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After the internet, TV is next on ISIS blacklist

Urfa, Turkey

W 

ith music, private 
internet access, 
schools and smok-
ing all banned by 
the Islamic State 

(ISIS), television appears to be next 
to join the militant group’s length-
ening blacklist.

ISIS wants to prevent residents 
of Raqqa, its Syrian bastion, from 
watching television channels it ac-
cuses of poisoning people’s minds 
and fuelling rebellion. Although 
a decision has not been officially 
announced, imams in the city’s 
mosques have been preaching 
against watching programmes that 
broadcast “lies and calumnies”.

“There is nothing that ISIS cannot 
implement. All it takes is to chop off 
the head of one or two people un-
der the pretext of watching televi-
sion and the whole city would be 
disciplined,” said Anwar al-Khodar, 
a lawyer and activist from Raqqa 
who fled to the Turkish border.

“No one would then dare go near 
a television set. One would even 
break his own television set in or-
der to prevent any member of his 
family from using it.”

Khodar argued that ISIS, having 
mastered social media to promote 
its cause “has realised that a coun-
ter media war against them is being 

waged through the broadcast of 
professional documentaries, ex-
posing their crimes and the corrup-
tion of their emirs”.

ISIS is seeking religious justifi-
cations for its move, claiming that 
watching TV is banned by Islam on 
the grounds that it sows dissent 
among Muslims and harms their 
minds and spirits, said a resident of 
Raqqa who asked to be identified 
as Mohamad Ali.

Ali, who attends Friday ser-
mons at the city’s main mosque 
of al-Fawaz, said the majority of 
mosques started preaching a ban 
on television on the instructions 
of ISIS. He quoted the imam of al-
Fawaz mosque, an ISIS disciple, as 
criticising Qatar’s Al Jazeera and 
Saudi-owned channel Al Arabiya 
for “diffusing fake news”. “The 
imam claimed that an edict will 
be issued soon banning television, 
except for listening to the Quran on 
Fridays,” Ali said.

Ali, a former government em-
ployee, said ISIS was using Raqqa 
residents as guinea pigs for new 
policies, unlike other territories 
under its control. “We have be-
come an experiment field for any 
decision that comes to their mind, 
because the people here have be-
come obedient after witnessing so 
many atrocities committed against 
‘violators’ of their edicts,” he said.

Since capturing Raqqa and de-
claring it its capital in early 2014, 
ISIS has banned smoking and mu-
sic, ordered women to wear the 
niqab (veil) and prevented those 
under 45 years old from leaving the 
city, as well as making men grow 
beards and wear loose clothes.

The terror group recently banned 
private internet access in Raqqa in 

a crackdown on activists exposing 
its daily atrocities. Users must go to 
internet cafés operated and moni-
tored by ISIS officials if they want 
to communicate online.

The ban would obviously affect 
activists of the social media cam-
paign Raqqa is Being Slaughtered 
Silently, which documents ISIS 
abuses in the north Syrian city, as 
well as potential defectors trying to 
arrange for their safe departure out 
of the territory.

Many activists consider an ISIS 
intention to ban television as a 
veiled excuse to raid houses, point-
ing out that with less than 4 hours 
a day of electricity, watching televi-
sion is a rare luxury.

According to activist Hasan Mou-
sa, ISIS viewed television as a “big 
danger” to its rule. “All channels 
are seeking to topple the caliphate 
and fuel rebellion against the group 
and even children’s programmes 
are regarded by ISIS as tools to stir 

animosity against them,” Mousa 
said.

“Raqqa, which was classified by 
CNN as the third most dangerous 
city in the world, has become an-
other Afghanistan [under the Tali-
ban], if not worse,” he said. “The 
Taliban banned television and 
closed down movie theatres.

 In Raqqa today, ISIS is follow-
ing in their footsteps, by shutting 
down the only movie theatre in the 
city, and now they are planning to 
deprive the people of watching tel-
evision.”

The ISIS media machine has 
campaigned to discredit satellite 
television, which they accused of 

“disseminating lies aimed at desta-
bilising the Islamic caliphate’s 
peace and security and poisoning 
the people’s mind”.

Abou Nasser, a school teacher in 
Raqqa, said ISIS has set up giant 
screens and publicity boards in the 
city’s main squares and public cen-
tres to promote its ideas, images 
of force and military victories. “In 
addition to that, ISIS is circulating 
two big vehicles in the city’s neigh-
bourhoods where it screens videos 
of its exploits,” Nasser said.

“The most dangerous thing about 
the mobile cinema is that the audi-
ence is mainly made up of children 
and a few elderly who have nothing 
to do and want to pass time,” the 
educator warned.

A resident of Raqqa, who identi-
fied himself as Alaa’ Ibrahim, ques-
tioned ISIS’s ability to implement 
the television ban. “The people 
would probably spend the whole 
day of Friday watching television, 
not only listening to the Quran,” he 
said.

But if ISIS starts to confiscate 
satellite dishes and television sets 
from Raqqa houses, it would mean 
they were serious about their deci-
sion, he noted.

Meanwhile, sources in the city 
of Shaddadi, an ISIS bastion east of 
Raqqa, said the group had already 
imposed the television ban.

“A campaign to remove all the sat-
ellite dishes is already under way in 
Shaddadi under the supervision of 
ISIS leader Raheel al-Harout,” one 
source said.

Raqqa appears to be next.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly reporter in northern Syria.
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t has been just more than a year 
since fighters of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) swept out of their 
Syrian strongholds and seized 
large areas of neighbouring 

Iraq, including Mosul, the country’s 
second largest city.

Some 6,000 coalition air strikes 
later, one of the more positive as-
sessments of the struggle to defeat 
the jihadists and their self-declared 
state is that it has reached a stale-
mate.

That was the view of Robert Nel-
ler, a veteran US Marine Corps lieu-
tenant-general, when he appeared 
before a US Senate committee in 
July to be confirmed as the corps’ 
new commander.

Pressed by a characteristically 
testy Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., 
to say whether ISIS was losing the 
war, Neller said it was not: “I don’t 
believe they’re winning either. I be-
lieve they’re at a stalemate.”

McCain, a hardliner on the issue, 
took a more pessimistic view of 
the outlook, both in the air and on 
the ground, where he argued that 
Iranian-backed Shia militias in Iraq 
were the only ones fighting the in-
surgents.

The senator is among critics who 
say the Obama administration is not 
doing enough to combat the ISIS 
threat. He demands a more robust 
response, including the deploy-
ment of US forward air controllers 
to boost the effectiveness of coali-
tion air strikes.

However, with governments and 
public opinion in the United States 
and other Western allies firmly op-
posed to a “boots on the ground” 
strategy, the assumption is that a re-
generated Iraqi Army will inevitably 
have to take the lead.

That, at least, was the mainstream 
US view as put forward by Neller at 
the Senate hearing, although Mc-
Cain retorted: “General, they can’t 
do it themselves, we know that, 
the Iraqis cannot do it. That’s why 
they’re losing.”

McCain might be criticised for 
overlooking progress made in reha-

bilitating an Iraqi military that fled 
in the face of an assault by a much 
smaller ISIS force in 2014. Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
successor to the divisive Nuri al-
Maliki, has reshuffled the military 
command and appealed for more 
weapons and training to counter the 
ISIS threat.

And, although Abadi has rejected 
the option of Western soldiers join-
ing the fight, he says more can be 
offered in terms of intelligence and 
air surveillance.

Whatever progress he and his 
generals might claim about the Iraqi 
Army’s combat readiness, this has 
yet to significantly translate itself 
onto the battlefield in a decisive 
way. In 2014, there was talk of a 
counter-attack to reconquer Mosul 
but was rapidly abandoned. Since 
then ISIS has seized Ramadi, 120 kil-
ometres west of Baghdad, and other 
strongpoints in Anbar province.

Now coalition strategists want 
the Iraqis to take on ISIS in Ramadi. 
Iraqi forces recently surrounded 
the city and are preparing a final 
assault. “It’s a slow, methodical, 
deliberate advance,” said US Navy 
Commander Elissa Smith, a Penta-
gon spokeswoman.

Ramadi is not Mosul but a victory 
there would allow Iraq and its coali-
tion partners to assert that the per-
ceived stalemate has been broken.

Meanwhile, ISIS has been pushed 
back along its 1,000-kilometre 
frontier with Iraq’s Kurdish region, 
while it has been on the defensive 
against Kurdish forces in neigh-
bouring Syria after being pushed 
out of the Turkish border town of 
Kobane.

Elsewhere, however, the fluctu-
ating frontlines, with ISIS popping 
up on new fronts even as they are 
pushed back on old ones, appear 
to bear out Neller’s assessment of a 
stalemate.

The problem is partly military, 
partly political. On the ground, the 
ISIS tactic of using suicide attack-
ers in armoured vehicles to blast 
through its enemies’ lines has pro-
voked shock and awe among de-
fenders who are often too badly 
equipped to resist.

ISIS deaths, estimated at between 
10,000 and 15,000, appear to have 
contributed little to dent the move-
ment’s capabilities. They have been 
replaced by new foreign recruits ar-
riving across Turkey’s porous bor-
ders and Western intelligence agen-
cies say ISIS maintains the same 

strength — 20,000-30,000 people 
— it had a year ago.

The prospect of securing those 
borders was at least one element 
that led the United States and other 
NATO allies to welcome Turkey’s 
entry into the anti-ISIS war.

But that intervention itself raises 
the problem of the other essential 
ingredient of the fightback — poli-
tics. Turkey’s decision to simultane-
ously strike its old domestic enemy, 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
provoked a backlash from the very 
Kurdish forces that have actually 
scored significant victories against 
ISIS. It was just another example 
of how the self-interest of players 
ranged against ISIS has trumped 
the need for a unified response. 
These divisions are reflected on the 
ground, with splits among those 
who look to the United States or 
Iran, or perhaps to the Gulf states, 
as international sponsors.

In the absence of a more focused 
and coordinated campaign in the 
coming year, the status of the battle 
against ISIS in 12 months could still 
be “stalemate”.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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Still a stalemate. Iraqi Army soldiers patrolling with new US-made weapons and armoured vehicles in an eastern suburb of Ramadi, in July.
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