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The Islamic State (IS) is the most powerful, ruthless, horrific and well-funded terrorist 
group in recent history. Not only has ISIS managed to take and control a significant 
swathe of territory, it has become a de-facto state. Since their 2014 claim of establishing 
a Caliphate, ISIS has also unleashed an unprecedented and prolific social media 
recruiting drive that has enabled them to attract up to 30,000 foreign fighters from more 
than one hundred countries. A steady stream of fighters continues to enter Syria and Iraq 
on a daily basis--with some estimates placing their number at over one thousand new 
recruits per month.[[i]] In addition, ISIS has created a "brand" that has been exported to 
over twenty hotspots around the globe. As ISIS has arisen--seemingly out of nowhere--to 
become a powerful foe, the West has struggled to comprehend and understand how to 
effectively counter it. 
 
While a political solution in the war-torn area of Syria and Iraq is a necessary 
precondition to the total defeat of ISIS, discrediting the group's ideology is also essential. 
Defectors from ISIS, who alongside the refugees pour out of ISIS-controlled territory, are 
among the most powerful first-hand voices to speak out against the group. Indeed a 
disillusioned cadre who can speak from experience and tell their authentic stories about 
life inside ISIS may be the most influential tool for preventing and dissuading others 
from joining ISIS. 
 
The fight against Islamic State must take place on many fronts, including finding political 
solutions to the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. Islamic State is currently winning on many 
fronts--social media being the most powerful in terms of involving Westerners in 
homegrown terrorist attacks. At present the Internet serves as a nerve center to connect 
ISIS activists and propagandists who have proved themselves extremely savvy, active 
and successful on social media in recruiting Westerners to their cause--to plot terror 
activity, travel to Syria and Iraq, fundraise, as well as carry out concrete action in behalf 
of the terrorist group's goals. That front can be won back by discrediting their ideology 
and one of the most powerful ways to do that is to use voices of insiders--ISIS defectors 
to do so. 
 
While it is difficult to reach ISIS defectors and also persuade them to speak out against 
the group, it is possible. Turkey is a country through which thousands of Westerners have 
funneled themselves to join ISIS and other militant groups fighting in Syria and Iraq. 
Recently, disaffected cadres--ISIS defectors--are crossing in the opposite direction, back 
into Turkey and hiding out there hoping the long arm of ISIS does not catch them. 
In recent months, Anne Speckhard, Ph.D. and Ahmet Yayla, Ph.D. of the International 
Center for the Study of Violent Extremism (ICSVE) have begun an interview project and 
thus far interviewed seventeen such cadres and plan to interview more. 
 
The project has begun to assemble a sample of ISIS defectors that can inform on the 
following: 
1. Motivations for joining 
2. Military and Ideological training 



3. Actual First Person Accounts of Life inside ISIS 
4. Reports on the Treatment of Women 
5. Reports on the Foreign Fighter involvement 
6. Reports on the ISIS Slave Trade 
7. Reports on the Brutality and Killing 
8. Reports on ISIS Financing 
9. Reasons for and Process of Defecting 
10. Mental Health Consequences of ISIS involvement 
11. Pictures and video that cadres have of actual events they took part in. 
12. Statements by former ISIS cadres of why they defected and why others should not 
join. 
 
Thus far, all of the informants have risked their lives and undertook a gravely dangerous 
journey to defect from ISIS. Some were ideological supporters right from the beginning--
others less so--being more interested in money, survival, women etc., but all of our 
informants now despise ISIS. All have willingly given us cautionary statements to 
Westerners and others who might be considering joining ISIS that along side of their 
first-person accounts of their lives inside ISIS will be used to discredit the terrorist group. 
These interviews are now taking place in secret and recorded on tv-grade video. Once 
edited and packaged for such Internet outlets as YouTube and other social media sites, 
they will be invaluable tools to place back on the Internet to use for prevention and 
dissuasion. We can't wait to publish these stories from the inside that we know will 
directly and powerfully confront the so-called "caliphate." 
 
Read the full report here. 
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