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Special Focus

How many ISIS number twos does the US have to kill?

I 

n the latest drone strike 
success claimed by US 
armed forces, Haji Mutazz, 
the alleged number two in 
the Islamic State (ISIS), was 
killed while travelling in a 

car near Mosul in Iraq.
The August 18th strike was 

immediately hailed in the US 
media as a major strategic 
victory, a triumph of the use of 
drones and another sign that US 
strategy in Iraq and Syria was, 
somehow, “on the right track”.

Throughout the Middle East, 
Asia and Europe the reaction was 
very different: It was one loud 
yawn.

A yawn, it should be 
acknowledged, that was echoed 
by large numbers of sensible 
Americans who, as usual, found 
no expression in the unanimous 
cheering section and echo 
chamber that the mainstream 
media have become.

There is no doubt that Mutazz 
was killed. There is no doubt that 
he did hold a significant tactical 
command position in ISIS in Iraq. 
Why then, the yawn?

It is not because decapitation 
theory, when correctly applied 

against terrorist organisations, 
does not work. From 2002 
through 2006, Saudi security 
forces repeatedly killed the top 
leaders of what became al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). 
To be appointed head of that 
organisation in those days was 
not an honour, it was a death 
warrant, rapidly executed. On at 
least five occasions the 
operational head of AQAP was 
hunted down and killed by Saudi 
security forces.

The tactic worked. Al-Qaeda, 
despite its claimed prestige and 
bravado, got nowhere in the 
major Muslim country it most 
coveted to topple and destroy.

Why should a tactic that worked 
so well for the Saudis have 
repeatedly failed for US armed 
forces whenever they have tried it 
and claimed its success in Iraq 
repeatedly over the past 12 years 
since they first invaded and 

occupied that unhappy country?
The simple reason is that 

terrorists being hunted down in 
Saudi Arabia were being hunted 
down in a prosperous, stable state 
that has existed for more than 90 
years. They were being hunted by 
an excellent intelligence 
apparatus operating on its home 
ground among a population that 
was overwhelmingly loyal to and 
appreciated the security and 
prosperity brought about by their 
own government.

None of those conditions has 
applied over the past 12 years in 
usually, fitfully and not 
consistently US-occupied Iraq.

US policymakers of the 
exceptionally reckless, ignorant 
and incompetent George W. Bush 
administration truly believed they 
could wave the magic wand of 
their “manifest destiny” to 
remake the Middle East in their 
own image. With an insouciant 

arrogance that even the British 
empire at its worst could hardly 
have imagined, former interns 
from the Heritage Foundation even 
downloaded the traffic code of the 
US state of Maryland and 
superimposed it on Baghdad.

The Shia viciously biased 
anti-Sunni, US-propped-up 
government of prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki made things even worse. 
No surprise, therefore, that the 
Shia-dominated, “stable, 
democratic” government US 
policymakers in 2003 imagined 
they could impose on Iraq proved a 
failed state that collapsed from the 
moment it was first set up.

In these conditions it does not 
matter how many “key number 
twos” the US security 
establishment kills, or imagines it 
kills, in Iraq. The numbers are as 
irrelevant.

In Iraq, the grand strategy of the 
entire policy of national building 
was idiotic and doomed to fail in 
the first place. Therefore, a 
handful of pinprick tactical hits 
enormously exaggerated to boost 
fading morale on the home front is 
not going to change anything.

Mindlessly positive cheerleading 
may work in the fairy-tale world of 
American college football. It has 
no place among adults in the 
planning and waging of real war.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of the 
American University in Moscow 
and the author most recently of 
Gathering Storm: The Seventh Era 
of American History and the Coming 
Crisis that will Lead to It. 
(Amazon-Kindle, 2014).
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ISIS defectors 
could provide 
potent narrative, 
says UK think-tank

London

I 

slamic State (ISIS) defectors 
should be legally protected and 
used to undermine the terror-
ist group, a British think-tank 
says.

A report from UK-based Interna-
tional Centre for the Study of Radi-
calisation and Political Violence 
(ICSR) called on global lawmakers 
to remove legal “disincentives” to 
former ISIS members wanting to 
speak out against the group.

The report — Victims, Perpetra-
tors, Assets: the Narrative of Islamic 
State Defectors — studied 58 defec-
tors and their reasons for leaving 
ISIS, positing that their stories can 
be a “potentially powerful tool” in 
the fight against the group.

The report explicitly recom-
mends that governments “reorgan-
ise the value and credibility of de-
fector narratives; provide defectors 
with opportunities to speak out; 
assist them in resettlement and en-
sure their safety; and remove legal 
disincentives that prevent them 
from going public”.

Ironically, this is an approach that 
ISIS has used to recruit followers 

from other jihadist groups, allow-
ing it to secure a stranglehold on 
Islamic jihadism. The West must 
follow the same tack to tackle ISIS, 
ICSR says.

ICSR Director Peter Neumann, the 
report’s author, said governments 
must introduce legal frameworks 
to actively support and encourage 
defections. “It seems to me to be 
wrong that if someone is helping to 
deter people to join ISIS by casting 
a negative light on the group, that 
he is then being punished for it… 
People right now are being actively 
punished for speaking out and I 
think that needs to change,” he told 
Britain’s Guardian newspaper.

Analysts estimate that many of 
ISIS’s most veteran fighters defect-
ed to the group from other Syrian 
rebel or jihadist groups, notably 
al-Nusra Front, an al-Qaeda-linked 
rebel group. New recruits are often 
motivated to join ISIS over other 
groups by propaganda that is being 
disseminated by these same fight-
ers.

ISIS fighter Abu Sa’eed al-Britani, 
who made headlines in the West 
after complaining about his ISIS 
comrades, is a defector from al-
Nusra and wrote an eight-part blog 
explaining why he left the group to 
join ISIS.

The ICSR report outlines four 
main narratives for why defectors 
left ISIS, including feeling that the 
terror group was more interested in 
battling fellow Sunni Muslims than 
fighting Syrian President Bashar As-
sad; that the group commits “atroc-
ities” against fellow Sunni Muslims; 
that the group’s emirs were “cor-
rupt” and “un-Islamic”; or that the 
quality of life under ISIS was not 

what they had imagined it to be.
These narratives intersect with 

some of the reasons Britani and 
others have listed for leaving other 
jihadist groups and joining ISIS. 
“Nearly every brother who left al-
Nusra Front has a story to tell of 
why he left and what he experi-
enced and I am just another random 
brother who had had enough free 
time to come online and tell mine,” 
Britani concludes in his blog.

But questions remain as to how 
viable this approach will be in the 
fight against ISIS with the West only 
now taking tentative steps to utilise 
defectors to promote a counter-nar-
rative to ISIS recruitment.

“Our conclusions are simple. The 
defectors’ testimony can be impor-
tant in helping to prevent young 
people from being radicalised and 
recruited. No one has more cred-
ibility in challenging the [ISIS} 
narrative and giving a realistic im-

pression of the group and the totali-
tarian society it seeks to create than 
the people who have experienced 
it,” the ICSR report said.

A US State Department-run Think 
Again, Turn Away Twitter account 
is devoted to disseminating anti-
ISIS messages but has fewer than 
23,000 followers. The account has 
created the #whytheyleftdaesh 
hastag, which carries personal sto-
ries of ISIS defectors.

The UK-based counter-radicalism 
group Quilliam follows a similar 
approach, posting a report In and 
Out of Extremism that features tes-
timonies from former extremists 
who were de-radicalised. Quilliam 

Chairman Maajid Nawaz, a former 
extremist, said it is important that 
the group’s counter-extremist ef-
forts serve as a “source of active 
support for those seeking to leave 
extremist organisations”.

In an op-ed entitled The defec-
tors’ handbook to destroying the 
Islamic State published in Britain’s 
Telegraph newspaper, analyst Sa-
rah Sinno wrote: “Counter-narra-
tives come in all shapes and sizes 
and are valuable whether political, 
theological or emotional. 

But nothing is more compelling 
than the personal account of a de-
fector. As the West weighs up its 
strategy to take on ISIS in the long 
term, it is clear that shattering the 
ISIS myth through the eyewitness 
accounts of defectors must play a 
key role.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Counter narrative. International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation Director Peter Neumann 
speaks at the White House Summit to Counter Violent Extremism, last February.
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