
12 July 24, 2015

London

I 

n a bid to counter the Islamic 
State’s social media propagan-
da efforts, the governments 
of the United States and the 
United Arab Emirates have 

launched the first multinational 
online messaging and engagement 
programme to combat terrorism.

According to a statement by 
the US State Department, the Abu 
Dhabi-based Sawab Center will 
“use direct online engagement to 
counter terrorist propaganda rap-
idly and effectively, including mes-
sages used to recruit foreign fight-
ers, fund raise for illicit activities, 
and intimidate and terrorise local 
populations. The Sawab Center 
will increase the intensity of online 
debate by presenting moderate and 
tolerant voices from across the re-
gion and amplifying inclusive and 
constructive narratives.”

The anti-jihadi centre’s opening 
was attended by US Under Secre-
tary of State for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs Richard Stengel 
and Emirati Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash, 
who emphasised that “by tackling 
the problem of online radicalisa-
tion, the Sawab Center will make an 
important contribution to the sta-
bility and security of the region and 
will make a start in reclaiming the 

online space from the extremists”.
In an interview with the US-

based Arabic-language News chan-
nel Alhurra, Stengel said the cen-
tre’s aim was to utilise information 
to stop individuals from being re-
cruited by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
“If somebody is debating whether 
to go, tell them that the mythology 
of what Daesh [an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS] is creating is false; you 
know the caliphate isn’t a paradise 
— there’s no plumbing, there’s no 
electricity, there’s no internet ac-
cess.”

Despite the scope of the project, 
the Sawab Center is still in its in-
fancy. Local media were not al-
lowed to attend the launch or visit 
the actual centre. Sawab is yet to 
introduce its official online web-
site but has launched accounts on 
prominent social media platforms, 
including Twitter, Facebook and 
YouTube.

A recent report by the Brookings 
Institution, The ISIS Twitter Census, 
revealed that much of ISIS’s social 
media success can be attributed to 
a relatively small group of hyperac-
tive users that control 500-2,000 
accounts. The report also stated 
that ISIS-supporting accounts had 
an average of about 1,000 follow-
ers each, considerably higher than 
an ordinary Twitter user, and that 
overall ISIS supporter accounts 
were estimated at 90,000 users.

The report disclosed that the 
largest cluster of location-enabled 
accounts was in Iraq and Syria, 
made up 28% of the overall figure 
and saw its highest concentration 
in areas either controlled or con-
tested by ISIS. The next most prev-
alent location was Saudi Arabia, 
with 27%. After Syria, Iraq and Sau-
di Arabia, no single country repre-
sented more than 6% of the total.

According to the Associated 
Press, US Special Envoy and Coor-
dinator for Strategic Counterter-
rorism Communications Rashad 
Hussain said that the centre would 
employ 15-20 full-time staff, most-
ly Emiratis, and that the project 
was estimated to cost tens of mil-
lions of dollars, with most of the 
bill footed by the UAE.

Hussain said Sawab’s efforts to 
counter the ISIS narrative would 
include sharing stories of defectors 
and former radicals, highlighting 
Muslim victims of terrorism and 
showcasing living conditions and 

battlefield realities in ISIS-held ar-
eas.

Additionally, the Abu Dhabi cen-
tre’s staff would engage social me-
dia users on various platforms and 
work with prominent individuals 
and organisations to counter ISIS’s 
messaging, while also hosting a 
content-sharing platform so part-
ners could upload and download 
files.

“It’s important that our partners 
step up in the messaging space in a 
way that reflects the Muslim com-
munities around the world,” Hus-
sain said. ISIS has been success-

ful in spreading its ideology and 
recruiting new members on social 
media platforms, producing slick 
recruitment videos that often ap-
peal to disenfranchised and mis-
guided Muslim youth.

In Europe, this has led to some 
governments passing laws requir-
ing social media companies to cen-
sor posts deemed terror-related, 
while in the United States the US 
Senate Intelligence Committee ad-
vanced a bill requiring social media 
companies to inform authorities 
when they become aware of terror-
ist-related content on their sites.
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Al-Qaeda and ISIS’s war of words intensifies in English
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T 

he war of words that ig-
nited between al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State 
(ISIS) more than a year 
ago has intensified with 

the launch of Al-Risalah, the official 
English-language magazine of Jab-
hat al-Nusra (JN), the Syrian branch 
of al-Qaeda. The magazine is a re-
flection of a broader struggle within 
the global jihadist movement as rad-
icals struggle to come to terms with 
the success and brutality of ISIS.

Al-Risalah represents al-Qaeda’s 
English-language response to Da-
biq, ISIS’s slick online magazine, in 
which ISIS calls JN members “apos-
tates” and attacks al-Qaeda leader 
Ayman al-Zawahari for being out 
of touch and lacking authority, al-
though it stops short of directly ac-
cusing him of apostasy.

The propaganda war between ISIS 
and al-Qaeda has raged since ten-
sions between JN and ISIS devolved 
into open warfare more than a year 
ago. Thousands are believed to have 
been killed in fighting between the 
rival terror groups, which pits the 

al-Qaeda old guard against the up-
starts of ISIS and has polarised the 
jihadist community. While ISIS has 
unabashedly paraded its barbarity 
in gruesome high-production-qual-
ity execution videos, al-Qaeda has 
tried to cultivate a more scholarly 
and reasonable image. In Al-Ris-
alah, for example, al-Qaeda claims 
that the ultra-violence of ISIS often 
contradicts the sharia law it claims 
to uphold.

One example used is the killing of 
British humanitarian worker Alan 
Henning, whose blood Al-Risalah 
says was “inviolable” as he had 
been given a covenant of security by 
a Muslim. Without a trace of irony, 
the al-Qaeda mouthpiece claims “it 
is acts such as these that increase 
hatred towards Islam and the Mus-
lims”.

In its premier issue, the al-Qaeda 
publication repeatedly makes the 
accusation that ISIS supporters are 
“young, foolish, and reckless” and 

lack an adequate understanding of 
Islam. The issue contains a fatwa 
signed by extremist clerics who en-
joy prestige among the international 
jihadi community. 

The fatwa declares it a religious 
obligation for Muslims to “repel 
their [ISIS] aggression and defend 
the land of the Muslims”. 

The leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi, is labelled a “criminal”.

A source familiar with the al-
Qaeda leadership in Jordan, who 
requested to remain anonymous, 
told The Arab Weekly that the ter-
ror group is becoming increasingly 
alarmed at the capacity of ISIS to 
attract foreign recruits. Al-Risalah 
magazine, he claims, is an attempt 
to “provide counter-propaganda 
asking people indirectly not to join 
[ISIS] but to join us”.

The source added, however, that 
repulsion at the acts of ISIS by the 
likes of al-Qaeda should be regarded 
with scepticism: “This is the irony of 
al-Qaeda rhetoric. Always they criti-
cise that people are not referring to 
Islamic scholars. They themselves 
when they started were a rebellious 
movement against the scholars.”

Al-Risalah is not the only platform 
al-Qaeda uses to present itself as a 
reasonable Islamist alternative to 

ISIS, however. Qatari news channel 
Al Jazeera has come under consider-
able criticism for airing a two-part 
interview with Jabhat al-Nusra lead-
er Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, which 
critics charge shows JN in a favour-
able light.  The interviewer, for ex-
ample, does not press al-Jolani on 
al-Qaeda’s extreme views towards 
those it considers non-Muslims or 
apostates, views that potentially 
have genocidal implications.

“I think Qatar will definitely be 
trying hard to open channels with 
al-Nusra but I always believe that ji-
hadis are not the kind of people that 
can be easily manipulated by intel-
ligence services,” claims the source.

While ISIS has declared all groups 
that fail to declare allegiance to it 
in Syria and Iraq apostates to be 
killed, Jabhat al-Nusra has tried to 
work with other opposition groups, 
a policy that has been the main line 
of attack against JN among more 
extreme jihadists. ISIS regularly ac-
cuses JN of being part of a “Sahwa 
coalition” of apostates and secu-
larists. “Sahwa” refers to the Iraqi 
Awakening Councils, which played 
a large role in eliminating al-Qaeda 
in Iraq during the US occupation. 

It is used as a term of abuse by 
those who share the extreme ideolo-

gies of ISIS and al-Qaeda. A particu-
lar criticism levelled against Jabhat 
al-Nusra by ISIS is the former’s toler-
ance of the “secular” revolutionary 
tricolour carried by some of the re-
bel factions with which it fights.

Jabhat al-Nusra’s extremist cre-
dentials should not be in doubt, 
however, and is a cause of great 
concern even among those fighting 
alongside JN against the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. 

Displaying sensitivity to accusa-
tions that Jabhat al-Nusra is some-
how moderate, the entire fourth 
page of Al-Risalah carries a quote 
from the leader of JN in huge type, 
reading, “There are some groups 
which have some mistakes, we over-
look these mistakes because of the 
enormous severity of the battle.”

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.
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