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Jill Carroll: A Hero’s Story
By Aletha Asay

The past three months have been relatively lucky ones for 
foreign nationals in Iraq. That’s because no one has been 
(documented) abducted since June when six hostages were 
killed.

On the other side of the same card, between 30 and 40 Iraqi 
civilians disappear every day (as of March 2006, Brookings 
Institute) and about 100 are estimated to be killed everyday 
(NY Times Sept. 21).

The political abductions are what garner media attention- 
especially those of journalists and peace activists- and act 
as a form of psychological terrorism, extending the reach of 
the mujahideen far across Iraqi borders.  But one abductee’s 
experience provides a rare glimpse into the culture of these 
“holy warriors.”

Jill Carroll: Case study
On January 7, 2006 American freelance journalist for the 

Christian Science Monitor Jill Carroll was kidnapped in 
front of Sunni politician Adnan al-Dulaimi’s Baghdad of-
fi ce.  Carroll is a young freelance who had been reporting 
from Iraq since the beginning of confl ict in 2003. She is 
profi cient in Arabic and took time to understand the culture 
as well as the language. She worked for a time at the Jordan 
Times and while working for the Monitor, she was embed-
ded with U.S. Marines. 

Carroll described her hostage experience in a series of 
articles in the Christian Science Monitor in August. Her 
experience was one of the closest any Westerner had with 
the insurgents and survived to tell the tale. For 82 days, 
she cooked with the women, learned about the Koran, was 
locked in a room for hours without light, and forced to make 
videos to be released to the outside world.

Carroll’s report revealed some aspects of mujahideen 
families that are truly shocking to Western sensibilities. 

Domestic life
At the beginning of her captivity, Carroll was allowed to 

be with the women and children, helping with kitchen work. 
She was thankful for this stimulation as later she was con-
fi ned to a small room for long periods of time and feared she 
would go insane from boredom.

But Carroll’s interaction with the women, while comfort-
ing at times, revealed to her the true nature of her captor’s 
religious mindset and the contradictions therein.

“ ‘Um Ali wants to be a martyr. She wants to drive a car 
bomb!’ [Abu Ali] said, beaming. Of course, she’d have to 
wait, since she was now four months pregnant. It is forbid-
den in Islam to kill a fetus at that age, he explained… I didn’t 
want to offend. But I was shocked at the talk of a mother’s 
suicide; shocked that Um Ali would blush at her husband’ 
praise of this plan.

“‘Oh, I didn’t know women could be car bombers,” was 
all I could muster.

“Later I was told that this was the only way women could 
be part of the mujahideen. The men could have the glory of 
fi ghting in battle. Women got to blow themselves up.”

While it seemed that women had achieved a modicum of 
equal treatment in terms of religious martyrdom, they still 
were mistreated in other ways. The women and children ate 
table scraps from the meals in a separate room, and the left 
school at the age of 12 to learn housework. The women told 
Jill that it was wrong for women to have jobs.

Carroll mistakenly thought of Um Ali as a sympathetic 
companion, but later found that what seemed like familial 
warmth was a thin veil for her hatred of Americans. Um 
Ali never offered Jill words of comfort, even when Jill was 
taken from their communal bed in the middle of the night, 
gagged and threatened. Later, Um Ali, grinning, told Jill that 
“she was delighted by the news reports that thousands of 
homes in California had been destroyed by forest fi res. ‘This 
is justice’ wrought by God, she said, ‘because the soldiers 
destroy our houses.’”

No family members were safe from indoctrination of the 
mujahadeen, either. Carroll reported hearing a 5-year old 

boy respond to the ques-
tion “What are you?” 
with “I’m a mujahid” or 
holy warrior.

Cultural shell shock
The physical and men-

tal stress of her captivity 
was exacerbated by cul-
tural differences. Carroll 
felt isolated, even as she 
tried to humanize herself 
to her captors. Carroll 
said that sometimes she 
felt like an “animal in a 
zoo” because of the “pok-
ing and prodding of my captors – who knew so little about 
Americans that they were shocked I wasn’t blonde.”

Nonetheless, her captors tried fervently to convert Jill to 
Islam. They did lessons with her on the Qu’ran in Arabic 
daily. They told her that they were forbidden from forcing 
people to convert, but asked her constantly when she would 
“come to Islam.” 

Jill realized that by being open to their teaching, she had 
put herself in a more dangerous situation when it came time 
for her to reject Islam, and feared hostile retaliation. “How 
could I tell them that adopting a new religion and code for 
living wasn’t possible when I was held captive, racked with 
despair, and in fear daily for my life?”

Despite her despair and fear, Carroll kept her wits and 
pretended to befriend some of her guards. The one whom 
she spent the most time with, she described as acting “like a 
spoiled little boy who enjoyed his authority over another hu-
man being.”  During the middle of her captivity, the 26-year-
old left for an arranged wedding – to a 13-year-old bride. 

The same guard interpreted Jill’s friendliness in the con-
text of his own conservative culture and asked her to open 
the hijab she wore over he clothes, which was a “totally in-
appropriate advance.”

Jihad: a rationale for violence
During her captivity, Carroll’s captors appeared to start 

viewing her as a messenger to the Western world, and be-
gan educating her about their rationale for the jihad. Their 
approach, however, focused on showing Jill videos of car 
bombings and bragging about their killing “work.” Jill said 
after watching these videos, she realized that “this was their 
mission, a righteous path: this was their work for God… 
While I sat their watching them, I felt the insurgents were 
sending a message: They hate Americans so much, they’re 
proud of these attacks. It’s normal for them.”

The muhajideen fi ghters often talked of the “purity” and 
“holiness” of their work.  The head captor told Carroll that 
the reason insurgents lost the second battle of Fallujah was 
because “too many of those new recruits had impure mo-
tives… A good Mujahid enters the war so [that] if he dies 
he goes to heaven.”  Furthermore, they “were angry about 
being labeled ‘terrorists,’” because of the righteousness of 
their work.

Carrol also learned about “clever” techniques that the 
mujahideen employed to blend in with ‘regular’ Iraqis. For 
example, when traveling by car, the men would shave their 
beards and act as families, with women and children and 
blasting Shiite music. 

What was really frightening to Carroll was the informa-
tion she gleaned from forced interviews with Abu Nour (not 
his real name) the head of the insurgent group that captured 
her. Abu Nour claimed to be connected directly with Al-Zar-
qawi despite being a native Iraqi. In the interview, he talked 
about the home-fi eld advantage the mujahideen have in Iraq, 
his ideas on why a coalition government will not work in 
Iraq, Nour’s desire for peace, and the help of Allah in meet-
ing those ends.

Regarding the scale of the insurgency, some of his esti-Regarding the scale of the insurgency, some of his esti-

mates are shocking: Abu Nour claimed 
that because of the organization of the 
insurgency, with 2,000 mujihadeen 
fi ghters in Iraq they can direct 100 op-
erations a week and kill 800 soldiers 
a month. “So [President] Bush is very 
tired because of this number of opera-
tions… so we are sure that the Ameri-
can army cannot continue in Iraq.”

It seems from Carroll’s interview 
notes that Abu Nour’s vision for Iraq 
after the war is what most people de-
sire: He sees it possible to “build the 
country very good and give every per-
son a big house and top car and make 
[it possible for] him to travel to the US 
and Europe and live like other people 
in the world.”  After the war, he says, 
the perception is that terrorists will “go 
to America to make problems in Amer-
ica.” But, “This is not true. We want to 
build our country.”
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