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W 

ith the Islamic State 
(ISIS) on the back 
foot as an interna-
tionally backed coa-
lition seeks to liber-

ate the Iraqi city of Mosul, a report 
revealed that the Islamist group’s 
slick propaganda efforts are be-
ing abandoned in favour of an in-
creased focus on military efforts.

The report, Communication 
Breakdown: Unraveling the Islamic 
State’s Media Efforts by research-
ers at the US Military Academy at 
West Point, New York, said ISIS 
propaganda had been effective in 
recruiting fighters and supporters 
when it could promote the idea of 
a “functioning, expanding cali-
phate”. With ISIS barely holding on 
in Iraq and in retreat in Syria and 
Libya, the group’s propaganda ef-
forts have taken a serious hit, the 
report concluded.

“Analysis showed that the num-
ber of [media] releases has declined 
since the late summer of 2015, 
which can be seen as the high-wa-
ter mark of the group’s public on-
line distribution activities… most 
likely a function of the increased 
amount of counterterrorism pres-
sure faced by the group across the 
territory it claims for its caliphate,” 
the report, which was written by 
Daniel Milton, director of research 
at West Point’s Combating Terror-
ism Center, said.

“The caliphate was their big sell-
ing point. Now there’s an inability 
to say we’re doing the things that 
make us a state and that was be-
hind their broad appeal,” Milton 
explained in comments to the New 

York Times.
“The Islamic State’s media peo-

ple are fighters, too, and, when 
they’re fighting, they can’t put out 
their message,” he added.

The international coalition 
against ISIS has been targeting 
those leading its media effort, with 
ISIS seeking to make much of its 
so-called media martyrs but ul-
timately being unable to replace 
them in its elaborate propaganda 
machine. ISIS information min-
ister Wail al-Fayed was killed in a 
US strike on Raqqa in September, 
with a Pentagon statement stress-
ing that the killing of senior lead-
ers such as Fayed “degrades [ISIS’s] 
ability to retain territory and its 
ability to plan, finance and direct 
attacks inside and outside of the 
region”.

Another major blow to ISIS’s 
propaganda efforts came on Octo-
ber 16th after Turkish-backed re-
bels captured the symbolically im-
portant Syrian town of Dabiq from 
the group. Dabiq — which is also 
the name of ISIS’s infamous online 
magazine — will be the supposed 
site of a climactic battle in Islamic 
eschatology.

“The news of Dabiq’s fall would 
be unremarkable — the final bat-
tle lasted hours and the casualties 
were low — but for the fact that ISIS 
spent the last two years proclaim-
ing the town to be the site of an 
end-of-days showdown with the 
infidels. This isn’t quite what the 
group had in mind,” William Mc-
Cants, senior fellow at Brookings 
Institution Center for Middle East 
Policy, wrote in a posting titled 
Apocalypse Delayed.

The group was roundly mocked 
on social media after a statement 
from the Amaq News Agency, 
which is affiliated with ISIS, said 
that the apocalypse had been 
“postponed” due to “unforeseen 
circumstances”.

“ISIS promised ‘final victory’ in 

Dabiq but today its fighters fled in 
defeat at the hands of Syrian sup-
ported by @coalition,” tweeted 
Brett McGurk, the US special envoy 
to the global coalition to counter 
ISIS. “Did I miss the apocalypse?” 
asked New York Times Middle East 
correspondent Ben Hubbard.

It is on social media, more than 
anywhere else, that the reversal 
of ISIS’s propaganda efforts can be 
seen. Twitter and Facebook have 
become more adept at removing 
ISIS content, the report said, forc-
ing the group to rely more on its 
own websites.

The West Point report analysed 
propaganda published by ISIS be-

tween January 2015 and August 
2016, noting the presence of more 
than 52,000 photographs and 140 
hours of video clips embedded in 
Twitter posts. Twitter had been 
the biggest tool used by ISIS until 
July 2015, when it was eclipsed by 
ISIS websites. This lines up with 
when Twitter began utilising a 
more proactive strategy to remove 
ISIS-related accounts, necessitat-
ing the group to change its proce-
dures.

“Distribution accounts on Twit-
ter are being removed in greater 
numbers and quicker than ever be-
fore,” the report noted. Research-
ers identified 51 Twitter accounts 

as posting content on behalf of ISIS 
on June 15th-16th. More than 80% 
of those accounts had been re-
moved within 48 hours of posting 
ISIS content, a far quicker rate than 
before July 2015.

Despite increasing success coun-
tering ISIS’s military and propa-
ganda efforts, the report concluded 
that even greater investment must 
be made to “more fully engage ISIS 
and other organisations on the me-
dia battlefield” as a “critical part of 
diminishing the threat” it poses to 
the rest of the world.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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A member of the Iraqi government forces celebrates in front of an ISIS flag covered in graffiti in the 
town of Sharqat, about 80km south of Mosul, Iraq, on September 23rd.           (AFP)
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The unfulfilled Dabiq prophecy an omen for ISIS

I
n the excitement over a new 
prophecy, an unfulfilled old 
one is receiving less atten-
tion than it might.

The new prediction comes 
from Baghdad, Washington, 

Ankara and Erbil and it is upbeat. 
We are told that the battle for Mo-
sul will fatally damage the Islamic 
State’s pretensions to having and 
holding an Islamic state.

The old forecast was an apoca-
lyptic piece of propaganda from 
the Islamic State (ISIS). It promised 
that the northern Syrian town 
of Dabiq would be the site of a 
conclusive battle between Muslims 
and non-Muslims. The Prophet 
had prophesied as much, ISIS said, 
quoting the oft-disputed hadith or 
sayings of Prophet Mohammad.

As it happens, Dabiq has fallen, 
there was not a mighty clash, let 
alone between Muslims and non-
Muslims, and that prophecy from 
ISIS failed to live up to its billing.

But here is a basic fact about that 
battle for Dabiq. ISIS cannot be 
strictly accused of speaking falsely. 
The battle for Dabiq was not the 
epic prophesied clash between 
Muslims and non-Muslims because 
the rebel groups that took the town 
were Muslim. ISIS pointed this out 

after it relinquished Dabiq and it is 
right.

One of the groups that moved on 
Dabiq was the Hamza Brigade. It is 
a small, Pentagon-supported unit. 
The Hamza Brigade, the Sultan Mu-
rad Brigade and the Levant Front 
are on the same side as the United 
States and Turkey. Larger, more 
hardcore Islamist groups such as 
the former al-Nusra Front are not 
included in the ragtag band that 
has been cobbled together.

It is hard to imagine that a histor-
ic clash between Muslim and non-
Muslims will come to pass in Dabiq 
now. For that to happen, ISIS would 
have to regain control of Dabiq and 
the United States, Britain, Canada, 
France or a NATO force would 
have to put boots on the ground in 
that part of Syria. Western forces 
would have to fight ISIS as one 
army against another, rather than 
in support and advisory roles. This 
has been the practice for the US-led 
coalition in its struggle to regain 
the territory ISIS seized in 2014 and 
2015.

ISIS has cannily suggested the 
Dabiq prophecy is merely post-
poned and that the two armies 
will fight another day. But, as Wil-
liam McCants, an Islamic special-
ist at Brookings Institution, points 
out on the respected website 
jihadica.com, that ISIS itself did 
not really believe in the Dabiq 
prophecy until April 2014 when it 
won territory in northern Syria. 
Then, the group — spectacularly 

shrewd and ferociously disci-
plined as jihadists go — seized 
upon the town and the alleged 
prophecy as a powerful tool in the 
propaganda war.

It used Dabiq just as it did the 
restoration of the caliphate, the 
proclamation of an emir for all 
Muslims and the demolition of a 
sand berm separating the coloni-
ally drawn boundaries between 
Iraq and Syria. Individually, none 
of these had cataclysmic force. 
Taken together, they became a 
symbol of a glorious Islamic past 
uniting with a glittering future for 
all Muslims. And they awakened 
a deep foreboding in the West, a 
presentiment of looming disaster 
and helplessness.

To ISIS, the notion of a coming 
clash in Dabiq has always been an 
attractive bit of historical reinven-
tion that aided the recruitment of 
fighters. In mid-2014, it started to 
issue an online magazine, calling 
it Dabiq, in a bid to underline its 
determination to claim a grand and 
pivotal role in Islamic history.

It declared that it would establish 
Habasha, an emirate that would in-
clude Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia and 
Eritrea. Here, too, Islamic history 
was cunningly pressed into service. 
The Prophet’s followers travelled to 
Habasha in Islam’s early days.

ISIS spoke of reclaiming Barqa, as 
eastern Libya was known after the 
seventh-century Arab conquest. At 
the height of its triumphs on the 
battlefield, ISIS put out a map of 

the world with blocs that harkened 
to specific periods in 1,400 years 
of Muslim rule over different parts 
of the world — Andalus, Khorasan, 
Qoqaz, Anathol, Orobpa.

There was a remarkable logic 
in this historical reinvention. The 
French historian Fernand Braudel 
once said that a steady grasp of the 
long term may be the only way to 
properly use history for political 
purposes. Braudel said that events 
must be seen as distinct from 
history. Events are brief, rapid, 
nervous oscillations, the “froth” on 
the waves of time, but history takes 
place at greater depths and may 
be largely unremarked. Its unseen 
consequences will make connec-
tions at the level of ideas.

By reaching into Islamic history 
— for names, prophesied battles 
and such — ISIS sought to make 
that grand connection, as well as a 
narrative statement about worsting 
the West. Not by “events” such as 
battles, skirmishes and the tem-
porary gain or loss of territory but 
by embracing a longer timescale, 
stretching back millennia.

Losing Dabiq, the town, if not the 
promised epic battle, does not bode 
well for that.

For now, that is the prophecy that 
should count.
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Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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