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Opinion

O
n August 23rd, the Islamic State (ISIS) destroyed 
the temple of Baal Shamin, a major monument in 
Syria’s ancient city of Palmyra.

The temple, part of a World Heritage site, was the 
first major Roman-era monument targeted by ISIS. 
The monument, dating to the first century, was 
dedicated to the Phoenician god of rain and fertility.

Since May 21st, when it took control of Palmyra, ISIS has used 
the ancient city of Palmyra to stage endless theatrics of horror. It 
executed 25 Syrian government soldiers in the Roman amphithea-
tre before a crowd of onlookers, destroyed a number of shrines 
and monuments including the Lion Statue of Athena — a unique 
limestone piece standing before the city museum. More recently, it 
executed and mutilated Khaled Asaad, the 82-year-old antiquities 
chief of the city.

All of these atrocities were filmed and posted online.
Through its acts of destruction, ISIS seeks to shock world opinion 

and attract potential followers from among those who find such acts 
of barbarity a source of inspiration. But ISIS’s image, its “brand”, 
is already well-established as a ruthless, bloodthirsty and terror-
driven organisation.

Throughout the years, al-Qaeda, the Taliban and ISIS (and their 
offshoots) have made a point of obliterating monuments of world 
heritage that did not reflect their dogmatic vision of history. The 
Taliban destroyed two gigantic Buddha statues near the Afghan 
town of Bamiyan in 2001, while al-Qaeda militants destroyed many 
of the mausoleums of Mali’s Timbuktu in 2012. In 2014, ISIS blew up 
the Nabi Yunus and Nimrud shrines in Mosul, Iraq.

UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova said: “Daesh is killing 
people and destroying sites but it cannot silence history and will 
ultimately fail to erase this great culture from the memory of the 
world.

“Despite the obstacles and fanaticism, human creativity will 
prevail, buildings and sites will be rehabilitated, and some will be 
rebuilt.”

Preventing ISIS, also known by the Arabic acronym Daesh, from 
destroying archaeological sites is indeed a worthy objective. But ful-
filling that objective requires, first and foremost, intensified interna-
tional cooperation to defeat ISIS on the battlefield. Protecting world 
historic heritage would also benefit from more concerted efforts 
to stop international trafficking of plundered artefacts, a business 
driven purely by greed. ISIS’s puritanical streak cannot hide its 
involvement in the looting of ancient artefacts for monetary gain.

But the real threat posed by ISIS is about much more than the 
destruction of historic monuments.

It is about a terrorising messenger that is sending thousands of 
Syrians, Iraqis and other Middle Easterners fleeing for their lives 
across the sea. It is about the rest of the world coming to associate 
every migrant or Arab-looking person, who is travelling by train or 
plane, with terror intent.

Priority should be given to combating the ideology of death that 
drives ISIS to commit its atrocities and pollutes the minds of too 
many young people. The responsibility for that will have to be 
borne by Islamic institutions but also by governments, civil society 
and the media in Middle East and North Africa region.

As misguided as it is, this ideology exerts a powerful draw on 
vulnerable fringes in the Arab-Muslim world and beyond. It serves 
no purpose to underestimate the problem.

The problem beyond the 
destruction of Baal Shamin
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Fear of ISIS

A 

lthough part of 
what’s happening in 
Iraq is eerily 
reminiscent of the 
events leading up to 
the 2003 US inva-

sion, the subsequent occupation 
of the country and the sectarian 
divisions that followed, the 
threat itself has evolved into a 
more frightful enemy with a far 
deadlier arsenal.

Indeed, a number of intelli-
gence officials have shown great 
concern at the possibility that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) may be in 
possession of elements that 
would allow it to go nuclear.

Of course, at this point, this all 
seems to be guesswork as nobody 
really knows what’s going on in 
the regions controlled by ISIS.

Is the threat of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs) true?

The “other” Axis of Evil — 
George W. Bush, Dick Cheney and 
Donald Rumsfeld, respectively 
former US president, vice-presi-
dent and secretary of Defense — 
proved that if you inject the right 
doses of fear among the popu-
lace, it will give you the right to 
get away with murder — quite 
literally.

In fact, Iraq Body Count, a 
non-profit organisation that has 
been keeping meticulous records 
of violent deaths in Iraq since the 
start of the US invasion, has 
recorded the deaths of 219,000. 
Add to that 6,900, the number of 
US service personnel.

Members of the George W. Bush  
administration took every 
opportunity to feed the monster 
and raise the level of hype and 
fear to obtain a green light for the 
project. Those included the 
presentation at the UN Security 
Council by then secretary of State 
Colin Powell and the blind 
support offered to the Bush 
administration by then British 
prime minister Tony Blair.

There was much talk then, as 
there is now, of “dirty” bombs and 
how easy it could be for the Iraqi 
leadership of the time to target 

any city in the world. All 
they needed was an old 
suitcase and an airline 
ticket. They had no need 
for perfected delivery 
rockets or missiles. So all 
this talk about Iran having 
the capability… Yeah, but 
that’s another story 
altogether.

Hold on a minute. The 
whole concept behind the 

US invasion of Iraq, so we 
were told, was to prevent Saddam 
Hussein from using weapons of 

mass destruction. And now we are 
back where we started, only with 
a fairly large disadvantage.

If memory serves well, there 
were hundreds of UN special 
inspectors running up and down 
the country, chased by CNN, 
looking practically in Saddam’s 
closets, under his bed and digging 
up trenches hither and yonder? 
And they came up with zilch, 
nada, rien, nothing.

Now we are being told that the 
newest threat to the region comes 
from those very same WMDs.

Either they think we are 
downright idiotic and that we will 
buy into the Weapons of Mass 
Destruction Ploy, Part Two, or we 
are idiots for buying into the 
Weapons of Mass Destruction 
Ploy, Part Two.

This is somewhat confusing at 
best, either there were WMDs or 
there weren’t. If there were 
weapons of mass destruction in 
Iraq, then why did the Americans 
not find any and if there weren’t 
any then where is ISIS getting 
them from?

Several Western intelligence 
and some high-ranking members 
of the armed forces fear that ISIS is 
in possession of enough radioac-
tive material to put together at 
least one dirty bomb.

For the benefit of readers who 
might not be up to par on their 
terrorism lexicon, a dirty bomb is 
nuclear waste particles wrapped 
around conventional explosives. 
The immediate result is an 
explosion that leaves the site with 
nuclear contamination for 
decades. If such a bomb were 
placed in Manhattan, for example, 
it would contaminate large 
portions of the island, rendering it 
uninhabitable.

The one certainty this time 
around is there is no need to 
convince anyone about the need 
to remove ISIS as a threat.
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