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Defector from extremism recounts his journey

Beirut

C 

olonel Bakour Salim, 
leader of a rebel group af-
filiated with the Free Syr-
ian Army (FSA), was as-
sassinated in June by an 

Islamic State (ISIS) suicide bomber 
apparently because he had alleg-
edly been collaborating with a Euro-
pean intelligence service in the war 
against the jihadists in the desert re-
gion where the borders of Syria, Iraq 
and Jordan converge.

Regional sources identified the 
European agency as Britain’s Se-
cret Intelligence Service, popu-
larly known as MI6. MI6, like the 
US Central Intelligence Agency, is 
well-entrenched in Jordan with the 
Hashemite kingdom’s General Intel-
ligence Directorate, one of the most 
efficient security services in the 
Arab world and a key element in the 
expanding secret war against ISIS.

Salim commanded the Ahmad al-
Abdo Martyrs Forces, a little-known 
group believed to be supported 
by the United States and Jordan. 
The High Negotiations Commit-
tee, which represents Syrian rebel 
organisations at the faltering peace 
negotiations in Geneva, said Salim 
was a member of the group.

Salim was killed June 9th at a base 
in the eastern Qalamoun Mountains 
of Syria, where his group had made 
advances against ISIS. His assas-
sination could also be viewed as 
a jihadist attempt to sabotage the 
faltering peace process as well as an 
attack on Western intelligence ser-
vices that run their secret war from 
Jordan.

The British newspaper the Times 
reported in June that a Jordan-based 
detachment of Britain’s elite Spe-
cial Air Service (SAS) was crossing 
into Syria to support the New Syr-
ian Army (NSA). The NSA, suppos-

edly made up of defectors from Syr-
ian Army special forces troops and 
backed by the United States, Britain 
and Jordan, is part of the FSA.

The Americans have recently built 
up their special operations forces 
deployment in Syria and Kurdish 
and Arab rebel forces linked to these 
elite troops, trained to operate cov-
ertly and behind enemy lines, have 
made significant advances against 
ISIS.

Apart from the British, French 
and Australian special forces are 
also operating in Syria and Iraq. 
Syrian regime sources claim there 
are German operatives active in the 
flashpoint region around the con-
tested city of Aleppo. Germany de-
nied the reports.

These forces — some 300 Ameri-
cans, 100-150 Britons and 150 
French — have become the cut-
ting edge of a vast, multinational 
intelligence-run operation in Syria 
largely based in Jordan, which has 
become the hub of the US-led coa-
lition’s military effort against ISIS, 
and which, as recent events have 
shown, marked Jordan as a target 
for ISIS.

Special forces operations are by 
their nature largely covert and thus 
there is little official confirmation 
of their activities. But in March, US 
Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
shed light on the Pentagon’s newly 
unveiled “specialised expeditionary 
targeting force” after a team from 
the US Army’s elite Delta Force, cap-
tured a key ISIS leader the previous 
month.

Carter said the unit would be part 
of accelerated covert operations “to 
conduct raids of various kinds, seiz-
ing places and people, freeing hos-
tages and prisoners… and making it 
such that [ISIS] has to fear that any-
where, anytime, it may be struck.”

This force, which includes Aus-
tralian SAS troops, appears to repli-
cate an allied covert group known as 
Task Force Black, an amalgam of the 

SAS and the US Army’s Delta Force, 
that was highly successful against 
al-Qaeda in Iraq, ISIS’s predecessor, 
in gathering intelligence.

It also eliminated many al-Qae-
da’s leaders in Iraq, including its 
bloodthirsty Jordanian leader Abu 
Musab Zarqawi, in a nightly wave of 
special operations at the height of 
the terror campaign in 2006.

A senior British officer observed: 
“We took over 3,500 terrorists off 
the streets of Baghdad in around 18 
months.”

US President Barack Obama re-
cently escalated the special forces 
war, supported by US-led air strikes, 
because of growing pressure in the 
US Congress for a major convention-
al military campaign that would em-
ploy the full range of US firepower.

The current strategy would ap-
pear to be a compromise and, al-
though it has produced some tacti-
cal gains on the ground in recent 
weeks, most analysts do not believe 
it will be enough to pulverise ISIS or 
crush its ideology.

Lieutenant-General Robert P. 
Otto, the US Air Force chief of staff 
for intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance, recently acknowl-
edged that decapitation strikes can 
only have a short-term impact on 
ISIS’s capabilities.

“From my observation, when we 
take (high-value individuals) off 
the battlefield, there’s a temporary 
impact on operations and then the 
adversary appoints someone else in 
his place,” he said. “There’s always 
someone somebody else… We can’t 
kill our way out of this war.”

Still, in recent months, there has 
been a marked improvement in 
targeting ISIS leaders, field com-
manders as well as administrators, 
economists, recruiters and the like, 
and much of this has stemmed from 
more accurate intelligence acquired 
by special forces, mainly US and 
British.

The United States claims more 
than 120 senior ISIS officials have 
been killed or captured in recent 
months, including at least 15 key 

figures. The manhunt for ISIS lead-
er Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi has been 
stepped up.

There are also several hundred 
US special forces in Iraq and Yemen. 
Other Western special forces opera-
tions are under way in Yemen, So-
malia, Libya and elsewhere across 
North Africa, where France, as the 
former colonial power, has been 
leading the charge since 2013.

British SAS troopers have been 
deployed in Libya, a major oil pro-
ducer where ISIS has sought to es-
tablish a new operational base clos-
er to Europe, since the beginning of 
the year, according to a confidential 
briefing given by King Abdullah of 
Jordan to US congressional leaders 
on January 11th and leaked to Brit-
ish newspapers.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.
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US special operations forces walk in the village of Fatisah in the northern Syrian province of Raqqa, 
last May.

Apart from the British, 
French and Australian 
special forces are also 
operating in Syria and 
Iraq.

A senior British officer 
observed: “We took 
over 3,500 terrorists 
off the streets of 
Baghdad in around 18 
months.”
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hmed Abdellahy was a 
shy kid. As a teenager, he 
eschewed social groups 
and thought girls were 
“aliens”. In 2000, while 

enrolled at the Beirut Arab Universi-
ty in Cairo, he found himself on the 
sidelines of the social spectrum. It 
was there that he fell in with Islam-
ists who embraced him as a brother 
and made him feel he was superior 
to those who had ignored him.

“You have your own gang and 
they call you ‘brother’. Suddenly 
you’re above everyone else. You’re 
better than the people at universi-
ty. They’re all sinners,” he told The 
Arab Weekly after delivering a talk 
at the Washington think-tank New 
America Foundation.

Abdellahy recalled how he grew 
a beard and assumed a stricter 
practice of Islam. He stopped shak-
ing hands with women and no 
longer greeted Christians, includ-
ing friends of his father who had 
been fixtures at Abdellahy’s home 
throughout his youth. He wanted 
to leave Egypt to wage jihad some-
where but did not have an opportu-
nity to put this plan into action. In-
stead, he stayed at home and spent 
hours discussing the minutiae of 
Salafi Islam with his new friends.

“When you prostrate during 
prayer, should your hands touch 
the floor first or your knees? Your 
gilbab, should it fall above the ankle 

or a bit higher still? These were the 
things that preoccupied us,” he said.

Abdellahy grew frustrated with 
what he thought was a stagnant 
conversation about religion and 
spirituality so he read books and 
other free information online. He 
came to realise that the sheikhs 
he listened to were cherry-picking 
their sermons from original sources 
and he grew suspicious of the men 
who had declared themselves inter-
preters of Islam.

However, the event that jolted 
him out of his extremism was when 
Chechen rebels seized a school in 
Beslan, Russia, in 2004, and killed 
385 people, including 186 children.

“It was disgusting and there’s no 
excuse for it but the people around 
me justified it,” he said. “That was 
the turning point for me and it took 
two years of gradual withdrawal 
before I completely abandoned the 
extremist ideology.”

Anne Speckhard, a psychologist 
at Georgetown University and au-
thor of ISIS Defectors: Inside Stories 
of Confronting the Caliphate, said 
Abdellahy’s journey is typical of 
many defectors from terrorism.

“Ahmed was initially vulnerable 
to recruitment because he felt re-
jected. From his perspective, the 
Islamists looked respectable and 
willing to accept him and if girls 

were rejecting him before, suddenly 
he was in control because he is not 
shaking their hands,” she said.

“And people turn away from 
groups like this after witnessing ex-
treme brutality, especially against 
women and kids. They become 
turned off and Beslan was going too 
far for many initial supporters. Even 
the Chechen groups changed strat-
egy after that.”

Abdellahy runs a blog called 
ElOutsider2007, commemorating 
the year he abandoned extrem-
ism. His writings challenge the be-
lief system of those he once called 
brothers. He knows he is risking ac-
cusations of apostasy and the death 
sentence that comes with it.

Abdellahy is one of a growing 
number of young Arabs who use the 
internet to access and disseminate 
alternative information, including 
atheists and other counter-cultural-
ists who challenge religious author-
ity and dogma at the risk of impris-
onment or worse. Abdellahy said 
Egyptian authorities are too quick 
to suppress young intellectuals and 
liberals.

Nadia Oweidat, a senior fellow 
at New America Foundation and a 
scholar at Georgetown University, 
said the political and legal atmos-
pheres in the Arab world create a 
fertile environment for extremism.

“The problem is when you en-
gage in debate about reforming Is-
lamic thought, you end up breaking 
draconian blasphemy laws. There 
are many intellectuals and thinkers 
from around the Arab world in pris-
on because of these laws. Yet, if you 

want to become an extremist, the 
road is wide open for you,” she said.

Abdellahy said Egypt’s educa-
tional system was a primer for his 
extremist views. He was taught, 
for example, that Christians are im-
pure.

Abdellahy’s candid recollection 
of his personal journey triggered 
hostility from some in the audience, 
similar to the typical reactions such 
a conversation invokes in much of 
the Arab world. One man claimed 
that Abdellahy knew nothing about 
Islam, saying: “You’re not a scholar 
of Islam. What do you really know?”

Another attendee said the war 
against the Soviets in Afghanistan 
was “the source of Islamic extrem-
ism”.

A young woman and recent con-
vert to Islam accused Abdellahy of 
not addressing violence committed 
by the United States.

Abdellahy, who recently moved 
to the United States to pursue his 
education, said he would continue 
to blog about religion and extrem-
ism and planned to translate his 
blog into English.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Ahmed Abdellahy discusses his defection from jihadists before an 
audience at the New America Foundation in Washington.
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Abdellahy grew 
frustrated with what 
he thought was a 
stagnant conversation 
about religion and 
spirituality.


