patient plan over time”.

Four major growth areas have 
opened up to jihadist groups since 
the collapse of many of the revolu-
tions of the 2011 “Arab spring” into 
civil war: Syria, Iraq, Libya and 
Yemen. According to Western ana-
lysts, ISIS and al-Qaeda are about 
even in terms of influence in Libya 
and Syria, with ISIS dominating in 
Iraq and al-Qaeda dominating in 

Yemen. Although al-Qaeda has re-
ceived major blows in the Afghan-
Pakistan border areas, the broader 
al-Qaeda-affiliated network has 
grown robustly. Across the board 
jihadist groups and their ideas are 
gaining traction.

In terms of Western counter-ter-
rorism policy the developments of 
the past year have been catastroph-
ic, with a pathologically violent 
anti-Western, anti-minority Sunni 
extremist  supremacism finding its 
feet across swathes of the Middle 
East. “The general trajectory is not 
looking good and it is a major fail-
ure of foresight and leadership and 
actually policy imagination in many 
ways in the West for not being able 
to see this playing out,” Zelin con-
cluded.

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.
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Jabhat al-Nusra’s f lag in Idlib

Why Sufism is the antidote to extremism
Tunis

T
unisia is often cited as 
the sole success story 
of the “Arab spring”. 
Commentators point 
to Tunisia’s free and 
fair democratic 

elections and largely peaceful 
transitions of power as clear 
indicators of success. On closer 
examination, however, the 
picture is not quite so rosy.

Tunisia is the single largest 
source of foreign fighters for the 
conflicts in Syria and Iraq,  despite 
having a small population of just 
less than 11 million.

 The reasons behind this fright-
ening statistic are complex but 
the spread of an extreme brand of 
Islam hostile to Tunisia’s moder-
ate religious tradition is a major 
factor. Promoting the Tunisian, 
Sufi understanding of Islam is the 
best way for Muslims to fight back 
against the extremism and hatred 
that encourage terrorism. 

Islam is a great religion that rests 
upon three fundamental bases, all 
of which must be observed for the 
religion to be practiced correctly 
and all of which are present in the 
Sufi interpretation.

First, a belief in the creed of Is-
lam summed up briefly as belief 

in the existence and Oneness 
of God, the prophethood of 

Mohammad (PBUH) and the fact 
that he is the last of all Prophets 
and Messengers.

Second, sharia law: the set of 
orders, prohibitions and guidelines 
that Allah set forth as divine law.

Finally, sensitivity: this is the 
science of pure deeds, good behav-
iour and charity.

If any of the precepts of Islam are 
negated, then the religion is not 
being practiced correctly. Creed 
without sharia makes Islam inap-
plicable to everyday life. Sharia 
without creed is not exalted as di-
vine law. Creed and sharia without 
sensitivity leads to a corruption of 
creed and the turning of sharia into 
abuse and cruelty. 

Instead of being a tool to en-
courage good behaviour, sharia is 
turned into a tool of oppression. 
When sensitivity is perverted, 
the mercy of Islam is turned into 
something profane and abomina-
ble that nevertheless justifies itself 
with reference to the divine. If 
creed is grasped by the heart and 
sharia by the head, then sensitivity 
is achieved through a purification 
of the soul. The soul is exalted 
through the performance of good 
deeds, a refining of one’s humanity 
and purification from the tempta-
tion to do wrong.

There are many examples in 
which a failure to properly observe 
the three bases of Islam has led to 
disaster and the terrorists of today 
fall into the same trap as their 
historic predecessors.

Terrorist groups like al-Qaeda, 
Islamic State (ISIS) and Ansar al-
Sharia all follow a brand of Islam 
variously described as Salafi or 
Wahhabi. Wahhabism is an ideol-
ogy that abhors life, a version of Is-

lam in which the basis of sensitiv-
ity has become perverted and the 
religion has stopped being properly 
observed. Sensitivity is the science 
of good deeds, promoting love 
and mercy, but in the hands of the 
Wahhabis life is turned into caustic 
hatred. Once Wahhabi ideas have 
taken root in someone’s mind 
there is nothing strange or surpris-
ing about that person blowing 
himself up or cutting off the head 
of his fellow man while invoking 
the name of God.

All aspects of Islamist terrorism 
spring from one common idea: 
the apostatising of the majority of 
Muslims and their beliefs, some-
thing that is only conscionable to 
someone lacking in sensitivity. 
Sufism is concerned with sen-
sitivity, the performing of char-
ity and the teaching of correct 
behaviour and manners. The first 
step in defeating Islamist terrorist 
thought, therefore, is promoting 
Sufi thought.

Luckily for Tunisians, Sufism 
is deeply rooted in their history, 
culture and understanding of 
their faith. The importance of 
Sufis in Tunisian history is clear to 
anybody looking at a map. Many 
towns and places were named after 
prominent Sufis such as the city of 
Sidi Bouzid, named after the virtu-
ous saint Bouzid Esherif; or the 
city of Sidi Bou Said, named after 
Abu Sa’eed al-Beji who chose Jebel 
Al-Manar as a corner for worship 
and to watch the sea to protect 
Tunisia from pirates and invaders.

Unfortunately, Sufism and 
religion in general were neglected 
after independence in Tunisia 
and a kind of spiritual desertifica-
tion took place. After the jasmine 

revolution of 2011, these condi-
tions were exploited by Wahhabi 
extremists who consider Sufism, 
along with almost everything else, 
apostasy. Hundreds of Sufi shrines 
were burned. The Islamist authori-
ties at the time shared the jihadist 
aspect of Wahhabism advocated in 
the writings and ideologies of both 
Islamist thinkers Sayyid Qutb and 
Mawdudi and so looked the other 
way.

With religious moderates now 
in power, the time has come for 
the Tunisian state to strike a blow 
against extremism by supporting 
Sufism in Tunisia and the wider 
Muslim world.

 The tolerance of Sufism, its 
social depth in Tunisia, its ability 
to draw close to people and the 
way it combines the cultural with 
its literary, artistic and musical di-
mensions, Islamic Sufism contains 
psycho-therapies to extremism. 
Sufism is an antidote to the culture 
of death promoted by extremists. 
The terrorist doctrine theorises for 
hostility and hatred in the world, 
whereas the ideal of Sufism is 
based on love, harmony and peace-
ful cohabitation.

In order to save Islam from the 
disgraceful reputation extremists 
are giving it, we must act quickly. 
What is said about Tunisia holds 
true for the Maghreb as a whole; 
and it can be true further afield. 
Sufism is a cure for extremism. 
That is why, when extremists take 
over, as in Libya, Sufi imams are 
among the first to be killed.

 Mazen Cherif is a Tunisian security 
analyst and expert on Sufi thought. 
His analysis was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic.
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