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Horrors recounted by survivors of ISIS prisons
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I 

t has been months since they 
returned from hell but the 
scars from having been im-
prisoned by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) may never heal.

Since taking control of large por-
tions of Syria in 2014, ISIS has set 
up several prisons in Raqqa prov-
ince, incarcerating thousands of 
people on an array of charges.

The most prominent prison-
ers are held in the notorious Sadd 
al-Furat prison in Tabqa, east of 
Raqqa city, from which prisoners 
rarely come out alive. Suspects of 
collaboration with the Syrian re-
gime and opposition groups fight-
ing ISIS are mainly held at the for-
mer military tribunal prison and 
“Point 11” station, the group’s se-
curity centre.

Perpetrators of minor offences, 
such as traffic and dress-code vio-
lations, are detained in the gov-
ernorate’s prison and the Islamic 
police station. There is a women’s 
prison of al-Khansa Brigade. Al-
Manakher prison houses foreign 
ISIS members accused of viola-
tions and foreign captives.

The depth of horror in Sadd al-
Furat was revealed by a former 
ISIS member who fled to Turkey 
several months ago. “It is a terrible 
place,” said Abu Azzam, who spoke 
to The Arab Weekly but asked to be 
identified by this pseudonym.

“I have been to the Sadd prison 
more than once, transporting de-
tainees from ‘Point 11′ detention 
centre. I never saw the prisoners, 
who were locked in a closed ve-
hicle escorted by gunmen in two 
cars,” Abu Azzam said.

He said he was not allowed to en-
ter prison premises. Guards would 

take the vehicle at the entrance, 
drop off prisoners and return it to 
the gate.

“Once I gave a fighter a ride from 
the prison. He was Tunisian and 
obviously drunk with his breath 
stinking with alcohol. When I 
asked him about the prisoners, 
he said they are big fish whom we 
feed to the fish. I knew then that 
the prisoners are eventually liq-
uidated and their bodies thrown 
in al-Furat (Euphrates) river,” Abu 
Azzam added.

Torture remains a common fea-
ture of ISIS prisons. Abu Yasser, 
a former government employee, 
who requested to be identified as 
such, said he was born again after 
being released from the prison in 
the former military tribunal build-
ing in Raqqa city.

“I was arrested last July in a 
dawn raid on my home. I spent ten 
days in the prison but each day felt 
like a year during which I endured 
psychological and physical torture, 
privation and humiliation,” he said.

Torture techniques included 
shooting the limbs of prisoners to 
extract confessions, Abu Yasser 
said. “The torture I have witnessed 
is beyond imagination. In one in-
stance, the militants fired a gun in-
side the mouth of a prisoner, pierc-
ing his cheek. We were forced to 
watch the torturing of others and 
many prisoners would collapse be-
fore their turn came.”

In Mansoura, west of Raqqa, an-
other notorious ISIS prison, Sadd 
al-Ba’ath, where Ahmad al-Hajj, a 
member of Tal Abyad local council, 
and five colleagues saw “uncon-
ceivable cruelty”.

“We were blindfolded, hand-
cuffed and paraded in the city’s 
streets and forced to shout ‘We are 
apostates. We are heretics. We are 
infidels.’ The Islamic State came to 

implement the Islamic sharia and 
the rule of God,” said Hajj who has 
since fled to Turkey.

After being transferred to Sadd 
al-Ba’ath, group members said 
they thought they would be killed. 
“I cannot describe what I have wit-
nessed. It is just beyond descrip-
tion. Although we experienced 
‘soft torture’ but what we have 
seen was worse than torture itself,” 
he said.

In one of the torture sessions, 
attended by ISIS emir Abou Ali Al 
Shar’i (Fawaz Al Ali), a 25-year-
old man named Abdel Rahman, 
accused of fomenting opposition 
against ISIS, was crawling on the 
floor after his limbs were broken 
and fingernails removed under tor-
ture, Hajj said.

“Another prisoner they called 
Abu Saleh was tortured to confess 

that he was collaborating with the 
Free Syrian Army. He was lashed 
and his finger slashed off, plunging 
him into a hysterical state. He was 
cursing ISIS and accusing them 
of heresy. Abou Ali al Shar’i then 
turned to one of the masked mili-
tants and asked him to silence the 
prisoner. And so it was, with a bul-
let between the eyes.”

In Aekerci prison east of Raqqa, 
inmates are mainly media and civil 
society activists. Very few survive 
internment, according to activist 
Anwar Khodr. “No investigators 
or interrogators are allowed in that 
prison, which is run directly by 
(ISIS security chief) Abu Luqman. 
The guards do not change to pre-
vent any leakage of the identity of 
the inmates who are all residents 
of Raqqa province,” Khodr said.

“Torture methods, including 

electric shocks, lashing, stabbing 
and burning are used in interro-
gations. Some detainees admit 
untrue charges only to get killed 
and be spared fatal torture,” Khodr 
said, citing the ordeal of an activist 
whose hand was chopped off and 
was left to bleed to death.

The brutal ISIS rule is being doc-
umented by human rights groups, 
including Amnesty International, 
which released a report in De-
cember 2014 detailing killings, ar-
bitrary trials, torture and abuse. 
However, former prisoners’ ac-
counts indicate the conditions and 
abuses are worse than one could 
have imagined.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

A May 2015 file picture shows a member of the Islamic State group’s vice police known as “Hisba”, 
right, reading a verdict handed down by an Islamic court sentencing many they accused of adultery 
to lashing, in Raqqa, Syria.
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Ideological battle against ISIS is far from won

W 

hile anti-Islamic 
State (ISIS) 
forces in Syria 
and Iraq, 
backed by 
US-led coalition 

air power, have made significant 
territorial gains in recent weeks, 
the ideological battle against ISIS 
is a much more difficult struggle. 
Efforts so far by the United States 
and several Arab states have been 
inadequate and ineffective.

ISIS’s recent battlefield setbacks 
in the Iraqi city of Ramadi and in 
areas of eastern Syria prompted 
some observers to claim that ISIS 
is in retreat. In late December, 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
released an audio message that 
was interpreted by analysts as an 
attempt to rally supporters in the 
face of the setbacks. “Your state is 
still good,” he assured his follow-
ers.

Before the anti-ISIS coalition 
can take a victory lap, however, 
it needs to re-examine its efforts 
to counter ISIS propaganda. The 
fact remains that ISIS has attracted 

more than 20,000 foreign fight-
ers over the past couple of years, 
including more than 3,000 from 
Europe. Much of this success is 
due to the group’s effective exploi-
tation of social media.

According to an investigative 
report by the Washington Post, 
ISIS’s media wing “employs a 
virtual production line, turning 
battle footage captured on GoPro 
cameras into polished propaganda 
films”. The Brookings Institution 
in Washington says at least 46,000 
Twitter accounts are linked to ISIS 
followers.

The US effort at countering 
extremist propaganda only really 
started in 2011 with the establish-
ment of the Center for Strategic 
Counterterrorism Communications 
(CSCC), housed in the US State 
Department. Originally set up to 
counter al-Qaeda’s propaganda, it 
shifted its focus to ISIS after 2013.

The centre has been plagued by 
funding and staff shortages — only 
20 people worked in the centre’s 
main office as of late 2015. Some 
of the centre’s programmes have 
been controversial and counterpro-
ductive. For example, in 2014, it 
attempted to mock ISIS with a You-
Tube video called Welcome to ISIS 
Land, which was meant to parody 
ISIS propaganda about how great 
things were in the territory under 
its control. ISIS counter-attacked 
with a video called Run, Do Not 
Walk to US Terrorist State.

Some US terrorism experts say 
that engaging in a parody war does 

not work because the message 
is not taken seriously by young 
people and depictions of ISIS vio-
lence in US-produced videos only 
expands the pro-ISIS audience.

US Representative Ed Royce, 
R-Calif., chairman of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, called 
the video “ineffective”. Even 
Undersecretary for Public Diplo-
macy and Public Affairs at the State 
Department Richard Stengel who 
oversees the CSCC, admitted that 
such videos were “not resonating 
in ways I would have hoped”.

Such soul-searching prompted 
the White House to bring in an 
outside panel of experts, including 
some from Silicon Valley, to review 
the CSCC. Although the review 
panel endorsed more recent State 
Department efforts to bring in 
Middle East allies in the anti-ISIS 
propaganda effort and to highlight 
personal stories from ISIS defec-
tors, it questioned whether the 
United States “should be involved 
in overt messaging at all” because 
young Muslims do not see mes-
saging from Washington as being 
credible.

Outside Washington, US dip-
lomats have worked with UAE 
officials to set up an anti-ISIS 
messaging operation in the United 
Arab Emirates and other such 
operational centres are planned for 
Malaysia and Nigeria. But this begs 
the questions of what Muslim na-
tions have been doing so far in this 
ideological struggle and why they 
have not done more themselves.

Egypt’s political and religious 
leaders, from President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi to the grand sheikh 
of Al-Azhar, have taken the lead 
in denouncing ISIS propaganda, 
which seems to be a good start. 
But for many disaffected Muslim 
youth, such messaging probably 
falls on deaf ears. It may make 
more sense to have young ISIS 
defectors talk directly to youth 
groups about how they were 
swayed by ISIS propaganda only to 
find a completely different situa-
tion once they arrived in Syria.

Other Arab and Muslim states 
need to step up and reach out to 
their own young people in more 
imaginative and effective ways 
than simply having establishment 
preachers and political leaders give 
sermons and lectures on the evils 
of ISIS.

A better use of US resources 
would be to work quietly with 
those countries in devising effec-
tive messaging techniques rather 
than producing videos with a US 
imprimatur.

The war against ISIS is not just 
one of territory but also of ideas 
and the only way to counter an 
idea effectively is to discredit 
it from credible and believable 
sources.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East Center 
at the University of
Massachusetts-Lowell and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Before the anti-ISIS 
coalition can succeed, it 
must re-examine its efforts 
to counter ISIS propaganda.

It has been months 
since they returned 
from hell but the 
scars from having 
been imprisoned by 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS) may never 
heal.


