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Campaigning For Aafia: From ‘Twitter Storms” to Terrorism

Ariel Koch#*

On 15 January 2022, Malik Faisal Akram, a British Muslim man who was not
affiliated with any specific terrorist organization but was known as an extremist,
stormed a synagogue in Texas and took four Jews hostage.> Akram, who eventually
was Killed by law enforcement agents, demanded to release Dr. Aafia Siddigi, an
American-Pakistani female who was accused of terrorism and consequently jailed.

Since her imprisonment, many advocated for her release.

* Dr. Ariel Koch is a postdoctoral researcher at the Lauder School of Government Diplomacy and
Strategy, The Interdisciplinary Center (IDC) in Herzliya; and Senior Fellow at the Centre for the
Analysis of the Radical Right (CARR), London.
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Campaigns for her release were echoed on the internet and social media. Jihadi
organizations also tried to hasten her release by abducting Westerners in North
Africa, the Middle East or Asia. However, the most prominent and consistent
support for Siddigi did not come from those jihadi organizations, but rather from
the British Salafi-jihadi milieu. Of these British Salafi extremists, the most vocalist,
provocative and influential is Anjem Choudary, who has orchestrated well-

coordinated online campaigns in order to raise awareness of jailed Siddiqui.

Aafia Siddiqui is a Pakistani neuroscientist who lived in the United States with her
husband and three children. The September 2001 attacks radicalized her. In 2003,
she left her hushand and the United States and travelled to Pakistan. A year later,
she was considered as a threat by US federal authorities. She was last seen in July
2008 in Afghanistan, when she was arrested along with one of her children by

Afghan officers.

During the trial, it emerged that she possessed “numerous documents describing the
creation of explosives, chemical weapons, and other weapons involving biological
material and radiological agents”. Some documents Siddiqui obtained “included
descriptions of various landmarks in the United States, including in New York
City”. The documents she held also contained details of US military targets,
“excerpts from the Anarchist's Arsenal, and [...] numerous chemical substances in

gel and liquid form that were sealed in bottles and glass jars”.?

She also tried to shoot US personnel who came to question her while in detention.
Transferred to the US in 2008, Siddiqui was convicted on terrorism charges in 2010.
She was sentenced to 86 years in prison and is being held in Texas, not far away

from the synagogue that was attacked.®
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Siddiqui is believed to have direct ties to al-Qaeda, and the organization and its
affiliates reflected it in actions. After she divorced from her first husband, she
allegedly married a prominent al-Qaeda member, the nephew of Khalid Sheikh
Mohammed, the mastermind of the September 11 attacks. Days after her sentence,
the Taliban kidnapped a British aid worker and three of his local colleagues and

proposed to exchange them for Siddiqui.*

In December 2010, al-Qaeda urged Muslims to avenge Siddiqui. In 2011, a Swiss
couple was kidnapped in Baluchistan by the Pakistani Taliban in order to release
her. In 2012, the Afghan Taliban demanded the release of Siddiqui in exchange for
the release of a captive US soldier who was eventually released in 2014 in exchange
for five senior Taliban leaders. In 2014, following the death of an American captive
at the hands of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) militants, the
organization released a video in which the spokesperson demanded to know the fate
of Siddiqui.®

On the internet, the campaign to free Aafia gained popularity, mainly in Pakistan,
but also among Pakistani migrants in the West. The Pakistan-based Aafia
Movement is just one example of the efforts to hasten her release. Aafia
Movement’s website (https://aafiamovement.com/) was created in 2010 and is

hosted on the Arizona-based company Web Commerce Communications Limited
dba WebNic.cc.®

The Aafia movement’s content is widely shared on social media. For example, a
Facebook page called “Free Aafia Siddiqui Now”, which has more than 60,000

followers, states that its purpose is to “Calling on all people of conscience to unite
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and speak out about the injustice caused to Dr. Aafia Siddiqui”.” This page contains
documentation of pro-Aafia demonstrations from around the world. On Twitter, the

Aafia Movement account has more than 12,000 followers.®

Anjem Choudary is a British Salafi extremist preacher that has a long history of
activism for jihad. He was the pupil of Sheikh Omar Bakri Muhammad, one of the
founders of “Al-Muhajiroun”, an organization that advocated for jihad and praised
al-Qaeda. After Al-Muhajiroun was banned and Bakri Muhammad left Britain to
Lebanon, Choudary replaced him as the prominent figure of the British Salafi-
Jihadi milieu. Among the groups that replaced Al-Muhajiroun were “Islam 4 UK”,
“Muslim Against Crusaders”, “Al-Ghuraba”, and “Need 4 Khilafa”. The later
emerged in parallel to the rise of the Islamic State (IS) terrorist organization, which

was supported by Choudary and his friends.

Due to his support of IS, Choudary was jailed in 2016 but released in 2018.° He
was banned from using social media until 2021, and soon after the ban was lifted,
he returned to advocate for Muslim prisoners via new Twitter storms. According to
MEMRI, “It is also likely that Choudary is affiliated with a new English-language
magazine, Al-Aseer (The Prisoner), which campaigns to free Muslims imprisoned
on terrorism charges and has been endorsed by pro-ISIS Telegram channels”.'°

It is noteworthy that the campaign was supported by many Muslims worldwide,
including in the US. For instance, Council on American—Islamic Relations (CAIR),

the Muslim Brotherhood’s arm in the USA, organized demonstrations calling for
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her release. CAIR’s efforts were supported by the anti-Israel political activist Linda

Sarsour, who also advocated for Siddiqui.!

However, the online campaigns for Siddiqui link Muslims from around the world
to Choudary’s campaigns, thus exposing them to Choudary’s and his friends’
extremist views and agenda, which they promote by using hashtags such as
#freeaafiasiddiqui, #free_sister_aafia, and #FreeTheAseer. For example, on 13
March 2022, Choudary published a post on his personal blog, which was since
deleted, in which he attacked Iran’s oppression of Sunni Muslims.'? On the same
day, the Twitter account of “Abu Hediyah” (@AbuHediyah), which was created in
March 2022 and has 21 followers, echoed Choudary’s message by using the same
headlines and the same picture used by Choudary. They also added the hashtags
#RussianlnvasionHypocrisy, #FreeSunnisiniran, and #FreeTheAseer, and a link to

Choudary’s blog.!3
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Iran’s Oppression of Sunni Muslims!

IRAN’S OPPRESSION OF SUNNI MUSLIMS!

Sunni Muslims have been persecuted in Iran since the 15th Century Safavid era when they were
forced to accept the Shia belief of the 12 Imams, those who didn’t were massacred.

sunni scholars and activists have suffered a sustained witchunt in recent decades, resulting in mass
executions. In 2016 at least 21 Sunni prisoners were executed in the notorious Rajai Shahr prison

where Sunni prisoners face appalling torture and abuse. Even before they reach prison these

Muslims and their families have been subjected to violent raids by security forces of their homes,

where not even their elderly mothers have been spared from brutal beatings. Another 7 Sunni

Muslims were executed between December 26th 2020 and January 3rd 2021 all of whom were 7:06

PM - Mar 13, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone

A screenshot from Anjem Choudary’s now-deleted blog (left) and the tweet by Abu Hediya (right)
On 18 March 2022, a Twitter account named “Team Aafia Offical”
(@Teamaafial), which was created in March 2020 and has more than 1500
followers, advocated for Muslim prisoners, writing “We pray that every innocent is
released from behind the bars, and reunited with their families”. The account’s
owner added the hashtags #FreeTheAseer, #AafiaSiddiqui, #TeamAafia, and
#FreeAafia. A day after, a Twitter account called “Ghost pepper” (@AintRice)
which was created in January 2020 and has more than 120 followers, also advocated
for Siddiqui by using the hashtags #freeaafiasiddiqui, #free_sister_aafia,

#RussianInvasionHypocrisy, #FreeTheAseer, and #FreeSunnisinlran.'*

Such online activism illustrates how Choudary and other Western Salafi extremists
not only continue to spread their messages, but also how they expose many others
to an extremist worldview that supports terrorism, and which is linked to Choudary,

14 @AintRice (Ghost pepper), Twitter, 19 March 2022; accessed 23 March 2022.
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a convicted jihadi propagandist who is known for grooming and radicalizing

Muslims.

Considering the above, it is clear that the threat from Choudary and his associates,
who continue to incite against democracy and the “enemies of Islam”, remains
unchanged. Accordingly, it is not inconceivable that others will also attempt to
carry out attacks in order to promote the release of the righteous and other Muslim
prisoners jailed in Western prisons for terrorist activity. Dealing with the potential
threat requires familiarity with the Salafi-extremist discourse and exposing the
actions of these extremists on behalf of Muslim prisoners accused of terrorist
activity, both in the virtual world and on the streets.
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