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European Expert on Islamist Groups: “The
Interests of Ankara and Washington Prevent

Them From Eliminating ISIS”

by Muhammad Abul Fadl | 5 June 2015 | Al-Arab, London

Dr. Rudiger Lohlker—a senior professor at the University of Vienna,
who specializes in the study of Islamist movements in the Arab region
and their international expansion—has told al-Arab that no official relationship exists between
Washington and ISIS. However, they do share indirect mutual interests.

He added that the Obama
administration has utilized the existence
of ISIS—and its status as a “monster”
within the Middle East—in order to
achieve a number of foreign policy goals
that have long eluded it. In other words,
Washington has instrumentalized ISIS to
gain the upper hand, both domestically
and internationally, on several issues
lincluding the U.S. administration’s
desire for a nuclear agreement with Iran].

Likewise, the Austrian expert on

S

Belgium, Germany, Austria and France are among [slamist ~movements described  the

the countries Wlth the highest probablllty relationship between Turkey and ISIS as
of being attacked by [Islamist] terrorists.

based upon “mutual unofficial interests.”
Ankara has exploited ISIS to apply pressure on the government of Bashar al-Assad, in an attempt to
destroy its power through the military force possessed by ISIS [and other jihadist groups]. That is why
Turkey has turned a blind eye to ISIS’ brutal behavior and covertly allowed its expansion in Syria and
Iraq. The government of Turkey has deliberately permitted thousands of ISIS recruits to travel freely
through its territory, in order to reach Syria.

Dr. Lohlker attributes the vast increase in ISIS’ power and the expansion of territory under its
control to the profound ignorance of Western and Arab governments alike. Those in positions of
power [such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar] believed they were uniquely in possession of “the truth,” and



a correct understanding of regional dynamics; in other words, that they could control and direct, or
eliminate, anti-Assad jihadist groups such as ISIS whenever they pleased. In fact, these estimations
were grossly mistaken. This has led to a great confusion among those who previously thought they
could control and direct ISIS.

Dr. Lohlker pointed out that Washington initially viewed ISIS as a threat primarily to the
government of Bashar al-Assad in Syria; to its allies in Teheran; and to Hezbollah in Lebanon. The
American government is now compounding its grave error by joining Iran, Assad and Hezbollah
in an effort to limit the expansion of ISIS. U.S. policy-makers have even accepted practices—on the
part of Iran, Syria and Hezbollah—which would have been completely unacceptable under different
circumstances.

Dr. Lohlker—who has authored many books on jihadist movements, and developed innovative
methodologies to analyze their online and offline activities—told al-Arab that the strategy currently
employed by the United States, Iran and Iraq against ISIS is ineffective and useless. The international
coalition ostensibly assembled to fight terrorism has displayed no sincere intent to eliminate ISIS.

ISIS possesses a strange interlocking network of relationships [that combine religious fanaticism
with the cold calculation of former Baathist intelligence officers], which have enabled it to expand
quickly and easily in many countries, by recruiting both local and foreign elements. It has been
notably successful in establishing its public image as simultaneously invincible and vicious towards
enemies, thereby discouraging effective opposition on the ground.

An Invasion of Europe

As a world-class expert on jihadists’ use of the internet, Dr. Lohlker
observed that ISIS employs highly advanced technological tools, which
help propagate and widely disseminate its image as a terrifying force. At
present, ISIS has assumed a dominant position vis-a-vis other Islamist
movements which, at one time, were more powerful than ISIS. These
other movements’ relative failure to exploit the potentialities of media has
limited their ideological and geographic spread, as well as their impact.

Dr. Lohlker believes that ISIS’ successful messaging is reflected in its

.t ability to recruit thousands of Muslims from Tunisia, Libya, Iraq, Syria
Ruadi er Lohlk: “It’s |
necesiary t0 overcome minds of many European youth. Nearly 5,000 Muslims living in Western

and many other Arab and African countries. ISIS has even infected the

jéﬁg?ﬁ;;;ﬁ;ﬁns;gg;f countries and have joined ISIS, including large numbers from France,

neutralize ISIS.” Belgium, Germany and Austria. This indicates that ISIS has the ability

to penetrate local Muslim communities and to recruit average Muslims,

especially those who feel alienated from the societies in which they live. ISIS exploits the vulnerability

of such Muslims to attract thousands of enthusiastic recruits. As a result, the European countries of
origin have become obsessed with ISIS.

Dr. Lohlker emphasized that he does not exaggerate when he states that ISIS both recognizes and

exploits the power of the internet to a far greater extent than its enemies. “Look at the number of

videos and photos published by ISIS,” he said, “and compare that with the number being transmitted

by its opponents. As long as this asymmetrical relationship exists, the social dynamics will favor ISIS.”
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He also observed that people should not be misled by their own reaction to ISIS’ online and
offline activities, and how we, personally, view its social and psychological dimensions. Although we
may condemn these acts and consider them bestial, it is obvious that from the point of view of ISIS,
these brutal acts are achieving their desired result. ISIS must be deprived of its power to act—which
actions are filmed and widely disseminated on the internet—in order to curtail its influence in the
Muslim world.

Dr. Lohlker told al-Arab that we may expect new terror attacks by extremists working for ISIS,
on a scale equal to or greater than the bloody massacre of Charlie Hebdo journalists in France. He
indicated that the European nations with the greatest likelihood of experiencing such attacks include
Belgium, France, Germany and Austria.

Varying Conditions in the West

AlL-Arab asked about the situation in various Western countries with regard to Islamist movements,
as certain nations have a strong and close relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood. Dr. Lohlker
replied that there is indeed great variance in regard to how European governments view these
matters. The situation in Spain, for example, is very different from that in Great Britain. The lack of
international consensus regarding the threat of Islamist ideology—as opposed to the obvious threat
of jihadist violence—renders it extremely difficult for Western policy makers and the public at large
to understand [the actual nature of the threat posed by the rapid proliferation of Islamist ideology
and movements].

There is also a major difference in how Western nations view fighting terrorism in countries
like Libya. Many European nations have completely “disconnected” from the rising chaos on the
southern rim of the Mediterranean Sea. They fear engaging in wars that might trigger domestic
blowback. Since many Muslim immigrants from North Africa live in Western European nations,
there is widespread fear that members of these immigrant communities may turn into walking bombs.

With regard to the relationship between the Muslim Brotherhood and jihadist movements,
Dr. Lohlker told alArab that most of these radical groups had emerged from beneath the “cloak”
of the Muslim Brotherhood. This fact is obvious and no longer hidden. The primary difference
between the Muslim Brotherhood and jihadist groups is that the Brotherhood still seeks to acquire
power within the framework of existing nation-states, such as Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia and Syria. Most
jihadist groups seek to destroy the global system of nation-states and ensure the ascendency of an
Islamic caliphate, even if such a goal would take centuries to achieve. ISIS has rushed headlong to
implement this agenda and now regards itself as the sole legitimate Islamic sect, dismissing al- Qaeda,
which did not seek to achieve this unrealistic goal in the short term.

Dr. Lohlker acknowledged that the Muslim Brotherhood has significant influence in Europe. He
added, “Its influence is projected via [a network of] individuals [and front groups] that do not employ
the name of the Muslim Brotherhood itself.” He emphasized that the Muslim Brotherhood, as an
organization, has little future after its failures in Egypt, Yemen and Tunisia.

The Austrian scholar pointed out that “In Europe, the influence of Salafists is now greater than
that of the Muslim Brotherhood. Salafists are simpler than the Brotherhood, as they focus upon
the superficial and formal elements of Islam. I call this formal Salafism, which spreads easily in the
West [due to the absence of Islam’s rich spiritual traditions]. The Muslim Brotherhood propagates a
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more detailed and sophisticated version of Islam to European youth, which encompasses a theory of
government, financial and social systems, etc.”

He also observed that “formal” Islam is in many ways convenient for Western governments,
and widespread in countries such as France, the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany. Salafist
movements do not seek to integrate with European society. In that sense, they are “negative” (self-
isolating) religious movements. Dr. Lohlker emphasized the absolute necessity of Western nations
identifying and embracing a new initiative to propagate ‘the tolerant face (version) of Islam,” with
its rich traditions of spirituality, pluralism and genuine acceptance of others.

English translation (of Arabic) by Eslam Saad.
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http://www.alarab.co.uk/?id=53986

PDF of newspaper print edition (Arabic): “The Interests of Ankara and Washington Prevent Them
From Eliminating ISIS”
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