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The Case for Rational Counterterrorism vs. Successful Propaganda 
Gender, Citizenship & Shamima Begum 
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The UK decision to strip Shamima Begum’s British citizenship is a tactical concession by 
politicians, designed to appease a frightened and infuriated domestic audience—not strategic 
counterterrorism policy. This new (and growing) citizenship revocation trend is doomed to 
failure. It isn’t simply counterproductive; the implications at stake in, and the precedent set 
by, Begum’s case is far, far worse than mere failure. To permanently sever Begum’s nation-
state actively implements ISIS’ very own policies.  

Revocation of citizenship renders Begum stateless, a violation of international law 
(not exactly the best way for a nation-state to demonstrate moral superiority in adherence to 
said international law). The Begum case also underscores a gaping wound of the postcolonial 
condition: like other so-called “jihadi brides,” Begum is “someone else’s problem now,” 
easily discarded due to ancestral roots in another nation-state—where she holds no 
citizenship. To British Muslims, the message is quite clear: “you will never really be British.” 
But the issue here is deeper than “Muslims in the West now feel unwelcome” or “the UK’s 
decision provides recruitment material for Islamic State.” The fundamental problem with 
stripping citizenship from ISIS returnees (whether ISIS’ male combat veterans—whose 
ongoing repatriation proves strikingly absent in sensationalist media headlines—or “material 
supporters,” like their civilian wives) is, unnervingly, far more disturbing and destructive.  

Ultimately, the Begum case reveals a horrifyingly hollow reasoning—or utter lack 
thereof—that underpins counterterrorism approaches to the so-called Islamic State. “We” 
actively do “their” work. Even critical perspectives on the UK’s decision miss fundamental, 
and deeply disturbing, implications of the Begum case. I repeat: To permanently sever 
Begum’s nation-state actively implements ISIS’ very own policies. To carry out ISIS policy in the 
name of countering ISIS is not solid counterterrorism strategy; such an approach is better 
termed “material support.” If reading the previous sentence made you uncomfortable, 
contemplate its far more upsetting implications. We do not know how to counter ISIS, 
because we do not understand what ISIS is. Begum’s case exemplifies the source of this 
(willful) ignorance: ISIS propaganda is very, very persuasive—on us.    

I know this is uncomfortable. Begum’s case elicits heated emotions and divisive 
debates, in which any attempt to “understand” Begum’s motivations—or worse, call for 
“compassion” provokes automatic (and performative) displays of horror and, often, 
accusations of “ISIS sympathizer.” But the fact remains: understanding, compassion, and 
empathy are very different things. Propaganda succeeds when it provokes emotional 
responses override one’s ability to logically reason, rather than react: that is the trap.  
When negotiating the thorny terrain of propaganda’s persuasive capabilities—no matter how 
difficult the process, policy driven by logic, not emotion, must prevail. I understand this very 
well: Steve Sotloff was a close friend.  

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/feb/17/the-observer-view-on-shamima-begum
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/02/isis-fighters-begum-and-muthana-should-remain-citizens/583450/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2019/02/20/britains-decision-revoke-shamima-begums-citizenship-is-wrong-smacks-racism/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.1179b60b9ebb
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/621811/EPRS_STU(2018)621811_EN.pdf
http://thesoufancenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Beyond-the-Caliphate-Foreign-Fighters-and-the-Threat-of-Returnees-TSC-Report-October-2017-v3.pdf
https://newrepublic.com/article/153184/refusing-repatriate-isis-brides-terrible-idea-perspective
https://divinity.uchicago.edu/sightings/how-not-understand-isis-alireza-doostdar
http://postcolonialist.com/arts/strategic-success-isis-propaganda-video-lecture/
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 Let me explain how to lose a war: dehumanize your enemy to a point at which they 
become utterly incomprehensible—wholly irrational, monstrous, and so abhorrent that any 
attempt to “understand” ostensibly renders one guilty of “sympathizing.” Call Begum a 
monster, and you provide nothing of substance, but only a profound lack in knowledge of 
your opponent. It is impossible to defeat an opponent whom you do not understand—
because you will never see them coming. If my eighteen-year old college freshman were able 
to digest the Begum case’s complexity in a 75-minute class, neither readers nor policy makers 
have an excuse. Sit with the immense discomfort of this article—because it is necessary.  
 
 
 
Citizenship, Gender, and Civilians in a Terrorist Para-State: ISIS 101  
 
The question “Begum left to join a terrorist group, but does that make her a terrorist?” is 
controversial and provocative—but, ultimately, it is valid. There is a difference between 
“material support” and actively fighting for a terrorist group. On the point of “material 
support,” of which the “jihadi brides” are particularly accused, it bears noting that the Syrian 
government kills far more civilians than ISIS could ever hope for—yet calls to revoke the 
British passport of Asma al-Asad, an avid regime supporter on social media, remain few and 
far between. Finally, as previously noted, male foreign fighters are returning (and have been, 
for years) with nowhere near the level of media attention as Shamima Begum alone. The 
question, here, is: why?  To ignore these questions and thorny distinction in the case of 
Shamima Begum indicates one crucial conclusion: you don’t understand ISIS. Overlooked 
here is an aspect of the organization’s very name: ISIS wants a state. States need civilian 
settlers, not just an army—a state needs a nation of citizens to govern, which requires 
civilians: including women and children. 
 ISIS aims to eradicate what the group terms the “grayzone”: spaces of coexistence 
between "Muslim" and "non-Muslim,” a goal aimed at the creation of a para-state political 
entity to whom allegiance is obligatory, superseding that of the contemporary nation-state. 
For this reason, upon arrival to ISIS-held territory, recruits engage in what I term a “civic 
ritual of ISIS citizenship.” With unmasked faces, new members burn passports in videos 
then released and disseminated—quite deliberately—in wide circulation.  The impact of such 
video documentation is, of course, sever the possibility of return.  

Passports of “jihadi brides” are similarly taken, for a parallel purpose—the gendered 
element here matters immensely, but is rarely—if ever—analysed beyond a level of 
sensationalist media fixation. Why do male returnees fail to provoke the same level of 
hysterical outrage? The answer is not simply that women are broadly assumed to be the 
“gentler” sex, less capable of supporting violence. Unfortunately, it’s more unsettling than 
that. Shamima Begum is also viewed as particularly abhorrent because her vocal support of 
ISIS and active decision to move to ISIS-controlled territory, well...It kind of contradicts that 
“oppressed Muslim woman without agency” Orientalist stereotype, doesn’t it?  

In 2014, media reports ran wild with rumors that ISIS was mandating FGM on 
women under its control. The story was, in so surprise to regional specialists, simply a 
rumor. Confronted with questions about the story at conferences and meetings, my denial of 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/16/home-secretary-urged-revoke-asma-al-assad-british-citizenship
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/16/home-secretary-urged-revoke-asma-al-assad-british-citizenship
https://theintercept.com/2015/11/17/islamic-states-goal-eliminating-the-grayzone-of-coexistence-between-muslims-and-the-west/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-28466434
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the rumor met with responses such as “I mean, it doesn’t really even matter, anyway. They’re 
monsters who do horrible things, and we know it. Who cares if it’s true? It might as well be.” 
That’s dangerous thinking, closely connected to the problem of Begum’s citizenship, and the 
wider issue of countering ISIS.  

Reminder: the quickest way to lose a war is to underestimate your opponent by 
deeming them wholly irrational and incapable of strategy. Rather, you must first understand 
the enemy. Critical here is an overlooked feature of ISIS propaganda—the organization 
tailors messaging with particular audience demographics in mind. “We” in the (presumably) 
non-Muslim West see monsters incarnate, or what I term “Evil™”—the brand identity 
designed for “our” market. ISIS type-casts themselves in performances meant for us—as 
incapable of rationality. Their propaganda effectively sells a vision we are entirely too happy 
to purchase, and in buying ISIS’ Evil™ at face-value, we lose sight of the cost. ISIS 
weaponizes Orientalist stereotypes against us—and we fall for it, every time. Hook. Line. 
Sinker.  

Shamima Begum is not the audience for Evil™. Remember that ISIS sees itself as a 
state, and to that end, must attract not simply soldiers—but civilians, including women. The 
vast majority of ISIS propaganda, surprising to many, is not violent. Rather, these appeals are 
utopian images of a sustainable state and nation—where civilians should (and must) come to 
live under safety and security in a welcoming, multi-racial, autonomous and sovereign state. 
Reread the previous sentence: civilians. Begum, and those like her, saw a land where—unlike 
Saudi Arabia, at the time—women could drive, and were promised comfortable lives as the 
wives of fighters, not as fighters themselves.  Of course, we may find Begum’s decision to 
join ISIS abhorrent, and her gullibility for the group’s propaganda absurd—but I remind 
you: we are falling for the same, albeit as a different target audience.  

 
 
 

Neurology, Violence and Trauma: The Making of Child Soldiers    
 
Public outcry over Shamima Begum has largely centered on a “lack of contrition,” and 
failure to display remorse in media interviews. Fundamental to both the ISIS state-making 
project, and the production of child soldiers is the role of neurological development before 
the age of twenty-five. Begum fled to Syria at the age of fifteen. Much like the ISIS youth 
group, Cubs of the Caliphate, Begum has witnessed—perhaps actively inflicted—grotesque 
violence and morally abhorrent trauma at an age well before the brain’s capacity to fully 
reckon with the consequences of one’s decisions, exert full agency, and cope with trauma.  

ISIS' "youth group" deliberately traumatizes children young enough to ensure that 
psychological scars make "reentry" into their home society virtually impossible. ISIS “cubs” 
graduate in a ceremony that forces children to murder. Child soldiers in Sierra Leone and 
Côte d'Ivoire were used in much the same manner. Once children have been forced to 
witness, or worse, participate in morally injurious acts like murder—deep psychological 
scarring sets in. The profound guilt and self-hatred can prove irreversible without 
considerable assistance—one reason, among others, that reintegration of child soldiers 
proves a challenge across global conflict zones. Worse, these underage returnees are well 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/21624887.2017.1407597
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/picture-or-it-didnt-happen-a-snapshot-of-the-islamic-states-official-media
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/24/isis-brides-secret-world-jihad-western-women-syria
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/jma4wk/umm-muthanna-al-britania-syria-828
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SooDVtENq9c
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2892678/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2892678/
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-47299907
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326503264_Rearing_Cubs_of_the_Caliphate_An_Examination_of_Child_Soldier_Recruitment_by_Da'esh
https://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1625&context=cilj
https://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1625&context=cilj
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aware of the stigma: society views them as monsters—damaged beyond recognition. There is 
no going back. “Home” no longer exists.  
 
 
 
Successful Counterterrorism Strategy in the Face of Persuasive Propaganda  
 
Regardless of one’s personal feelings towards Shamima Begum, she needs considerable 
help—if, for no other reason than the biological reality of age, the ability to reason, and 
witnessing extensive trauma. This is not an appeal to set her free, or suggest she face no 
consequences. Remember—compassion, understanding, and empathy are not synonymous. 

As uncomfortable as the following phrase may be to consider, instead of rejecting 
Shamima Begum—we need her. Nation-states like the US and the UK, moreover, have close 
to zero credibility in much of the “Middle East” because of unconscionable foreign policy, 
flagrant violations of civil liberties, and human rights abuses—particularly in the “Global 
War on Terror.” These same nation-states have proven miserable failures in previous 
programs designed to “counter” ISIS propaganda. In no small part does such failure stem 
from the lack of understanding (and/or interest in understanding) why ISIS proves appealing 
to those like Shamima Begum.  Beyond any “empathy” for Begum’s actions or decisions, in 
the harsh light of logical assessment and the aim of successful strategy, ISIS returnees are the 
best weapon available for the war against ISIS. They are, in fact, the only credible 
messengers. 
 
 
 
By Way of Conclusion  
 
I remind you of how to lose in war: lose your head. Dehumanize the opponent to such a 
point that their perceived monstrousness means no rational calculus is behind their actions – 
and you will never, ever, see them coming. Counterterrorism strategy that succeeds does not 
operate on emotion, and is not policy driven by public sentiment. Politicians concerned 
about re-elections are caving to a frightened public and don’t realize they have fallen hook, 
line, and sinker – for a very obvious playbook that is very obvious. But emotions have 
blinded us.  

Shamima Begum proves the efficacy of ISIS propaganda through the knee-jerk 
outrage provoked by her case. Evil™ is cunning, indeed. For “us,” ISIS has type-cast 
themselves as horrifying villain incarnate, far beyond redemption or even understanding: the 
ultimate, and permanent, outcasts. This article is no call for “kumbaya” empathy, but 
precisely the opposite: an emphatic reminder that cold, hard, logic makes for successful 
policy. ISIS propaganda has you in your feelings. That’s why and how they just won here. 
And our politicians handed them the victory—because a public frightened by persuasive 
propaganda votes on emotion. Politicians win reelections not on cold, calculated strategy, 
but the colder calculus of political expedience. Fear-inducing propaganda works very, very 
well.  

https://merip.org/2015/10/think-again-turn-away-from-lousy-public-diplomacy/
https://news.vice.com/en_us/article/3kw5gw/marketing-against-isis-us-state-department-enlists-students-to-fight-terror
https://news.vice.com/en_us/article/3kw5gw/marketing-against-isis-us-state-department-enlists-students-to-fight-terror
https://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:6292/unu_briefs_Branding_WEB.pdf
https://collections.unu.edu/eserv/UNU:6292/unu_briefs_Branding_WEB.pdf
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At least, for a while.  
 
But the ultimate question is—for whom does this propaganda, and the reactions it produces, 
most benefit?  Finally, consider: was the apocalyptic cost of Evil™’s designer price truly 
worth that impulse buy?  
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