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O
n July 8th, the United States and the United Arab 
Emirates announced the launch of the Sawab Center, the 
first multinational online messaging programme to 
counter the propaganda of the Islamic State (ISIS).

“All of us share a responsibility to raise our voices online 
and in our communities in opposition to Daesh [Arabic 

acronym for ISIS] and in support of the right path,” wrote Anwar 
Gargash, the UAE minister of state for foreign affairs, and Richard 
Stengel, US under-secretary of state, in a joint opinion article pub-
lished in USA Today.

This initiative is a welcome addition to the international efforts 
aimed at countering the ISIS narrative and its lethal consequences.

That destructive narrative has had a strong impact not only because 
of the content it peddles but also because of the volume of the mes-
saging flow that backs it up.  Globally accessible and cost-free modern 
communication technologies are intensively used by online jihadist 
armies. Supporters of the Islamic State are said to use as many as 
90,000 social media accounts.

To the thousands of vulnerable young men and women in the 
Middle East and North Africa region and beyond, ISIS provides a fare 
of attractive lies that have never been adequately challenged.  
Through its distortion of Islamic history, ISIS offers impressionable 
minds the utopia of a golden age that will restore the lost valour of 
Muslims and provide marginalised and frustrated youth with the 
false rewards of heroic missions. Even though ISIS only delivers death 
and destruction, its narrative continues to attract young people from 
many nationalities.

The success of the ISIS narrative is a reflection of the failure of 
competing narratives. If states in the region could not maintain the 
hope for a better future, Western nations were too often associated 
with the use of military power rather than betterment of lives.

Then there are facts on the ground. As abhorrently shocking as they 
are, ISIS snuff videos are reinforced by battlefield developments to 
give jihadist sympathisers the perception of ISIS fighters as trium-
phant conquerors. Daesh’s string of military successes in Syria and 
Iraq, as well as its expansion to other parts of the Arab world, do give 
credence to the organisation’s claims of faith-driven superiority over 
its Western-allied enemies of Islam. Such victories give ammunition 
to proponents of false flag and other conspiracy theories and spread 
doubt about the resolve to combat ISIS. No counter-narrative will get 
traction as long as ISIS’s military successes are not seriously reversed.

The role of Western governments in the counter-propaganda 
campaign is important. But more pertinent is the role to be played by 
local populations. Civil society, political parties, grass-root groups 
and artists in the Arab world must take ownership of the counter-mes-
saging effort. Peer-to-peer communication is key. The recent Saudi TV 
series Selfie is a courageous project that could help deflate ISIS’s 
pompous rhetoric.  More such artistic expressions of disdain for ISIS 
are needed.

The effort to counter the ISIS narrative must also reach out to 
audiences outside the Arab and Muslim world. Local initiatives are 
needed in the West to debunk the myths that attract young Muslims 
or recent Muslim converts to jihadism.

The Sawab Center is a step in the right direction provided it will 
create a global momentum that involves Arab and Muslim young men 
and women in combating ISIS’s nihilistic narrative.
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Syrian civil war inches 
towards Turkey

W
hen the civil war 
began in earnest 
in Syria and 
outside forces 
started to 
interfere 

supporting one side or the other, 
Bashar Assad, at that point still a 
novice in the finer points of 
conducting war against one’s own 
people, issued a warning to the 
international community. Basi-
cally what he said was along the 
lines of hell would spread to the 
rest of the region if the civil war 
was allowed to continue.

It’s been a few years now since 
that statement and, sure enough, 
the war did spread, involving in 
one manner or another first Iraq, 
then Jordan, Lebanon and now 
Turkey.

Turkey’s involvement in the war 
in Syria began with refugees 
streaming over the border. Turkey 
then found itself hosting Syrian 
opposition members, giving them 
safe houses and providing basic 
training for them in the hope that 
a quick settlement would follow 
the overthrow of the president in 
Syria and establish a stable 
government.

Then came the flow of jihadist 
fighters from Europe, who 
transited through Turkey to join 
the forces in Iraq and Syria.

The Turks also had to deal with 
periodic outbursts of violence 
from opposing factions who fled 
to the safety of Turkey, often 
pursued by exploding shells that 
found their way across the border.

More recently Turkey has found 
it harder to deal with the situation 
it has put itself in: that of support-
ing the opposition, supplying and 
defending it, supporting jihadists 
and, now, finding itself in their 
way.

A massive bomb exploded July 
20th at a border crossing between 
Turkey and Syria, killing dozens 
and wounding nearly 100.  Experts 
dealing with the current conflict 

say this was nary but a 
warning and that it’s only 
a matter of time before the 
inevitable happens — and 
Turkey finds itself 
confronting the jihadists.

Thanks to President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
policies, Turkey is in a 

rather delicate situation.
Turkey’s position is not envi-

able because of bad blood 
between Turkey’s then-prime 
minister — Erdogan — and Assad. 
Erdogan went on to become his 
country’s president, Assad went 

on to become leader of one Syrian 
faction.

Although Assad still holds the 
title of president, it is hard to 
consider him president of the 
entire country when, in fact, he 
controls less than half and 
represents even less.  Some have 
taken to calling him Syria’s strong-
man but in fact that is hardly the 
case. It will be interesting to see 
how history will refer to him.

But let’s go back to Turkey 
where Erdogan had initially 
permitted potential recruits to 
cross his country to join the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Weapons were 
allowed to transit the country 
along with munitions and sup-
plies. As we predicted in these 
very pages a few weeks ago, it was 
only a matter of time before ISIS 
began pointing its weapons at 
Turkey.

No doubt Turkey has found 
itself under tremendous pressure 
from its NATO allies to crack down 
on the jihadists. Turkey is left in a 
position of damned if you do and 
damned if you don’t.

If Erdogan sits back and allows 
such actions by jihadists to go 
unpunished, he’s only inviting 
more of the same. This is some-
thing Turkey cannot permit. If he 
chooses to crack down on the 
Islamists, he risks upsetting many 
of his fellow Sunni religionists 
and this is also something he 
cannot permit.

Once again Turkey’s saviour 
seems to be the military. The mess 
on the border between Turkey and 
Iraq and Turkey and Syria can 
only be cleaned up by the military. 
Well-equipped, well-armed, 
well-fed and generally a powerful 
army, considered the strongest in 
the Middle East, Turkey’s is 
probably the only military in the 
region that can take on ISIS.

The question, however, is 
whether the country’s politicians 
will be wise enough to step back 
for a moment and allow the 
military to clean up their mess.
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