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Special focus Fighting ISIS

Marketing ISIS: Turning terror into tweets

S
ince its inception in 
2010, the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has relied on an 
effective marketing 
strategy, rivalling that of 
any successful advertis-

ing agency. In the manner of 
global business powerhouses, 
ISIS has developed a strong brand 
and put in place a communica-
tions strategy carefully adapted 
to its target market: the Muslim 
world.

Its savvy manipulation of social 
media also provided recognition 
and notoriety for its militants, 
encouraging acts of barbaric 
savagery and suicide operations 
that have become ISIS hallmarks, 
as in the June 26th attacks in 
France, Tunisia and Kuwait.

That spasm of bloodshed 
included a beheading, the mass 
shooting of tourists on a beach 
and the suicide bombing of a 
mosque. Hundreds of people 
were killed, maimed or wounded. 
That does not sound like some-
thing anyone can sell, but ISIS 
has.

ISIS has found a way to sell the 
unsellable. It has found a market 
that few understood was there. 
ISIS, like any other brand, relies 
on easily recognisable icons to 

propagate its message. Every-
one who has witnessed on 

social media images of ISIS 
beheadings or its symbol, the 
black flag, will immediately 
recognise even a glimpse of it.

This is because icons are 
powerful and emotional: think of 
Coca-Cola’s logo. ISIS has chosen 
a symbol known to all, in this case 
the Islamic declaration of faith, 
and placed it on black flag.

In its beheading videos, ISIS 
relies heavily on powerful 
colours: black balaclavas for the 
executioners and orange jump-
suits for the victims.

On the face of it, ISIS has linked 
its brand with a compelling 
narrative, restoration of the 
Islamic caliphate that ended in 
1924 with the fall of the Ottoman 
Empire and that has once again 
seemingly been restored by God 
under Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi who 
claims descent from the Prophet 
Mohammad.

ISIS’s approach to communica-
tions is highly sophisticated and 
shows the significant resources 
dedicated by the group to its 
high-tech media centre, which 
issues magazines and slick videos 
showing torture and execution in 
Syria, Iraq, Libya and Egypt.

“ISIS is applying a high level of 
creativity aiming at terrorising 
people,” observed Nisreen Sadek, 
a communications expert and 
producer in Dubai. “Their videos 
are highly technical and produced 
with the style of Hollywood 
movies, entailing the use of 
several cameras and people with 
expertise, something that’s very 
difficult to achieve in a theatre of 
war.”

ISIS also produces Dabiq, a 
glossy propaganda magazine that 

features the organisation’s 
ideology and successes as well as 
stories about its fighters. This 
online content is generally 
uploaded to hosting services and 
disseminated by supporters on 
Twitter, Facebook or Instagram 
and uses clever hashtags.

A recent Brookings Institution 
Twitter census estimated that in 
September-December 2014 “at 
least 46,000 Twitter accounts 
were used by ISIS supporters, 
although not all of them were 
active at the same time”. The 
study said each ISIS supporter has 
an average of 1,000 followers, a 
figure considerably higher than 
an ordinary Twitter user.

ISIS-supporting accounts were 
also considerably more active 
than non-supporting users, 
according to the study. It 
observed that much of ISIS’s 
social media success can be 
attributed to a relatively small 
group of “hyperactive users, 
numbering 
between 500 and 
2,000 accounts, 
which tweet in 
concentrated 
bursts of high 
volume”.

These users 
understand and 
speak the 
language of 
ISIS’s target 
audience, young 
Muslims and 
possible 
converts 
generally aged 
between 20 and 30 who feel 
marginalised and alienated, 
whether they live in Arab coun-

tries or the West.
By resorting to poster boys for 

brutality such as the infamous 
“Jihadi John”, who appeared in 
the videoed beheadings of 
journalists James Foley and 
Steven Sotloff, ISIS has been able 
to appeal to a new generation, an 
essential element of its ambitious 
expansionist plans. “Jihadi John”, 
the nickname of British national 
Mohammed Emwazi, is now a 
celebrity figure in extremist 
circles.

ISIS has also sought to show 
jihadists in a more personable 
way. Abu Hamza al-Britani, a 
21-year-old Londoner of Pakistani 
origin was depicted being teased 
in 2014 about his insatiable 
appetite by his fellow ISIS 
militants. Besides his love of junk 
food and sweets, Abu Hamza’s 
favourite topic of conversation is 
the pet kitten he left behind to go 
for jihad.

By using such figures, ISIS has 
attracted a large pool of young-

sters who, once indoctri-
nated, can be used to spread 
the ISIS message.

In her book What Terror-
ists Want: Understanding The 
Enemy, Containing The 
Threat, Irish political scien-
tist Louise Richardson states 
that terrorists seek revenge, 
reaction and renown. ISIS 
publicising its jihadists’ acts of 
war and victorious military 
offensives achieves exactly 
that.
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How prison breaks helped ISIS

Beirut

O 

n July 21, 2013, as many 
as 800 inmates broke 
out of Iraqi prisons when 
teams of highly disci-
plined fighters of the Is-

lamic State (ISIS) attacked the facili-
ties, using suicide bombers to blow 
holes in the high walls and dozens of 
gunmen and mortar crews to cover 
the mass escapes.

The operation bore the ISIS hall-
mark: innovative and meticulous 
planning and bold execution. The 
main breakout at the notorious Abu 
Ghraib prison west of Baghdad rang 
alarms in the Iraqi capital and Wash-
ington for it was a signal that big 
trouble was coming.

Among the escapees were some 
500 seasoned jihadist fighters and 
master bomb-makers but more im-
portant, dozens of senior and mid-
level commanders, including the 
group’s “minister of war”, Adnan Is-
mail Najim Abdullah al-Dulaimi, aka 
Abdul Rahman al-Bilawi.

The Abu Ghraib breakout was one 
of several mass escapes engineered 
by ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
who in July 2012, two years after tak-
ing over the group, unveiled a bat-
tle strategy called “Destroying the 
Walls”, the prime mission of which 
was to free thousands of jihadists 
from prison to form the backbone of 
his new army.

His strategy to establish an Islam-
ic caliphate, evoking Islam’s cen-
turies of conquest and expansion, 
from Spain to the East Indies and 
even China, owed much to the for-
mer Ba’athist leaders who had been 
Saddam Hussein’s generals and 
intelligence chiefs and who were 
among the Abu Ghraib escapees.

The prison breaks were an enor-
mously successful operation for 
ISIS and a disaster for counterter-
rorism forces. “We just lost track of 
everyone we didn’t kill who was in 

al-Qaeda during the surge” of 2006-
07, one Western intelligence analyst 
confessed.

It was these escapees who have 
made ISIS the most feared terrorist 
group on the planet, eclipsing its 
parent, al-Qaeda, and planned the 
capture of Mosul, Iraq’s second larg-
est city, in northern Iraq on June 10, 
2014, and the strategic city of Rama-
di, 100 kilometres west of Baghdad, 
from May 15th to 17th.

In both instances Iraqi Army gar-
risons fled in disarray, abandoning 
vast stores of tanks and armoured 
vehicles along with weapons and 
ammunition.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi had to call on Iranian-backed 
Shia militias to stem the advances 
of ISIS’s Sunni jihadists, who now 
threaten Baghdad. But in doing so, 

Abadi — like his equally beleaguered 
Syrian counterpart, Bashar Assad 
— had to rely on Iran and its many 
proxies, such as the Iraqi Shia mili-
tias, for survival.

That infuriates the already disillu-
sioned Sunni Iraqis and drives them 
into the arms of ISIS, which, despite 
its horrendous brutality, wants to 
portray itself as the defender of Sun-
ni Islam.

It is this that is the key to under-
standing how ISIS has been able to 
grow, amassing vast economic re-

sources and a seemingly endless 
supply of recruits and reverse major 
setbacks with surprise attacks that 
leave its foes reeling.

ISIS has proved to be resilient 
since it emerged from the wreckage 
of al-Qaeda in Iraq in 2010.

About 20 of its 43 command ech-
elon leaders have been killed, main-
ly in US air strikes, US intelligence 
sources told The Arab Weekly. But 
it remains a highly effective fighting 
force and still controls vast regions 
of Iraq and Syria, with a constant 
supply of volunteers from across the 
Arab world, Asia and Europe.

Baghdadi proclaimed this an Is-
lamic caliphate on June 29, 2014, 
at a stroke nullifying the artificial 
borders imposed on the Levant by 
the British and French after the fall 
of the Ottoman Empire in the first 

world war and which have been a 
source of conflict ever since.

By invoking the religious legitima-
cy of the glory days when Muslims 
ruled much of the Middle East, ISIS 
has made Baghdad, once the seat of 
the powerful Abbasid dynasty (750-
1258) that symbolised Muslim pow-
er, a major target.

Taking the Iraqi capital would 
confer immense legitimacy on Bagh-
dadi’s caliphate across the Muslim 
world. He declared that all other 
Muslim governments had lost legiti-
macy and that Muslims everywhere 
must reject “democracy, secularism, 
nationalism as well as other garbage 
and ideas from the West”.

The “long slumber of the darkness 
of neglect” is over, he proclaimed. 
“The sun of jihad has risen” and 
Muslims “will own the Earth”.
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A 2006 photo of prisoners walking out of Abu Ghraib prison west of Baghdad.
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