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Needed distance. (L-R) Sam Otto, Ony Uhiara, writer/director 
Peter Kosminsky, Ryan McKean, Shavani Cameron and executive 
producer Liza Marshall speak onstage during the 2017 Summer 
Television Critics Association Press Tour at the Beverly Hilton 
Hotel, last July.                                                                                                                                                          (AFP)

Spotlight ISIS and the West

What to do with ISIS returnees?

Should Kosminsky’s TV drama 
on ISIS have been made now?

S 

ally Jones, also known 
as the White Widow and 
the Punk Rock Jihadist, 
is said to be desperate to 
flee Raqqa ahead of an 
expected huge assault 

on the Islamic State-held territory. 
What’s stopping her? The Islamic 
State (ISIS), of course, and, if ac-
counts are accurate, her 12-year-old 
son, Hamza.

Hamza, who was known as Jo Jo 
before his mother took him to ISIS 
territory after she married fellow 
British fanatic Junaid Hussain, is 
reported to have been radicalised 
by ISIS and likely by his mother 
and stepfather before the latter was 
killed in a drone strike.

A unique look into Jones’s mind-
set was provided by a TV interview 
with another ISIS fighter’s wife, 
Aisha. She said Jones confessed to 
being desperate to return home. 
Apparently, she hadn’t been happy 
since her husband died, though it’s 
not known if the sight of her son al-
legedly executing captured Kurdish 
fighters upset her, too.

What is known is that the United 
Nations sanctioned Jones as an 
agent operating on behalf of a ter-

rorist organisation, making the 
former musician one of the most 

wanted women in the world.

Jones isn’t alone in wanting to 
flee the caliphate. Many European 
countries have this issue. As the 
caliphate is militarily defeated, 
capitals around the world will be 
asking what is to be done with the 
Sally Joneses and, of course, the 
Hamzas.

Adults such as Jones decided to 
join the caliphate; Hamza didn’t. 
Then there are the others who 
joined as teenagers to become fight-
ers and brides.

Some express the hope that these 
fighters will be killed on the bat-
tlefield or taken out like Hussain by 
drone strikes. What, though, if it 
doesn’t happen?

With adults, it feels easy. Put 
them on trial, though even then, 
there is the question: What if 
they’re found guilty? Should they 
be allowed to mix with ordinary 
prisoners, placed in isolation or in 
special prisons?

It was the course US President 
George W. Bush chose after al-
Qaeda’s defeat in Afghanistan but 
it can’t work if the rule of law is 
discarded.

What of the people who joined 
the caliphate as school children, 
some as fighters and some as brides. 
Are they tried as adults? Each case 
must be assessed on an individual 

basis and a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach or dumping them en masse 
in a detention camp like Guantan-
amo for years is not acceptable.

What of the Hamzas of this 
world? They didn’t make the deci-
sion to go to the Islamic State. Their 
parents did or they were born there.

If Hamza were still Jo Jo, would 
he have committed the crimes he 
is alleged to be responsible for? If 
he has been brainwashed, then he 
and others need to be helped to 
mentally free themselves of the cult 
of ISIS.

As horrible as the image is of 
children being involved in execut-
ing people, they are still children 
and we must believe that they can 
be redeemed. If not, then what are 
we fighting for?

So yes, let the crying Sally Jones 
come home but to a prison cell 
while she awaits trial. She would 
be tried in a country that she de-
nounced but one that, along with its 
allies in this conflict, shouldn’t turn 
its back on the values that make it 
what it is.

That’s the battle we will all have 
to deal with soon and getting it 
right may help in the fight to pre-
vent more Barcelonas from happen-
ing. Burying our heads in the sand 
is not an option.

L 

eaving the United King-
dom halfway through 
the four-night screening 
of the television drama 
“The State” ironically 
put me in an ideal place 

to comment on award-winning 
writer-director Peter Kosminsky’s 
controversial Islamic State (ISIS) 
series. Then I watched the rest.

I can legitimately be ambigu-
ous about the good or evil that 
will come of it but I am no longer 
half-convinced of this pro-
gramme’s merit as a great 
explainer of radicalisation or as a 
powerful propaganda tool for 
ISIS.

It will work — for ISIS.
The only thing in its favour is 

the sympathetic characters it 
creates among the four young 
British recruits to ISIS. That 
should hardly be a surprise, for 
ISIS supporters come from 
among us and from within our 
communities. It can only be good 
Kosminsky departs from the 
Hollywood paranoia genre, 
which portrays Muslims, Arabs 
and swarthy foreigners in general 
as cartoon cut-out bad guys 
speaking Arabic, wearing the 
kaffiyeh, and wielding guns or 
knives.

Clint Eastwood’s “American 
Sniper,” which is set in Iraq, 
depicted the locals as a swarm-
ing, threatening mass. So did “13 
Hours,” which told the story of 
the September 11, 2012, attack on 
a US diplomatic compound in 
Benghazi, Libya.

But has “The State” gone too 
far the other way? Should 
Kosminsky have humanised 
those who enable a perverted 
ideology that glorifies terrorist 
attacks, beheadings, public 
beatings, child soldiers, slavery 
and the subjugation of women? 
He never challenged ISIS ideol-
ogy, only the imperfect imple-
mentation of it.

A successful drama needs to 
portray, as a German proverb 
about the nature of tragedy put 
it, two rights in conflict, not a 
right and a wrong. This dramati-
sation showed the ISIS ideology 
as right but its execution as 
occasionally wrong.

The charge of “apologist” is 
being hurled at Kosminsky, as 

well it might. Some say he 

expertly touched up the brutal 
tragedy of an extremist group’s 
death cult and made it camera-
worthy. On screen, the so-called 
“Islamic state” run by ISIS 
metamorphoses from an ugly, 
fearsome place to a lamp-lit, 
soft-focus set where the men are 
strong and the women (mostly) 
compliant. Isn’t that exactly what 
one might expect from a well-
shot Hollywoodised television 
drama, especially one that bears 
the stamp of an admired direc-
tor?

So, should it have been made at 
all? That is not the right question. 
Should it have been made now? 
Even those who value freedom of 
creative expression above all else 
might wonder if “The State,” 
which will have its international 
release on National Geographic in 
September, is too much too soon. 
Is it too close to the organic lived 
reality of life in the second 
decade of the 21st century to be 
on our television screens, too?

Consider the number of 
terrorist incidents either claimed 
by or inspired by ISIS in different 
European cities in the days 
immediately before the series 
was screened: Barcelona, 
Cambrils, Turku. A van attack in 
Marseille was briefly thought to 
be similarly ISIS-inspired but 
terrorism was later rejected as a 
motive. Given the grim regularity 
and bloody frequency of inci-
dents straight from the ISIS 
playbook, Kosminsky’s series 

closes aesthetic distance or the 
gap between viewers’ conscious 
reality and the fictional reality far 
too easily.

It could hardly be otherwise. 
We are still in the moment, 
fighting ISIS, its physical pres-
ence and its grotesque ideologi-
cal footprint. Any dramatisation 
of the real ongoing drama — with 
its death and destruction — is 
everyone’s personal story. In the 
ISIS narrative, as of 2017, it is not 
possible to do what acclaimed US 
playwright J.T. Rogers recently 
described as a key requirement of 
a successful piece of theatre: To 
“maniacally, ruthlessly not allow 
any of the present into the story.”

Rogers knows what he’s talking 
about. His plays are about loaded 
events in world affairs, not least 
the 1980s war in Afghanistan and 
the Rwandan genocide. He is 
sometimes called America’s only 
foreign policy playwright. His 
latest play, “Oslo,” deals with the 
brief period in 1993 when Middle 
East peace seemed to be within 
reach. It has become this year’s 
unlikely Broadway hit, won the 
Tony Award and is soon to be 
made into a movie. Rogers says 
his portfolio is of “history plays… 
you are talking about your own 
time by talking about another 
time… art like life needs a 
distance.”

It is the lack of distance — in 
time — that makes Kosminsky’s 
dramatisation of ISIS particularly 
troubling. Right now.
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We are still in the 
moment, fighting 
ISIS, its physical 
presence and its 
grotesque ideological 
footprint.

What of the people 
who joined the 
caliphate as school 
children, some as 
fighters and some as 
brides. Are they tried 
as adults? 

Fake news 
and the two 
sides of the 
‘digital caliphate’
James Snell

London

D 

espite ground losses in 
Iraq’s Mosul and Syr-
ia’s Raqqa, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) continues 
to have a presence that 

incites or inspires online.
The impact of ISIS has not been 

limited to politics and the tra-
ditional media. ISIS has created 
fake stories. When it wanted to at-
tract a stream of foreign recruits, 
it made jihad look like a video 
game. When it was reasonably 
secure and self-confident, it por-
trayed the caliphate as a pleasant, 
positive place, the sort of place 
one would want to defect to, 
somewhere one could bring the 
children.

Less well known is that other 
actors — governments, media 
organisations and individuals — 
have created a steady stream of 
false stories about ISIS.

Kyle Orton, a research fellow 
at the Henry Jackson Society in 
London, said: “The fake news 
surrounding ISIS is obviously 
always intended to discredit it. 
Having realised that over-the-top 
violence is not really going to dis-
credit ISIS with its audience, the 
new tactic came in presenting 
[ISIS] as cowardly or ridiculous 
so it’s running away from female 
Kurdish fighters and being killed 
by wild boars.”

This soothes Western audienc-
es. Similar tactics were meant to 
deter potential recruits from join-
ing ISIS. A US State Department 
programme called “Think Again, 
Turn Away” produced counter-
ISIS propaganda but it did not 
seem to work and the programme 
was wound down.

Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow 
at the Tahrir Institute for Middle 
East Policy in Washington, said: 
“These fake stories are counter-
effective because people who live 
under ISIS know they’re fake so 
it sends a message that there is a 
disinformation campaign against 
the group.”

He noted the trend has been 
prevalent for a long time. “A dec-
ade ago, there were stories about 
how al-Qaeda in Iraq had a fatwa 
banning people from carrying 
cucumbers and tomatoes in the 
same bag because they symbolise 
sexuality and thus gender mix-
ing,” Hassan said. “Since 2014, 
many such stories have been re-
ported with little scrutiny. This is 
understandable — never check a 
good story — but also because ISIS 
is so bad anything isn’t beyond 
belief.”

David Patrikarakos, author of 
“War in 140 Characters: How So-
cial Media Is Reshaping Conflict 
in the Twenty-First Century,” said 
digital attempts to discredit ISIS, 
especially by emphasising its bru-
tality, can frequently backfire.

ISIS stories tend to go viral. 
“The problem arises because this 
was always the purpose of ISIS’s 
highly sophisticated propaganda 
output and the media in effect be-
came spear carriers for the group, 
ensuring its content went global,” 
Patrikarakos said.

“ISIS is, as Abdel Bari Atwan 
has named it, the ‘digital cali-
phate’ — if it had emerged 15 years 
ago it would have taken the group 
20 years to reach a quarter of the 
people it has,” Patrikarakos said.

Thus, any attempt to defeat 
ISIS using online media, by giving 
emphasis to its savagery, plant-
ing fake news or by talking up 
ISIS casualty figures could end up 
having the opposite effect.


