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F 

oreign jihadists hold privi-
leged positions within the 
Islamic State (ISIS) as they 
impose cruelty and misery 
on Syrians who live under 

their rule, according to testimonies 
from defectors to be published this 
spring.

“The Westerners joining ISIS usu-
ally go because they believe in the 
caliphate. They’re ideologically 
driven. When they arrive, they be-
come highly privileged within ISIS, 
and they act with impunity, and the 
locals don’t like them,” said Anne 
Speckhard.

Speckhard teaches psychology at 
Georgetown University and is au-
thor of several books on terrorism. 
She has interviewed more than 500 
terror suspects from many coun-
tries and has worked with the US 
officials on de-radicalisation pro-
grammes in Iraq.

More recently, she and Ahmet 
Yayla, Turkish former chief of coun-
terterrorism who resides in the 
United States, have been interview-
ing Syrian ISIS defectors hiding in 
Turkey.

An estimated two-thirds of ji-
hadists fighting for ISIS in Syria are 
foreign. This figure includes Arab 
nationals and other non-Westerners 
in addition to fighters from Europe 
and North America. A majority of 
the sheikhs who conduct sharia 
training as well as emirs — provin-

cial leaders who earn their positions 
after demonstrating unwavering 
loyalty to ISIS — are foreign.

Even among the women’s ranks 
in the hisbah (vice) police, foreign-
ers are visible and often hold top 
positions. They are in charge of im-
plementing the ISIS interpretation 
of sharia, even when it undermines 
the local economy, such as forcing 
women who traditionally farm to 
remain indoors or wear a full niqab, 
which makes their work difficult.

Speckhard and Yayla also iden-
tify a little publicised psychological 
phenomenon that helps make a ter-
rorist.

“It’s called ‘euphoria of martyr-
dom’. We did a study and found that 
terrorists can feel very powerful, 
even euphoric, in the time leading 

up to their suicide attack,” Speck-
hard said, referring to interviews 
with terror suspects who survived 
or aborted their attacks. “We see 
the same phenomenon in people 
who attempt to commit suicide. It’s 
the brain giving endorphins when 
you’re in a state of extreme fear.”

Speckhard lived in Belgium for 
seven years until 2007. Her research 
revealed blatant prejudice in hiring 
practices involving immigrants of 
North African descent and some-
times witnessed discrimination by 
Belgian authorities. In one case, a 
young American woman was physi-
cally accosted by Belgian boys of 
North African descent, she said.

“The police rounded up the first 
North African kid they saw and 
asked the assault victim to identify 

him as the perpetrator,” Speckhard 
said. “The police didn’t care wheth-
er the guy they had in custody was 
[the right one]. They just wanted 
the victim to press charges. The vic-
tim was actually more distraught by 
this than by the attack itself.”

Speckhard added that discrimina-
tion against Muslims might have led 
Belgian authorities to dismiss the 
threat of ISIS recruitment. Belgian 
authorities have been criticised for 
poor coordination with European 
counterparts and Turkish law en-
forcement. The Turks claim that 
they warned Brussels about the 
men who carried out recent attacks.

“The easiest thing from a policy 
standpoint is to wish they would 
die in Syria,” said Speckhard, refer-
ring to Belgian jihadists. She echoed 
a sentiment expressed privately by 
Western diplomats in Washington 
who say their governments have 
not been doing enough to pursue lo-
cally born jihadists in the hope they 
would be killed in Syria.

While some jihadists, might vol-
unteer for suicide attacks, ISIS has 
been known to coerce the local 
population into volunteering their 
young children for the grim task. 
A former Syrian child soldier who 
defected from ISIS described to 
Speckhard and Yayla how the terror 
group ran a camp for the “Caliphate 
Cubs”, training boys as young as 7 to 
become suicide attackers.

Yayla said economics and other 
pragmatic reasons often push Syr-
ians who live under ISIS rule to join 
the terror group.

“When ISIS controls territory, 

they control all economic means 
— the oil, the wheat, all jobs,” said 
Yayla. “Out of the 25 we’ve inter-
viewed so far, only three or four told 
us they joined ISIS based on ideol-
ogy. Another three or four told us 
that ISIS forced them to join or be 
killed. Two were female and they 
were ISIS brides. The rest joined out 
of circumstance, like hunger.”

Speckhard and Yayla are helping 
Western governments develop a 
narrative to counter terror recruit-
ment. They say that listening to the 
horrifying stories of defectors might 
be the best deterrent for Western ji-
hadists who might join ISIS believ-
ing they are helping “fellow Mus-
lims”.

“The best way to counter terror-
ism recruitment is to hear the sto-
ries of defectors — why they left ISIS 
and why anyone thinking of joining 
shouldn’t,” said Speckhard. “We do 
this to counter gang violence and 
recruitment. So why not with ter-
rorism?”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Stories of defectors can provide counter-narrative
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“The best way to 
counter terrorism 
recruitment is to 
hear the stories of 
defectors.”

Georgetown University 
professor Anne Speckhard.

Deconstructing the ISIS narrative
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A 

youb el-Khaz-
zani, a 25-year 
old Moroccan, 
watched jihad-
ist chants or 
anashid on his 
mobile phone 
on a busy high-

speed train before bursting out 
from a toilet cubicle armed and 
shirtless.

His attempt to shoot passen-
gers of the Amsterdam-Paris 
train was foiled in August 2015 
when he was subdued by Ameri-
can off-duty servicemen, their 
friend and a 62-year-old British 
consultant.

Khazzani was carrying an as-
sault rifle, 270 rounds of ammu-
nition, a pistol, a bottle of petrol, 
a box-cutter and a hammer.

The Moroccan had attended 
a radical mosque in southern 
Spain. His itinerary resembled 
that of dozens of thousands of 
young Muslims lured by the ex-
tremist fringe of Salafist subcul-
ture, which boasts thousands of 
anashids.

Jihadists listen to the chants in 
safe houses, training camps and 
battlefield trenches and often 
when they prepare for suicide 
attacks.

The subculture, which un-
derpins the narrative of jihadist 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS), al-Qaeda and al-Shabab, 
is of interest to Mohamed 
Toumi, of the Tunisian Centre 
for Economic and Social Stud-
ies (CERES), a government-run 
think-tank. He is a university 
teacher who specialises in the 
deconstruction of terrorist dis-
course.

Like many researchers, Toumi 
checks Salafist propaganda to 
try to understand why tens of 
thousands of young Muslims 
voluntarily choose to live under 
strict puritanical ISIS rule and 
bear its black flag.

He looks to offer guidance to 
experts trying to fashion effec-
tive counter-narratives to stem 
the flow of ISIS recruits.

Toumi said ISIS and other 
radical Salafist groups follow an 
“absolute Salafist path” although 
they “embrace aspects of mo-
dernity in their confrontation”, 
including the choice of media 
they use to pitch propaganda.

Radical Salafists have carved 
out a convenient Islamic subcul-
ture with its symbols and inter-
pretations. They have come, for 
instance, to reinterpret crying as 
a signal of spiritual passion and 
devotion contrary to its percep-
tion in the mainstream culture as 
an unmanly emotion.

Radical Islamists are encour-
aged to construe crying as a sign 
of devotion and submission to 
Allah. In jihadist lore, there are 
many stories of militants weep-
ing as they drive explosive-laden 
vehicles on suicide missions.

Jihadists also shed tears when 
listening to anashids, watch-
ing propaganda videos, sharing 
news about the predicaments of 
fellow Sunni Muslims or dream-
ing about the afterlife.

Anashids are connected to 
poetry, another staple of jihad-
ist subculture. Across the Arab 
and Islamic world, poetry is 
more widely used as a means of 
communicating emotions than 
in most other cultures. Militants 
use the genre to their own ends 
and jihadist poets have devel-
oped a vast library of extremist 
poetry.

“Through the use of literary 
Arabic in most of their anashids 
they erase specific identities 
within the Muslim world,” said 
Toumi.

The most famous ISIS poet is a 
Syrian woman in her 20s known 
as Ahlam al-Nasr — “Dreams of 
Victory”. Her best-known col-
lection, Blaze of Truth, has lines 
such as: “Shake the throne of the 
cross and extinguish the fire of 
the Zoroastrians / Strike down 
every adversity and go reap 
those heads.”

More important, radical 
jihadists have reinterpreted the 
meaning of jihad to align with 
their wishes. Within Islamic 
texts, as interpreted by tradi-
tional scholars, the concept of 
“jihad” is described as a two-
fold struggle: “smaller jihad” 
and “greater jihad”. The “‘small-
er jihad” — the jihad of the 
sword — represents the last form 
of struggle against non-Muslims 
to free occupied land. “Greater 
jihad” involves an individual’s 
inner struggle to triumph over 
evil impulses.

Radical Salafists have, how-
ever, ensconced violent jihad 
as a duty for every Muslim. It is 
what justifies Muslims toppling 
“tyrannical” or “corrupt” rulers 
and vanquishing non-Muslim 
“aggressors”.

Radical Salafists, Toumi said, 
“base their military narratives 
on their particular interpreta-
tion of Islamic history. They 
believe the forefathers of Islam 
prioritised their efforts in order 
to deal with the enemy at home, 
first, before turning to the ‘far 
enemy’ as were the Persians and 
Romans.

“The discourse justifies terror-
ism by providing a narrative that 
shows sympathy and empathy 
with oppressed Muslims around 
the world.”.

It was not known what bits 
of ISIS narrative the Moroccan 
migrant aboard the high-speed 
train was watching in the mo-
ments before he attempted to 
attack passengers. But the radi-
cal Islamist narrative has fighters 
dreaming of meeting beautiful 
women in heaven shortly after 
they are killed in the battlefield 
or in suicide attacks.

“The obsessive draw to wom-
en appears with intensity in the 
jihadist narrative. Fair females 
with wide lovely eyes appear at 
the end of the journey as the ul-
timate goal which lures youth to 
sacrifice their lives cheaply. The 
attraction to women overshad-
ows the whole picture of the 
paradise they seek,” Toumi said.
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Radical jihadists have reinterpreted 
the meaning of jihad to align with 
their wishes.


