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T
he Islamic State (ISIS) is urging Muslims to get rid of 
satellite dishes which, it claims, are “destroying 
their beliefs and polluting their ethics”.

“The enemies of Islam are waging a media war on 
the Islamic State that is no less dangerous than the 
military campaign,” the terror group said in a recent 
video filmed in Raqqa, Syria, and posted on one of 

its social media accounts.
ISIS’s concerns about satellite television are consistent with its 

totalitarian aspiration to achieve total mind control over its 
followers. Any expression of different views is perceived by the 
terrorist group as a mortal threat to its control.

ISIS exploits the world’s open media borders to disseminate its 
poisonous brew but wants to keep all doors and windows shut to 
counter-narratives.

The ISIS narrative has drawn in many confused souls across the 
Middle East and North Africa but revulsion at its blood-soaked 
tactics is shared by the overwhelming majority of the Arab 
public. The destruction of satellite dishes will not prevent the 
expression of views that challenge its twisted ideology.

An opinion survey of Arab North African societies (Algeria, 
Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Morocco) shows a clear disavowal of 
ISIS by large majorities, varying between 89.6% and 96.4%. 
Approval of the jihadist group ranges from 1% to 2.8%, a very slim 
number but one that is a potential source of concern for the North 
African countries from where many of the ISIS recruits have 
hailed.

Survey respondents said unemployment, poverty, money and 
“lack of awareness” are the driving factors attracting potential 
recruits. Mosques and the internet were described as the two 
main venues of recruitment.

The hundreds of satellite TV channels, Arab and foreign, have 
an important role to play disseminating the counter-narrative to 
the ISIS discourse. It is important to note, however, that audi-
ences across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region are 
shifting in many countries from regional to local TV channels.

The month of Ramadan, which is about to dawn, is a time of 
religious practice but also of high television viewership. Promot-
ing the values of peace and tolerance should be among the 
priorities of TV channels across the region during this period.

The other key battlefield is the internet. ISIS and other jihadist 
groups make great use of social media to broadcast propaganda. 
The global loopholes that allow the ISIS narrative to seep in 
despite national, regional and international efforts remain an 
issue of concern.

The new EU “code of conduct on illegal online hate speech” 
aims to close some of the lingering gaps by stipulating that 
Facebook, Google, YouTube, Twitter and Microsoft should act on 
reports of hate speech within 24 hours.

A number of governments and non-governmental organisa-
tions have been clamouring for such a protocol but it is bound to 
remain controversial among those who see it an infringement on 
free speech. A delicate balance must be struck even if the threat 
of the ISIS narrative is beyond debate. Totalitarianism, jihadist or 
otherwise, has no future.
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Editorial

Opinion

Iran and the battle
for Falluja

I
raq is passing through an 
extraordinary set of circum-
stances. To put it simply: 
Iraq is facing an Iranian 
attempt to show that it is 
Tehran that has the first and 

last word in the country, not the 
Americans or even the Iraqi 
government and its military. It 
wants to show that there is no 
going back. Post-2003 Iraq, with 
Iran in the ascendancy, is here to 
stay.

Iran was the other side in the 
US invasion of Iraq in 2003. More 
than 13 years after the war ended, 
Iraq’s Shias — marginalised during 
the Saddam Hussein era — are 
doing nothing to prioritise the 
Iraqi national identity, preferring 
instead to rely on sectarian 
accounting. The involvement of 
Iran-backed Shia militias in the 
battle for Falluja only confirms 
this.

We have seen the battle against 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Falluja, 
which includes the presence of 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps’ al-Quds Force commander 
Qassem Soleimani on the outskirts 
of the city as well as the return of 
former Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki to the scene. All of this 
confirms that the idea of reform in 
Iraq is a thing of the past.

What about another pillar of 
Iraq’s Shia community, Muqtada 
al-Sadr? He is not part of this new 
scene. It is clear that in the past he 
played the role that was required 
of him but this ended when Iran 
traded a more hands-off approach 
for its current direct involvement 
on the ground. Tehran took this 
position after it became clear that 
the US forces in Iraq were unable 
or unwilling to play a leading role, 
leaving the door open for Iran to 
take that position for itself.

Following the invasion, there 
had initially been Iranian fears 
that Iraq’s new army would find 
itself under US control and there 
would be close cooperation 
between the Iraqi Defence 

Ministry and the 
Pentagon. That 
ultimately did not 
emerge. Most recently, 
and with the new 
offensive against ISIS 
in Falluja, Tehran has 
made sure to indicate 
to all observers that 
Iraq’s government 
forces have no real 

effective power on the ground 
and that it is the Shia militias or 
Popular Mobilisation Forces that 
are leading the fight.

Alongside the fight against 

ISIS, there have been reports 
of sectarian conflict, including 
reported crimes against humanity, 
which have completely destroyed 
attempts to unite Iraqis — Sunnis 
and Shias alike — against ISIS 
and instead created dangerous 
sectarian tensions. The Shia-
dominated Iraqi government can 
pretend that all Iraqis are united 
in the fight against terrorism as 
much as it likes but that is simply 
not true.

ISIS’s presence in Iraq is the best 
thing that could have happened 
for Iran, allowing it to strengthen 
its presence and drag Iraq’s 
Shias into a sectarian conflict. 
Tehran is using ISIS to portray 
the Sunni-dominated provinces 
where the group has taken over 
as hives of terrorism. Under the 
pretext of destroying ISIS, the 
Shia militias are carrying out 
sectarian operations that serve 
Iran’s interests and threaten 
Iraq’s unity and identity. Even the 
capital, Baghdad, has changed. 

Once a city where there was no 
difference between its Sunni, Shia 
and Christian inhabitants, now it 
is a completely different city.

The battle for Falluja might be 
a battle against ISIS but it is also a 
battle that serves Iran. Otherwise, 
why else would Tehran devote 
so much time and attention to it? 
The Iranians are seeking to hit 
two birds with one stone with the 
Falluja offensive. Victory would 
embarrass the Americans, who 
have been slow to make progress 
against ISIS, while it would also 
strengthen the Iran-backed 
militias in Iraq and beyond.

Of course it is important to fight 
ISIS and retake Falluja and all the 
other Iraqi towns and cities that 
this vile terrorist group has taken 
control of but we must be careful 
that we do not turn victory against 
ISIS into defeat for Iraq.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted from 
the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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