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ISIS using European faces to advertise global Jihad

News & Analysis The ISIS peril

London

A 

t least 20,000 foreign-
ers have headed to Syria 
or Iraq to fight for the 
Islamic State (ISIS) or 
Jabhat al-Nusra, the lo-

cal al-Qaeda affiliate, dwarfing the 
numbers seen in previous conflicts, 
a recent UN report estimates.

The majority of the foreigners 
join ISIS, which is using the num-
ber of Europeans who are willing 
to die for the creation of its self-
proclaimed caliphate as advertise-
ments not only of the terror group’s 
global appeal, but also to support 
its claims that it is the only truly 
Islamic group fighting in Syria and 
Iraq.

The latest issue of ISIS’s English-
language magazine Dabiq carries 
a startling photo of twin blond-
haired, blue-eyed Germans who it 
claims took part in a suicide opera-
tion for the group.

Identified by noms de guerre, the 
article claims one of the twins, Aby 
Mus’ab al-Almani, played a cru-
cial role in an assault on the Iraqi 
Army’s 4th Regiment base north of 
Baghdad by “driving an explosives-
laden armoured vehicle carrying 7 
tons of highly explosive substanc-
es” into the base and blowing up its 
command centre.

German newspaper Bild said the 
brothers shown in the image are 
called Kevin and Mark from North 
Rhine-Westphalia in Germany. 

They were recent converts to Islam 
who are believed to have travelled 
to Syria from Turkey in 2014. Both 
are dead, according to Dabiq.

Mark, an alleged participant dur-
ing the assault on the 4th Regiment 
base, is reported by both Dabiq and 
Bild as having served in the German 
army, where he was deployed to Af-
ghanistan.

“Come to the caliphate and die” 
may not seem to be the most at-
tractive message to advertise the 
group but it is proving successful, 
said Richard Barrett, senior vice-
president at the Soufan Group and 
a former director of Global Counter 
Terrorism Operations for Britain’s 
external intelligence service, MI6.

“I think it’s a curious thing that 
those stories of foreigners commit-
ting suicide or dying for the cause 
are inspiring for other people to fol-
low their example. You would have 
thought that was slightly counter-
intuitive. Maybe it is counter-intu-
itive for the people that they don’t 
want to come but for those they do 
want to come it may be inspiring.”

Having faces from all over the 
world is a striking feature of ISIS 
strategy which places a much heav-
ier emphasis on foreign recruit-
ment compared to its main Islamist 
rival, Jabhat al-Nusra. The Syrian 
al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra is both 
harder to join and almost exclu-
sively Syrian. The make-up of ISIS 
makes the group adept at targeting 
propaganda towards diverse audi-
ences in their own languages.

The media output of ISIS is prodi-
gious, averaging about one produc-
tion a day — more than 360 videos 
in the past year. While the majority 
of the output is in Arabic and aimed 
at regional recruitment, content 
can also be found aimed at Eng-
lish, French, German or even Azeri-
speaking audiences.

Whatever the language, however, 
the message is essentially the same: 
Whoever you are, belong to some-
thing bigger than yourself and be 
somebody. It is a message aided by 
the diversity ISIS is so keen to put 
on display, said Barrett.

“The whole idea of the Islamic 
State of course is that it’s a state and 
that it’s Islamic. It’s not just a state 
for Syrians and Iraqis. It’s a state 
for all Muslims. That’s the message 
they want to put out so when they 
show French and Germans and oth-
ers it emphasises a point that this is 
a place for everybody.”

It is a point clear to anyone fol-

lowing ISIS’s prodigious media out-
put. Take a recent French-language 
a capella music-video release, 
called Extend Your Hand to Pledge 
Allegiance.

The video shows somebody pack-
ing their bags and leaving a Europe-
an-looking setting to arrive in Syria, 
with a backing of French lyrics ex-
horting people to join the caliphate. 
The video shows combat and fight-
ers of various ethnicities: French, 
Chechen, Arab, Central Asian. The 
video ends with an elderly French-
man proclaiming: “God is Great! 
This is the Land of Life!”

One of the fighters in the video 

is Kevin Chassin, a French convert 
to Islam from Toulouse who killed 
himself in an attack in Iraq in May. 
Chassin is reported to have spent 
ten days with his wife in one of 
Saddam Hussein’s palaces in Mosul 
before the attack.

That Chassin, as a convert, went 
on to join ISIS is not unusual, said 
Barrett.

“There is absolutely no doubt in 
the Islamic State about religion … 
the Islamic State has a very, very 
clear identity and I think a lot of 
people who convert or are seeking 
some sort of truth or some sort of 
identity are very attracted by that.”
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Street fixes, discounts and honeymoons under ISIS

Amman

O 

n a dusty late-spring 
morning in Iraq’s embat-
tled desert city of Ramadi, 
a handful of men climbed 
towers in a main square 

to fix a power failure while another 
group roamed streets and collected 
piles of trash.

The service is daily, courtesy of 
the Islamic State (ISIS), which seeks 
to assert itself as a government with 
a viable system in a self-proclaimed 
embryonic nation it calls a caliphate 
in parts of Syria and Iraq. ISIS says 
its state is ruled by god’s law through 
the Quran.

“The streets were never as clean 
under the Iraqi government,” de-
clared a Ramadi resident in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly from the 
key Iraqi city west of Baghdad. Ram-
adi fell to ISIS on May 17th, drawing 
fears that the jihadists may advance 
towards the capital.

The resident insisted he be identi-
fied by the pseudonym Mohammed 
Dulaimi, citing fears of ISIS retribu-
tion for talking to the media.

“People here are content and say 
ISIS provided them with services 
that were missed under the Bagh-
dad government,” added the unem-
ployed 55-year-old civil engineer, 
who is confined to his home because 
he refused to work for the jihadists.

In the northern city of Mosul — 
Iraq’s second largest city after Bagh-
dad and also under ISIS rule — elec-
tricity is gradually being hooked up 
to generators, said Adel, 39, a school 
teacher who declined to be identified 
further citing similar fears.

The restoration is meant to avoid 
long power cuts witnessed elsewhere 
across Iraq ahead of the scorching 
summer when air conditioning be-
comes a must as temperatures soar 
to 50 degrees Celsius.

In some areas of Mosul, roads are 
being paved, enlarged and potholes 
patched, Adel told The Arab Weekly.

In early May, Adel said he called a 
municipality hotline asking for help 
when his neighbourhood became 
infested with rats and cockroaches. 
Surprisingly, “they arrived hours lat-
er and fumigated the whole area,” he 
maintained.

In Syria’s eastern Deir ez-Zor-
province, which is under ISIS con-
trol, schoolteachers were asked to 
renounce the previous curriculum, 
considered as “apostate”, according 
to residents who insisted on ano-
nymity. “The only classes offered 
are in mathematics, Arabic literature 
and teaching the Quran,” said a Deir 
ez-ZorArabic language teacher, who 
said he had to fill out and sign a form 
attesting that “I refrain from dealing 
with the Damascus regime’s curricu-
lum”.

In Syria’s northern city of Raqqa, 
a riverside provincial capital on the 
Euphrates overrun by ISIS 18 months 
ago and considered the group’s head-
quarters, a resident said electricity 
was connected to generators to light 
streets, homes and public places.

Water, telephone lines and health-
care services are available, although 
there is a shortage of doctors because 
many fled ISIS rule, according to the 
resident, who declined to be identi-
fied further. He said internet access 
is erratic, as is the mobile phone ser-
vice.

Courts, he added, adopted strict 
sharia law, while government offic-
es taken over by ISIS were initially 
adorned by black, supposed to be the 
colour of the banner of Islam, then 
were switched to the more socially 
acceptable blue.

Thieves have their right hand cut 
off, said the Deir ez-Zor teacher. “If 
they repeat it, the left hand is then 
cut off and we have seen several sen-
tences of such nature carried out in 
public,” the teacher said.

Prostitutes are stoned to death and 
homosexuals are thrown off the roof 

of tall buildings, said Adel, the Mosul 
teacher, who added, “In late March, 
four allegedly gay men, including a 
man in his late 50s, were pushed off a 
building as people watched.

“The older man didn’t die instant-
ly, so he was stoned to death.”

However, it is not all violence for 
jihadists. ISIS is encouraging its ad-
herents to wed by offering those who 
tie the knot special bonuses.

Perhaps, the step is designed to 
bolster its control of areas under its 
domain by settling and creating lives 
for the thousands of militant men 
and women who have thronged ISIS 
territory from the Arab world, Eu-
rope, Central Asia and the United 
States. In May, Syrian fighter Abu 
Bilal al-Homsi married a Tunisian 
woman, a medical doctor who speaks 
four languages, after months of chat-
ting online. The marriage was made 
possible by a $1,500 bonus for the 
couple to get started on a new home, 
a family and a honeymoon.

Homsi, the groom, was quoted 
by the Associated Press as saying, 
“It has everything one would want 
for a wedding.” The couple, he said, 
passed the days dining on grilled 
meats in upscale restaurants, stroll-
ing along the Euphrates river and 
eating ice cream. The happy couple 
honeymooned in Raqqa.

Labib Kamhawi, a Jordanian ex-
pert on Islamic militants, said ISIS “is 
trying to dilute its image as a terrorist 
group and act in a more responsible 
way as a shadow government”.

“Clearly, ISIS is trying to come 
closer to the people so that they’d 
feel that the group is a state capable 
of ruling them,” Kamhawi told The 
Arab Weekly in Amman.

Certainly, the jihadists are in many 
places winning support with their 

ability to deliver services.
In areas under its control, ISIS 

is subsidising foodstuffs and fuel 
prices through the wealth it accu-
mulated from oil and gas smuggling, 
extortion and ransom demands. The 
militants are selling smuggled oil at 
a discounted price of $25 a barrel, 
analysts and Iraqi and Syrian govern-
ment officials said. The market price 
of oil is about $64 a barrel.

Food prices in Ramadi are two-
thirds to one-half less than in Bagh-
dad. For example, a kilogram of goat 
or sheep meat sells for $4, compared 
to $12 in Baghdad. A kilogram of ap-
ples sells for 30 cents and tomatoes 
for 20 cents, compared with $1 and 
50 cents, respectively, in Baghdad.

Even apartment prices in Ramadi 
are cheaper, arguably because many 
residents fled the militants’ rule 
but also because ISIS set the rent 
for a one-storey apartment at $75 a 
month, compared to at least double 
that rate before it conquered the city.

Still, several items are in short sup-
ply, caused by US-led coalition air 
strikes, which are making it difficult 
in certain ISIS-held areas to transport 
products, leading to shortages, price-
gouging and the creation of black 
markets.

Items such as kerosene, used for 
heating and cooking, are in short 
supply in Raqqa and Deir ez-Zour.

Other items such as alcohol and 
cigarettes, strictly banned by the 
group, are making a comeback at 
higher prices on the black market.

Smoking is a punishable offence 
in militant-held Mosul but at a ware-
house on the outskirts of the city, 
cigarettes, as well as hard-to-come-
by essentials like kerosene, can be 
found at hugely inflated prices on a 
black market run by the extremists.

There, a pack of cigarettes sells for 
30,000 dinars — about $26 — more 
than double pre-ISIS price.

Jamal J. Halaby is The Arab Weekly’s 
Levant editor and based in Amman.
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ISIS propaganda video shows two members of the Islamic State 
group spending time at the Euphrates river in Raqqa, Syria.
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