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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) is 
regarded as a heretical 
group by mainstream fol-
lowers of Islam, which 
accounts for an estimated 

20% of the global population.
For Muslims, the idea of a ca-

liphate — describing a system of 
government historically practiced 
by Islamic states — retains deep 
sentimental association with the 
revered earliest political leaders 
and administrators of the first Is-
lamic state that was established 14 
centuries ago. As such, millions of 
Muslims around the world warm to 
the idea of a modern-day caliphate 
without understanding if and to 
what extent it would have any posi-
tive material impact on their lives.

Despite declaring itself the cali-
phate, however, ISIS is destined to 
remain a fringe group of jihadists 
rather than a political force with 
mainstream support. There are ex-
planations that help us understand, 
but by no means justify, how and 
why ISIS has built itself into a brand 
with global recognition.

First, ISIS is a phenomenon large-
ly drawing support in Syria and 
Iraq, given the breeding grounds 
political and humanitarian circum-
stances have created for militant 
groups. Second, the tyranny of ISIS 
and its modus operandi is designed 
to instil fear in the general popu-
lace to coerce them into submission 
or at least use extreme brutality 
through graphic public executions 
to instil fear among people to gain 
their full obedience.

At a broader level, however, ISIS 

has used sophisticated informa-
tion operations to project itself and 
its ideology among Sunni Muslim 
communities. For its target audi-
ence, the reductionist ideological 
narrative of ISIS provides uncompli-
cated, simplifying answers to deep, 
complex issues, creating the false 
sense of a political-military force 
to rival the West, Israel and Iran — 
whatever sounds most appealing. 
It is the success of this reductionist 
ideological narrative that explains 
the tiny but dangerous pockets of 
support ISIS has achieved in places 
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey 
and in Western Europe.

Unsurprisingly, observers have 
kept a close eye on the reception 
ISIS receives in Pakistan and neigh-
bouring Afghanistan, countries 
that, for different reasons, have 
been associated with religiously 
motivated violent extremism for 
years. For ISIS, Pakistan and Af-
ghanistan are the nucleus of the 
province of “Khorasan”, which it 
seeks to position as a base camp for 
international jihad.

From a distance, many imagine 
that ISIS would draw great support 
in Pakistan and Afghanistan. In-
deed ISIS has been reaching out to 
fringe groups and especially hard-
line factions to secure allegiance 
and project its ideology and narra-
tive.

Pakistan has been accused of 
supporting the Taliban and other 
groups engaged in jihadist activi-
ties — even Osama bin Laden was 
killed in Pakistani territory. Paki-
stan was a core focus for the US-
led “War on Terror” under presi-
dent George W. Bush and became 
a country for which people around 
the world have come to hold con-
sistently unfavourable views, put-
ting it in the same band as coun-
tries such as Iran, Israel and Russia. 
Alternatively, Afghanistan became 
host to the most studied jihad and 
jihadis of the modern era, first with 
the anti-Soviet resistance, then as 
home to the global leadership of al-
Qaeda, and most recently, the place 
where NATO called an end to its 
controversial military campaign af-

ter a decade of counter-insurgency.
The Afghan government for ob-

vious reasons was fast to react to 
the potential emergence of ISIS in 
its country. Strangely, however, the 
group provides a common enemy 
for the Afghan government and 
the Taliban alike. ISIS is a strate-
gic threat to the Taliban’s political 
identity and focus.

For example, the Taliban has 
a focused political interest in Af-
ghanistan, especially southern Af-
ghanistan, whereas ISIS has global 
ambitions. The Taliban is in no 
mood to again pay the cost of asso-

ciating with groups such as al-Qae-
da, or ISIS in the current context, 
whose agenda forces far too great 
costs upon them.

As such, the Taliban has been po-
sitioning itself as a bulwark against 
ISIS penetration into southern Af-
ghanistan if not the entire country.

On the other hand, Pakistan 
remains engaged in the largest 
counter-terrorism operation in its 
history, targeting the Pakistani imi-
tation of the Taliban which Islama-
bad claims is a proxy controlled by 
India. Pakistan is going after the ex-
istential threat posed by terrorists 
with full force, and ISIS represents 
the same heretical, anti-state, and 
anarchist reactionaries threatening 
the fabric of society that the Paki-
stani Taliban does.

At the sub-state level, too, ISIS 
will struggle to find mainstream 

support, similarly to the Pakistani 
Taliban. 

The cultural rather than political 
religiosity that characterises main-
stream Pakistani society, combined 
with the deep influence of Sufi Is-
lam that is anathema to groups such 
as ISIS not only limits its popular 
appeal in Pakistan but puts the two 
into direct confrontation. Hence, 
ISIS penetration of the theatres in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan will not 
be an easy process and will face 
tough challenges by the domestic 
extremist groups.
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Demonstrators hold a banner that reads,”ISIS will be defeated, people’s resistance will win” during a 
protest against a suicide attack in southern Turkey, on July 20, 2015 in Ankara.
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I 

slamic State (ISIS) militants 
have banned home internet 
use in their capital Raqqa, in 
north-eastern Syria, for fear 
of informers after a string of 

commanders were killed in US-led 

coalition air strikes. ISIS issued a 
decree on July 20th limiting inter-
net access to public internet cafés, 
sources in Raqqa told The Arab 
Weekly. 

Even its own fighters were not 
exempt from the ban.

Internet café users are required 
to register their names and contact 
details of those they communicate 
with. ISIS may check any user’s de-

vice and café owners can be pun-
ished for any violation.

A string of apparent drone at-
tacks accurately targeting ISIS 
leaders led to militant fears of 
spies in their midst.

Three top ISIS officials were 
killed in a drone attack near a 
roundabout in Raqqa on July 8th. 
Each of the three held the title 
“emir” to denote leadership in the 

“caliphate” the militant group has 
declared in parts of Syria and Iraq.

“A civilian was also killed and 
others were wounded,” said a wit-
ness who gave his name as Abu 
Ibrahim.

“The car stopped at El-Naim 
roundabout, where the Uzbek and 
Tunisian emirs got out while two 
other people stayed in the car. Af-
ter the two men spent about 10 
minutes in a shop to buy things, 
the Uzbek emir went back into the 
car. 

After the car drove away almost 
50 metres, it was hit by a mis-
sile and everyone in the car was 
killed,” said Abu Ibrahim, a former 
Syrian opposition leader in Raqqa.

The three dead men were iden-
tified through the shop’s surveil-
lance camera, he said.

Almost a week later, Amer el-
Rafiden, the ISIS ruler of El-Kheir 
in Syria’s north-eastern Deir ez-Zor 
province, was killed along with 
Abu Osama El-Iraqi, a brother-in-
law of ISIS chief Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi.

They were on a highway linking 
Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa after leaving 
an ISIS outpost 15 minutes earlier. 
Suspicion fell on a possible inform-
ant notifying US-led forces of the 
men’s whereabouts.

“The organisation is apparently 
infiltrated. Some members can 
freely send any information they 
like without anybody knowing,” 
said Abu Ibrahim. “ISIS can’t moni-
tor satellite internet because these 
services aren’t connected to serv-
ers.”

Abu Ziad, a telecommunications 
engineer who left Raqqa nearly 
three months ago, said some inter-

net cafés in the city were hacking 
certain applications, such as free-
call and message service providers 
Viber and WhatsApp.

“These services require mobile 
numbers to verify the user’s iden-
tity and activate free calls and text 
messaging services. 

Hackers target European and US 
mobile numbers in return for 300 
Syrian pounds (about $1) per oper-
ation demanded by ISIS,” accord-
ing to Abu Ziad.

The only way to connect to the 
internet in Raqqa is via satellite 
using equipment smuggled from 
Turkey. The internet providers 
then charged homes and business-
es to use their connection.

“Bringing internet into homes 
was our main motive for doing this 
job and brought us good income 
thanks to the high demand,” said 
Mohammad Abed, an internet café 
owner.

When ISIS issued its ban on 
home internet use, service provid-
ers began taking down the satellite 
receivers from their rooftops.

“Now, it’s hard to continue. ISIS 
members told me we may be al-
lowed to operate in return for $100 
they wish to levy on each user.

“All they’re looking for is money; 
no more, no less.”
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Men installing a satellite internet dish in Raqqa, Syria.
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