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News & Analysis ISIS

ISIS maintains 
resilience 
through tactics, 
opportunism

Ex al-Qaeda member sheds light on group’s tactics

Dubai

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
continues to amaze ana-
lysts and strategists with 
its ability to survive and 
prosper. The group has 

demonstrated tactical superiority 
on the battlefield, especially with 
employing blitzkrieg-style assaults 
that penetrate swiftly deep into 
enemy lines before the opponent 
is able to halt it or mount counter-
attacks.

Just when everybody thought 
ISIS was on the run in parts of Syria 
and Iraq, the group mounted si-
multaneous attacks in northern 
Syria; the first against Kobani and 
the second against the provincial 
capital city of Al-Hasakah. Both are 
predominantly Kurdish cities.

Within hours, ISIS gunmen were 
deep into the two cities, taking lo-
cal defenders by surprise and in-
flicting heavy casualties. Although 
Kurdish fighters managed a few 
days later to repulse the ISIS attack 
in Kobani, the terrorist group es-
tablished a foothold in Al-Hasakah.

It appears that the objective of 
the attacks was to confuse the 
enemy and force it to disperse its 
forces, which allowed ISIS to make 

gains on the real target — Al-Ha-
sakah, which holds more strategic 
importance due to oil fields in its 
vicinity.

The Al-Hasakah offensive over-
shadowed the few gains Kurdish 
fighters made in Raqqa province 
when they captured a few small 
towns. It seems that ISIS gave up 
less relevant areas for strategic ter-
ritory in Al-Hasakah. It has recap-
tured most of the towns it had lost 
in Raqqa.

The extremist group kept up its 
offensive in the centre of the coun-
try by pushing deeper into Hama a 
few weeks after it established itself 
in Palmyra in nearby Homs prov-
ince.

ISIS military commanders are 
proving to be strong tacticians with 
the ability to detect weaknesses 
within enemy lines and deciding 
when and where to strike. They 
have taken advantage of divisions 
within the ranks of their enemies, 
be it the Syrian regime or Syrian re-
bel groups or the Iraqi military and 
the Iranian-backed Shia militias in 
Iraq and Syria.

ISIS realises that it is not fight-
ing a unified force but rather di-
vided groups, each with its own 
agenda and objectives. Even the 
regional and international sup-
porters of these anti-ISIS forces are 
divided and some are foes to one  
another (such as Saudi Arabia and 
Iran).

ISIS leaders have also proven to 
be cunningly opportunistic play-
ers willing to do deals behind the 
scene with adversaries to improve 
their standing on the ground. This 
has proved true in coordinated at-
tacks with the Syrian regime on 
various occasions, especially on 
the Aleppo front where the group’s 

fighters received air cover from 
Syrian jet fighters during attacks 
on rebel positions.

Another example was ISIS’s 
successful attempts in taking ad-
vantage of frustrated Sunni tribes 
in Iraq that were sidelined by the 
government in Baghdad.

ISIS’s persistent attacks on Syr-
ian Kurds seem to be serving Tur-
key, which opposes the creation of 
a Kurdish state in northern Syria 
and has voiced concerns about the 
growing strength of the Kurds on 
its borders.

Turkey is known by the intel-
ligence community — region-
ally and internationally — to have 
back channels with ISIS that were 
beneficial in gaining the release 
of Turkish diplomats who were 
briefly held by the terrorist group 
after the capture of Mosul in June 
2014.

Despite a US-led air campaign 
against ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the 
group has shown remarkable re-
silience and continued ability to 
mount successful attacks and hold 
territory despite counterattacks as 
happened in Ramadi and Falluja in 

Iraq.
Through brilliant tactics, the 

terrorist group has weathered a 
year-long campaign by an interna-
tional alliance providing indirect 
air support to Iranian-backed Shia 
militias fighting alongside Iraq and 
Syrian regular forces.

Its continued attacks on the Iraqi 
oil refinery in Beiji reflect a priority 
in controlling strategic assets that 
can provide it with income and 
resources. The group is estimated 
to be raising at least $2 million per 
month from selling oil and gas 
and levying taxes and fees on bor-
der crossings and utility services 
within its area of control, which 
extends over half of Syria and one-
third of Iraq.

Keeping the sectarian divide and 
exasperating it in the region are be-
lieved to be in the forefront of the 
group’s objectives because its ef-

forts to do so have gained it strong 
support from recruits around the 
world.

Combating the Shia-Persian axis 
has been a main plank of ISIS and 
helped gain it more than 20,000 
recruits from countries as far away 
as Australia and Canada. This ex-
plains the group’s concentration on 
soft Shia targets such as mosques 
in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to agi-
tate the sectarian conflict.

However, the group’s actions are 
helping improve relations between 
Washington and its arch-foe Teh-
ran by highlighting the role of Iran 
as a strong ally of the West in com-
bating ISIS and similar Sunni radi-
cal groups.

It is also providing the United 
States with justification to re-
establish a military presence in 
Iraq after ending it four years ago. 
About 3,450 US troops were de-
ployed in Iraq over the past year.

While ISIS has proven to be of 
great danger to regional security 
and international peace, its pres-
ence is reinforcing regional and 
international policies it claims to 
oppose.
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A
ccording to a 
former high-
ranking member 
of al-Qaeda, the 
reason the 
Islamic State 
(ISIS) has been 
successful in its 

recruitment efforts has been its 
ability to capitalise on deep-
rooted feelings of guilt, courtesy 
of its own Islamic upbringing.

Aimen Dean, a founding mem-
ber of al-Qaeda, who after feeling 
disillusioned with the terror group 
became an informant for British 
intelligence, says ISIS has used 
the concept of redemption as a 
major recruitment tool. “In Islam 
there are three pillars of worship, 
which is love for the lord, fear of 
his punishment and hope for his 
reward. And this is the balance 
that Islam encourages,” Dean said. 
“The problem with many societies, 
like Saudi Arabia, for example, 
where I grew up and later in life 
in mosques I’ve visited in Europe, 
the focus was more on the fear 
aspect rather than love or hope.”

According to the former jihad-
ist, with the majority of imams 
preaching fear, and with an entire 
generation of people feeling guilty, 
groups such as ISIS are able to take 

advantage of a desire for redemp-
tion. “[ISIS] told this generation 
that the shortest path to mar-
tyrdom is jihad, therefore you 
want forgiveness, jihad; you want 
redemption, jihad; you want a 
clean slate, jihad. You are forgiven 
before the first drop of your blood 
reaches the ground,” Dean said.

As a young Bahraini living in 
Saudi Arabia, Dean was inspired 
by the stories of jihad and joined 
the mujahideen movement in 
Bosnia in the 1990s and then 
subsequently found himself in 
Afghanistan swearing allegiance 
to Osama bin Laden. But after the 
1998 al-Qaeda suicide bombings 
of the US embassies in Kenya and 
Tanzania, which killed more than 
200 people, Dean suffered a crisis 
of faith that led to him rejecting 
jihadism. Recruited by Qatari in-
telligence, Dean worked for British 
intelligence for eight years, before 
having his cover blown in 2006 in 
a book that revealed a number of 
CIA sources, forcing him to take on 
the assumed name he is currently 
known by out of fear of reprisals. 
The information he provided 
helped foil a number of attacks 
and led to the arrest of nu-
merous al-Qaeda operatives.

Dean believes that 
besides the desire for 
redemption, another 
factor luring recruits 
to ISIS is its political 
narrative of a war 

against Islam, and not just from 
the West, but also from the Shia 
community, liberals and what 
they have labelled as the apostate 
regimes.

“With this persecution complex, 
he or she starts to ascend spiritu-
ally above everyone else and in the 
process develop a superiority com-
plex, believing they are the elite of 
the Ummah, [community] so they 
start to see non-Muslims and other 
fellow Muslims, even relatives as 
sub-human, which unleashes the 
psychopath within, like we saw 
in Saudi Arabia recently with the 
man who killed his father because 
he worked in a government job.”

A reason that ISIS appeals to 
more people than al-Qaeda ever 
did is the lifestyle it offers, Dean 
said. “Where al-Qaeda offered 
danger and a life on the run from 
one safe house to the next, [ISIS] 
offered a society where even 

women can participate, where 
new recruits can establish 

roots, by having a family, a 
home and being recognised 

as an authority, respect and 
empowerment, which 

was lacking in their 
lives.”

Dean also at-
tributed ISIS’s suc-
cessful recruit-
ment to the rise 
in sectarianism 
in the region, 
a by-product 

of the 2003 Iraq invasion and oc-
cupation. According to the former 
al-Qaeda member, an example 
of this can be seen in the drop in 
Saudi ISIS recruits after Riyadh 
launched its campaign against the 
Shia Houthis in Yemen. 

“In the past the average num-
ber of Saudis travelling to join 
[ISIS] was between 80 and 90 
per month, but after the Saudis 
started their campaign in Yemen 
and stood up against the alleged 
Iranian expansion in the region, 
the average number of Saudi re-
cruits dropped to 20 per month, an 
almost 400 per cent drop. You see 
that sectarianism plays a far more 
important role,” he added.

As for the failure of moderate 
Islamic scholars to highlight ISIS 
activities as non-Islamic or counter 
to Sharia law, he said: “What we 
have are old scholars trying to ad-
dress the issue through old-fash-
ioned means, many of them feel 
that the Friday sermons suffice, 
either they don’t engage on social 
media, or if they do, you will see 
an hour-long video on YouTube of 
meaningless drivel that does not 
resonate with the average person. 
For example Taher al Qaderi in Pa-
kistan wrote a long dissertation on 
how suicide bombings are forbid-
den in Islam.

 “But it was 600 pages, which 
was enough to put an Islamic 
scholar to sleep despite the merits 
of his thoughts.”

I n t e r v i e w

Mohammed Alkhereiji Dean also 
attributed ISIS’s 
successful 
recruitment 
to the rise in 
sectarianism

Aimen Dean

An Islamic State flag hangs on the wall of an abandoned building in Tel Hamis in al-Hasakah 
countryside.


