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To the Yazidi women who have suffered the brunt of ISIS’s
“culture cleansing” with such fortitude. Their courage in the
midst of a sea of savagery is living testament to the resilience of
the human spirit.
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INTRODUCTION:
DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE AND INTO THE
HISTORY OF ISIS

Following a rapid rise and concomitant territorial conquests, the so-called
Islamic State, also known as ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria), ISIL (Islamic
State of Iraq and wa-Sham or Levant), or by its Arabic abbreviation, Da’esh, has
for now, by default, taken operational command and leadership of the global
jihadist movement, eclipsing Al Qaeda Central (AQC), which attacked the US
homeland on September 11, 2001. At the time of writing, ISIS controls a wide
swath of territory in Iraq and Syria, as large as the United Kingdom, with a
population estimated at roughly between six million and nine million people.
Additionally, ISIS controls a sectarian army numbering more than thirty
thousand combatants, in part through an amalgamation of local armed
insurgencies in Iraq and Syria and foreign recruits.

ISIS’s military surge in Syria and Iraq in 2013 and 2014 was a rude
awakening for regional and global powers. Despite being trained by the United
States and costing anywhere between $8 billion and $25 billion,! the Iraqi
security forces were shattered like a house of glass in the summer of 2014 by
ISIS’s blitzkrieg, which was carried out by a force numbering only in the
hundreds or at most the low thousands, catching neighboring states and the great
powers off guard. According to the New York Times, an army that once counted
280,000 active-duty personnel, one of the largest in the Middle East, was now



believed to have as few as 50,000 men by some estimates.? In June 2014, a few
weeks before ISIS captured Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, with a population
of almost two million people, US president Barack Obama derisively dismissed
the organization as amateurish and said that it did not represent a serious threat
to America’s regional allies or interests: “The analogy we use around here
sometimes, and I think is accurate, is if a ‘j.v.” team puts on Lakers uniforms that
doesn’t make them Kobe Bryant.... I think there is a distinction between the
capacity and reach of bin Laden and a network that is actively planning major
terrorist plots against the homeland versus jihadists who are engaged in various
local power struggles and disputes, often sectarian.”® Although Obama is correct
to say that ISIS did not pose an immediate or a strategic menace to the US
homeland, critics seized on his comment as evidence of the Administration’s
underestimation of ISIS’s strength.

From 2013 until the summer of 2014, ISIS overran Iraqi, Syrian, and Kurdish
security forces and rival Islamists as well. The group’s prowess was confirmed
by the seizure of al-Raqqga and Deir al-Zour provinces in Syria in 2014 and the
expeditious collapse of four Iraqi divisions overnight in Mosul and elsewhere in
northern Iraq under the determined assault of outnumbered fighters in summer
2014.4 ISIS’s sweep of the so-called Sunni Triangle—an area of central Iraq to
the west and north of Baghdad mostly populated by Sunni Muslims—and the
threat to the Kurdish regional capital of Irbil alarmed the governments across the
Middle East and the Western powers. US officials feared that Saudi Arabia and
Jordan might be the next ISIS targets.”

By the end of 2014 ISIS had captured approximately a third of Syrian and
Iraqgi territories and had edged closer to the Iragi—Jordanian—Saudi Arabian
frontiers, with significant networks of supporters in both Jordan and Saudi
Arabia. In Lebanon, ISIS is purported to possess a few hundred fighters on the
Syrian-Lebanese border at Lebanon’s eastern and northern front. ISIS and its
network of like-minded militants have carried out spectacular suicide bombings
and made multiple deadly incursions into Lebanese territory, capturing dozens of
Lebanese security forces and traumatizing a society already polarized along
social and sectarian lines. In addition, the organization’s tentacles have spread to
Egypt, Libya, Yemen, North Africa, Afghanistan, Nigeria, and beyond, exposing
the fragility of the Arab state system and the existence of profound ideological
and communal cleavages within Middle Eastern and Islamic societies.® To



maintain their interests and prevent the collapse of the Iraqi and Syrian regimes,
the United States and Russia are leading two different coalitions and waging
sustained airstrikes against ISIS and other affiliated armed groups in both
countries. At the time of writing, at the end of 2015, the effectiveness of the US
and Russian coalitions has been limited due to the fierce rivalry between the
global and regional powers. This might change, as in November 2015 ISIS
allegedly exploited a security loophole at Sharm al-Sheikh Airport in Egypt and
smuggled a homemade bomb on board a Russian jet, which killed 224
passengers. The group also carried out a massive operation in Paris with seven
suicide bombers that killed and injured hundreds of civilians on November 13,
2015. A day earlier ISIS struck a crowded neighborhood in Beirut, Lebanon,
with two suicide bombers leaving a trail of blood and destruction. On December
2, 2015, two “supporters” of the group, a husband, Syed Rizwan Farook, twenty-
eight, and a wife, Tashfeen Malik, twenty-nine, attacked a social services center
in San Bernardino, California, in the United States, killing at least fourteen
people and wounding twenty-one. Russia and the Western powers, particularly
France, have begun to indirectly coordinate with one another, ratcheting up
attacks against areas held by ISIS in Syria, though this coordination is still in its
infancy. President Obama said he was open to cooperating with Russia in the
campaign against ISIS if President Vladimir V. Putin begins targeting the group,
though the two great powers have divergent interests in Syria.”

ISIS represents a new step, a new wave, in jihadism. In contrast to ISIS’s
stunning rise, Al Qaeda Central, the previous leading group of global jihadism or
Salafi-jihadism (the two terms are used interchangeably to refer to militant
religious activists of the Al Qaeda variety), seems small by comparison. It
possessed fewer than three thousand fighters and no territories of its own, a
borderless, stateless, transnational social movement during the height of its
power in the late 1990s. Osama bin Laden, Al Qaeda’s emir, was under the
protection of the Taliban in Afghanistan, swearing fealty to its leader, Mullah
Omar (pronounced dead of natural causes in 2015). In sharp contrast, ISIS’s
chief, Ibrahim ibn Awwad Ibrahim Ali al-Badri al-Samarrai, better known under
his nom de guerre, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, anointed himself the new caliph, or
supreme ruler of Muslims worldwide, thus challenging Omar’s claim to the same
title. ISIS’s blatant challenge of the Al Qaeda leadership and its imperial
ambitions show an organization determined to impose its will as a new major



player in the region and as a de facto state as well.

ISIS marks a new peril to the regional security order at a time of fierce social
and political struggle within Arab societies and creeping sectarianism fueled
mainly by the geostrategic rivalry between Shia-dominated Iran and Sunni-
dominated Saudi Arabia. ISIS not only threatens the survival of civil-war-
stricken Syria and the Iraqi state that was set up after the US-led invasion and
occupation in 2003, but also the stability of neighboring Arab countries. Its
ability to do so stems more from the fragility of the Arab state system than its
own strength as a strategic actor. Baghdadi and his planners have recently
devoted more resources and effort to local divisions that pledged their loyalty to
ISIS. For example, ISIS’s Egyptian affiliate, Wilayet Sinai (Sinai Province),
which is active in the north Sinai region, has waged economic warfare against
the state. Carrying out deadly operations against the Egyptian security forces and
foreign targets in the capital and beyond, Wilayet Sinai threatens the tourist
sector, a lifeline of the Egyptian economy. With its role in the crash of a Russian
passenger jet in Sinai in October 2015 that killed all 224 people on board, ISIS’s
chapter in Egypt has shown organizational capacity and potency. United Nations
and Western officials with access to intelligence reports say that of the eight
affiliate groups that pledged allegiance to ISIS worldwide, they are most worried
about the Libyan arm based in Surt, a port city on the Mediterranean about four
hundred miles southeast of Sicily. According to a November 2015 report by a
UN monitoring group examining terrorist groups in Libya, it is the only affiliate
now operating under the direct centralized control of ISIS with as many as three
thousand fighters, half of whom are based in Surt, and many clustered to the
east, around Nawfaliya. As military pressure intensified against ISIS in Syria
and Iraq, Baghdadi has dispatched scores of his lieutenants to Surt as a rearguard
base to fall back to if the organization is forced out of Syria.?

Arab countries, however, are in part responsible for the growth of armed
nonstate actors such as ISIS. If the chaos in both Iraq and Syria provided ISIS
with a fertile ground to implant, expand, and consolidate itself, the failure of
Arab states to represent the interests of their citizens and to construct an
inclusive national identity strong enough to generate social cohesion also
contributed to its growth. The reliance of Arab regimes on tyranny, widespread
corruption, and coercion led to the breakdown of the state-society relationship.
Groups such as ISIS exploit this political tyranny and these dismal social and



economic conditions by both challenging the ideology of the state and, at a
practical level, presenting a subversive alternative through the reestablishment of
the caliphate or the “Islamic State.”

One of the defining features of ISIS’s strategy that contrasts with that of Al
Qaeda Central is that it, along with its predecessor, Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), has
so far consistently focused on the Shia and the “near enemy” of the Iragi and
Syrian regimes and their Persian ally, rather than the “far enemy” of the United
States, Israel, or other global actors. Baghdadi, like AQI leader Abu Musab al-
Zargawi before him, has a genocidal worldview, according to which Shias are
viewed as infidels, a fifth column in the heart of Islam who must either convert
or be exterminated. AQI and ISIS view the struggle against America, Europe,
and even Israel as a distant secondary goal that must be deferred until a Sunni
Islamic state is built in the heart of Arabia and ISIS consolidates its grip on the
Iraqgi and Syrian territories it occupies. However, as the group suffered military
setbacks in Syria and Iraq in 2015, it began to target the far enemy by relying on
its far-flung affiliate groups in Egypt, Libya, and limited networks of followers
and stay-at-home groupies in Europe and North America. These attacks against
the far enemy divert attention from ISIS’s military losses in Syria and Iraq and
also reinforce its narrative of invincibility and triumphalism. Despite this tactical
shift in ISIS’s modus operandi in attacking Western targets, Riyadh, Baghdad,
and Damascus are ISIS’s immediate strategic targets, not Rome, Paris, London,
and Washington.? This disproportionate media attention to the massive attacks in
Paris and California and the conspiracies in Belgium, fueled by ISIS’s actions,
has created widespread confusion regarding ISIS’s strategy; those gruesome acts
account for a tiny percentage of the deaths ISIS has perpetrated. That ISIS is
much more interested in the near enemy underpins the relationships between
ISIS and members of the global jihadist network, including Al Qaeda Central.!”

Although ISIS is an extension of the global jihadist movement in its ideology
and worldview, its social origins are rooted in a specific Iraqi context, and, to a
lesser extent, the Syrian war that has raged since 2011. Its strategic use of
sectarian clashes between Sunni Muslims and Shia Muslims in Iraq and Syria
greatly benefited the group and shaped its activities. While most Salafi-jihadists
are nourished on an anti-Shia, anti-Iranian propaganda diet, Al Qaeda Central
prioritized the far enemy, specifically America and its European allies. From the
mid-1990s until the present, Al Qaeda Central has waged a transnational jihad



against the United States, trying to bog it down in a total war against the Islamic
world.!" Only afterward would bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, AQC’s
current leader, level the playing field with the near enemy (local rulers) and then
seize power in their native lands, a strategy that has certainly failed.!? In
contrast, ISIS’s primary strategic target is the consolidation and expansion of the
lands and authority of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and other neighboring
Muslim countries. ISIS wants to destroy the colonial borders in the Fertile
Crescent, or Levant, which were drawn by the European powers at the end of
World War One. In doing so, the group seeks to replace the “apostate” regimes
with an Islamic state, a caliphate. Baghdadi, who anointed himself as the new
caliph, invested his local political ambitions with transnational symbolism and
utopia. The formal entrance of the United States into the war against ISIS in
August 2014, and Russia’s entrance, together with other Western powers at the
end of 2015, partially collapsed these distinctions between the near enemy and
the far enemy. In a way, ISIS turned the tables on Al Qaeda Central, laying claim
to the leadership of the global jihadist movement. Nonetheless, it would be
foolish to lose sight of ISIS’s core strategy of statehood in the Levant, a factor
that continues to affect the group’s activities and actions.

The rise of ISIS shows the urgent need to understand what has happened
within Arab societies and the international relations of the Middle East. ISIS is a
symptom of the broken politics of the Middle East, of the fraying and
delegitimization of state institutions as well as of the spreading of civil wars in
Irag, Syria, and beyond. The cause of the group’s development and rise is
located in the severe social and political conditions in Arab societies as well as
in regional and global rivalries. The sustained crisis of governance and the
political economy, decades old, is a key factor. This book will thus trace the
journey of this takfiri'® organization from inception and consolidation to the
military surge that allowed it to settle and expand, first in Iraq, then in Syria and
beyond. The text focuses on four key factors in ISIS’s rebirth. The first is that
ISIS can be seen as an extension of AQI, which was itself a creature of the 2003
US-led invasion of Iraq and its aftermath. By destroying state institutions, the
invasion reinforced popular divisions along ethnic and religious rather than
national lines, creating an environment that was particularly favorable for the
implantation and expansion of groups such as AQI and ISIS. Second, the
fragmentation of the post—Saddam Hussein political establishment and its



incapacity to articulate policies that emphasized the country’s national identity
further nourished intercommunal distrust, thus deepening and widening the
Sunni-Shia divide. Thirdly, the breakdown of state institutions in Syria and the
country’s descent into a full-blown war is a significant factor in the revitalization
of ISIS. Finally, ISIS could not have consolidated the gains it made with the
Syrian war without the derailment of the Arab Spring uprisings and the
consequent spreading fires in neighboring Arab countries.

THE US-LED INVASION AND OCCUPATION OF IRAQ: REPERCUSSIONS

The US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003, combined with the
subsequent social turmoil and prolonged and costly armed resistance, led to the
dismantling of state institutions and the establishment of a political system based
on muhasasa, or the distribution of the spoils of power along communal, ethnic,
and tribal lines.!# Iraqi national identity has been in flux, gradually transformed
as local sectarian and ethnic identities supersede the collective identity adopted
by the Baath ruling party, one premised on Arabism and nationalism. By
exposing the failure of the postindependence, postcolonial state to build an
inclusive national identity, the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq caused a social
rupture. The present sectarian-based political system and the dominant forces
within it are largely a product of the US occupation and the destruction of the
state. Separate sectarian identities do not and cannot represent a viable
alternative for a new Iraq. ISIS succeeded in trading on the political system’s
failure, but doing so does not make it a repository of Sunni aspirations.
Nevertheless, the US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq and the Syrian civil
war were a defining moment in the reconstruction of a potent pan-Sunni identity
in both countries and the wider region. Even though ISIS would not have done
as well as it has without backing by an important Sunni segment, it is doubtful
whether this pan-Islamism sentiment can now be seen as an enduring identity for
Iragi and Syrian Sunnis.

We know very little about the complex relationship between ISIS and the
population under its control, and most of the reports are fragmentary and offer
contradictory synopses of life under the caliphate. On balance and for their own
separate reasons, the Shias and Kurds felt that the supra-state identity endorsed
by the Iragi regime favored Sunni Arabs at their own expense. In this sense, the
dismantling of state institutions in 2003 and the setting up of a sectarian-based



system triggered and intensified a clash of identities, a struggle that has almost
wrecked modern Iraq.'®

ISIS’s viciousness reflects the bitter inheritance of decades of Baathist rule
that tore apart Iraq’s social fabric and left deep wounds that are still festering. In
a sense, ISIS internalized the brutal tactics of the Baathist regime and Iraq’s
blood-drenched modern history. Although Baghdadi and Hussein come from two
different ideological poles, both sought to build a tyrannical regime that tolerates
no dissent and uses terror to silence the opposition. Baghdadi surrounds himself
with junior and senior officers of Hussein’s army and police, many of them
former enforcers of Baathism’s brutal rule. This does not imply that ISIS’s
Salafi-jihadism is synonymous with Baathism, a relatively secular nationalist
ideology, as some observes claim. (Chapter 5 fleshes out this argument further.)
Former Baathists did not hijack ISIS but, rather, the latter converted many
Baathists to its cause. It is important to distinguish between ISIS’s vicious
tactics, which resemble those of the old Baath ruling party, and revolutionary
Islamist ideology and those of the Baath’s nationalism. This has also been a
point of contention between ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra—another Salafi-jihadist
armed group in Syria and the official arm of Al Qaeda Central there, formally
established in the war-torn country in 2012—as members of each group often
accuse their rivals of having been former Baathists, attempting to delegitimize
them in the eyes of the Islamist base. For example, a prominent scholar of Salafi-
jihadism, Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, who backs al-Nusra against ISIS,
explained the brutal ways of Baghdadi and his associates by asserting that “they
have just discovered Islam, and were until recently Baathists slaughtering
Muslims.”'® Of course, Maqdisi’s blame of Baathists is designed to absolve
Salafi-jihadists, his cohorts, of responsibility for the massive shedding of civilian
blood.

The causes of ISIS’s unrestrained violence lie in (1) its origins in AQI and its
founder, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who represents a post—Al Qaeda generation of
Salafi-jihadism focusing on identity and communal politics; (2) its Iraqgization
through the instrumentalization of Baathist tools of repression as well as the
country’s bitter legacy of violence; and (3) the ruralization of ISIS’s rank and
file.l”

Whereas the two previous jihadist waves of the 1970s—1990s had leaders
from the social elite and their bases were mainly composed of middle-class and



lower-middle-class university graduates, ISIS’s cadre is rural and agrarian,
lacking in both theological and intellectual accomplishment. While the majority
of ISIS’s combatants tend to be poor, the leadership is solidly middle class and
lower middle class; this might spell trouble for the group if and when its military
fortunes decline, because the foot soldiers are not as versed in or even committed
to the Salafi-jihadist ideology as the top echelons are. These poor combatants
could easily shed their ISIS affiliation and be reintegrated into their
communities.'® The current wave of Salafi-jihadists is facilitated by its rural and
tribal social origins, providing a deep sense of victimhood and religious
inevitability of victory as well as of isti’la’ (superiority) over Shia Muslims, who
are, historically, a marginalized community in Iraq and neighboring Arab
countries. Social profiles of midlevel commanders of ISIS and its Islamist rival,
al-Nusra, show a background of manual labor and blue-collar jobs as mechanics,
vegetable and fruit vendors, farmers, construction workers, shopkeepers, and
low-level workers in restaurants. ISIS thrives among poor, disenfranchised Sunni
communities, including those in the Fallujah, Tikrit, and Anbar regions in Irag;
the al-Ragqga province and Deir al-Zour in Syria; Akkar, Tripoli, and the Bekka
Valley in Lebanon; and Maan and Zarga in Jordan. The lower-class background
of ISIS’s combatants explains why the organization justifies its actions as a
defense of the poor and disfranchised as well as why it targets areas with natural
and raw resources.™ In contrast to the typical recruits joining ISIS from within
the Middle East, many of the foreign fighters who have migrated to ISIS from
around the world, especially those from Europe and North America, are
reportedly educated and middle class, an inconsistency that calls for further
exploration.

By 2010, AQI, the forerunner of ISIS, suffered military defeat and was
socially besieged; yet, in less than four years, it has reconstituted its cells and has
expanded far beyond the Iraqi Sunni Triangle, threatening the state system in the
Fertile Crescent. Although objective material conditions in Iraq and Syria fueled
ISIS’s emergence, its ideology appealed to radicalized religious activists and a
small segment of young men and women worldwide; these volunteers and
recruits want to be part of the resurrection of the caliphate—a romantic, utopian
metanarrative that has increasing allure in a broken Middle East dominated by
repressive, illegitimate, minority-based regimes.



IRAQ’S BROKEN POLITICAL SYSTEM

The social turmoil caused by the US-led invasion, particularly the destruction of
state institutions, triggered a deep sectarian divide between Sunni Muslims and
Shia Muslims and propelled the rise of ISIS from an inconsequential nonstate
actor to an Islamic state. Filling an ideational and institutional void, ISIS stepped
in and offered aggrieved Sunnis a potent pan-Sunni (sectarian-Islamist) identity
that transcends nationality, ethnicity, and borders. Baghdadi and his cohorts
attempt to reconstruct Iraq’s supra-state identity (Arabism and nationalism)
along sectarian terms (pan-Sunni), challenging the very foundation of the
separate nation-state as well as the norms and rules that underpin international
society. Sectarianism is the fuel that powers ISIS, and it is fueled by ISIS in
return, an essential dynamic at work that requires further exploration of the
reconstruction and redefinition of Sunni Arab identity and should not be
assumed to be a fait accompli. Since 2003 Iraq has descended into a sustained
crisis, inflaming the grievances of the Sunni population over their
disempowerment under the new Shia ascendancy and preponderant Iranian
influence (for developments in Iraq after 2003, see chapter 3). Although Sunnis
have protested the discrimination they face for some time, their protests fell on
deaf ears in Baghdad and Washington. The disintegration of the social fabric in
this manner created an opening for ISIS to step in and take advantage of the
wrongs felt by Iraq’s Sunnis and depict itself as their “defender” and “protector.”
In addition to its strategic manipulation of sectarian divisions, ISIS and its
predecessors, AQI and the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI), managed to gain support
through their anti-US rhetoric, which appealed to the Sunni youth who felt that
the country had been humiliated and colonized by the United States with Iran’s
backing. Iraq’s dysfunctional and broken political system, which suffered from
increasing factionalism, provided ISIS with ideological nourishment.

Like their predecessors, the Baathists, the new ruling elite in Iraq failed to
construct an inclusive national identity and rebuild state institutions on more
solid legal foundations. The post-Hussein elite are accountable for the
misfortunes that have befallen Iraq after 2003. Although the US-led invasion is
responsible for causing a rupture in state and society, Iraq’s new leaders could
have ameliorated dismal social conditions and strengthened national unity. For
most of the eight years of Nuri al-Maliki’s premiership (May 20, 2006—
September 8, 2014), Sunnis felt disenfranchised by what they viewed as



sectarian-based policies, leading to their decision to organize themselves
communally. Maliki’s reluctance to support the Sahwa forces, tribal Sunni
councils organized and financed by the US occupation authorities, only further
deepened the rift with the Sunni community, and the intensification of identity
politics led to a vicious cycle of polarization between Sunnis and Shias. Also, his
conflicted relationship with some high-profile Shia figures, combined with the
inefficiency of the government and its widespread corruption, left the Shia
community divided. From 2010 on, Maliki’s increasing hold over the state
apparatus and its institutions did not foster confidence in the government, and
his heavy repression of the Arab Spring protests provoked anger and resistance.
As armed groups infiltrated the sit-ins, it became more and more difficult to
distinguish peaceful protesters from violent militias. Social and ideological
cleavages weakened Iraq, thus enabling Baghdadi and his planners to infiltrate
the country’s fragile body politic.

Baghdadi presented ISIS as the sole defender of Ahl al-Sunna (the Sunni
community), the voice and champion of Sunni Arabs who feel excluded and
persecuted by the Shia-dominated regime in Baghdad and the Alawite-led
regime in Damascus.?? Unlike his notorious predecessor and the founder of AQI,
Zarqawi, Baghdadi cultivated a powerful social constituency that provided ISIS
with a steady supply of skilled fighters as well as a territorial and political safe
haven. This point requires further explanation: thousands of embittered Iraqi and
Syrian Sunnis fight under ISIS’s banner, even though many do not subscribe to
its extremist Islamist ideology. The group has successfully inserted itself in an
unfolding mini civil war in Iraq and blended with the local Sunni community. In
a way, there is nothing mysterious about the spectacular rise of ISIS. It is worth
stressing that there is no credible evidence to show that ISIS’s ideology of Sunni
pan-Islamism is the adopted identity in Sunni areas in Iraq and Syria, though this
hypothesis is presented by writers with little empirical evidence to substantiate
it. According to Sunni Iraqis in Mosul, Tikrit, and other Iraqi cities to whom I
talked, Sunni rebels and tribes played a pivotal role in facilitating ISIS’s
takeover of the Sunni Triangle only to have the group turn against them after the
cities had fallen. Additionally, during conversations I have had with Iraqi tribal
leaders, many acknowledged that their sons initially joined the ISIS caravan not
because of its Islamist ideology but as a means of resistance against the
sectarian-based central authority in Baghdad and its regional patron, Iran.



Increasing evidence now shows that Iraqi Sunnis are divided between those who
back ISIS as an effective weapon against their Shia tormentors and others who
express regrets about having supported the organization and are turning against it
because of its brutal tactics and tyrannical rule.

According to reports from the Sunni Triangle, more and more tribes are
distancing themselves from ISIS and denying taking part in its mass crimes,?!
though the tide has not turned against the group yet. For the moment, ISIS still
maintains hadanah sha’biyya (a social base), which has allowed it to withstand
punishing attacks by the US-led coalition and the Iraqi and Syrian armies and
Kurdish and Shia militias. The group greatly benefited from abuses and
violations of Sunnis by Shia militias in Iraq and Syria as well as a widespread
perception among Sunnis that airstrikes by the United States and its allies
unjustly target their coreligionists while turning a blind eye to Shia radicals.
However, ISIS has not offered Iraqi and Syrian Sunnis a positive political and
socioeconomic vision that addresses the severe challenges facing their
community. Jihadists of all colors and stripes, past and present, lack a political
imagination, the result of a structurally flawed decision-making process, argued
a well-known Al Qaeda theorist, Abdullah Bin Mohamed, in a recent memo
called “The Problem in the Jihadist Decision Making.” As long as clerics and
preachers dominate the jihadist movement, Bin Mohamed concludes, jihadists
will be unable to translate their military gains on the battlefield into political

capital.?

THE SYRIAN CIVIL WAR

Another key factor in the resurgence of ISIS is the breakdown of state
institutions in Syria and the country’s descent into all-out war after 2011. Not
unlike Arab protesters in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, and Yemen, tens of
thousands of Syrians revolted against al-istibdad (repression) and al-tahmeesh
(exclusion). Bread, freedom, social justice, and al-karama (human dignity) were
the rallying cries that echoed from Syria’s mayadeen (squares), reflecting
political and economic vulnerabilities, not sectarian and parochial concerns.
Only later did the uprising become militarized, taking on a sectarian facade. The
nature of civil-military relations in Syria was radically different from that of
relations in Tunisia and Egypt, other sites of Arab Spring uprisings; the Syrian
security forces recognized that their survival in their current form depended



heavily on the survival of the Assad regime. As Bashar al-Assad’s security
services violently clamped down on peaceful protesters and depicted antiregime
social mobilization in sectarian terms, the revolt rapidly mutated, militarized,
and eventually radicalized. Nationalist-based protests increasingly acquired
religious symbols and references, with armed Islamist groups and militias in
rural villages taking advantage of the tumult to advance their ultraconservative
Salafist ideology and agenda.

What started as a progressive call for social and political reforms turned into
a sectarian clash and war of all against all. In a repeat of the Iraqgi scenario,
Islamist armed groups and the Islamist rhetoric of jihad were empowered, their
existence becoming somewhat justified in the eyes of a significant proportion of
Syrians due to the regime’s violent crackdown on civilians. Islamist groups in
Syria portrayed themselves, and were often perceived, as the defenders of the
persecuted Sunni community. Similar to the case of Iraq, where the Islamic
Republic of Iran’s support of the Shia community increased sectarian tensions,
Iran’s unwavering support of the House of Assad reinforces the sectarian
narrative. In late 2011 Baghdadi and his commanders had the political foresight
to send a contingent of their men led by two trusted lieutenants, Abu Mohammed
al-Joulani and Mullah Fawzi al-Dulaimi, to supposedly battle the Assad regime
and establish an operational base in the country.?? In less than a year Joulani’s al-
Nusra, as an extension of the Islamic State of Iraq, built an effective network in
Syria that included thousands of local and foreign fighters who gained notoriety
on the battlefield against Assad’s forces. According to subsequent testimonies by
top jihadists, from the start a decision was made to keep the real identity of al-
Nusra secret and blend in with the local population in a bid to avoid alerting the
Americans to Al Qaeda’s presence in Syria.”* This move allowed al-Nusra to
expand and build coalitions with various Islamist factions. By the time Baghdadi
publicly divulged the connection between the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Nusra
in April 2013, stating that al-Nusra’s strategic goal was to establish an Islamic
state in Syria,?> he had already gained strategic depth and baptized his fighters
with blood and fire, a stroke of evil genius. (For context and analysis about the
[SI-al-Nusra connection, see chapter 5 on Syria.) Unilaterally dissolving both
the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Nusra, Baghdadi announced a merger, a new
entity called the Islamic State of Iraq and wa-Sham,?® an initiative swiftly
rejected by Joulani, which triggered an internal jihadist civil war.?” Although al-



Nusra, together with other armed groups, launched a preemptive strike against
ISIS, in the end the group prevailed over al-Nusra and its allies and captured
major cities, including al-Ragqga, which became the seat of its capital.

Feeding upon each other, Iraq and Syria were vital to the resurgence of ISIS,
which defined the struggle in both countries through the framework of identity. It
developed a distinct pan-Sunni sectarian identity, a deliberate contrast to the pan-
Shia identity represented by the sectarian-dominated, Iran-backed regimes in
Damascus and Baghdad. Of all variables empowering ISIS, the anti-Shia, anti-
Iranian factor tops the list. ISIS has developed a narrative—rooted in a pan-
Sunni identity that is intrinsically opposed to what it portrays as a pan-Shia,
aggressive, expansionist ideology—that has infiltrated and is taking over the
Islamic world. ISIS’s anti-Shia, anti-Iranian program is the most effective card it
has played in Iraq and Syria, and it has so far proved to be a powerful recruiting
tool. The organization has tapped into the communal rift that grew after the US-
led invasion of Iraq in 2003. This dispute spiraled out of control after the Arab
Spring was aborted and after Syria and Iraq descended into war and chaos. It is
this clash of sub-Islamic identities, a mini intra-Islamic war, that has fueled
ISIS’s spectacular growth. After the fall of Mosul in June 2014 and the
declaration of the Islamic State, time and again the organization’s spokespeople
have asserted their leadership of the umma (the global Muslim community) and
Ahl al-Sunna and dismissed existing and potential rivals to this honor as
pretenders.

Although Iraq is ISIS’s original home, its expansion to neighboring Syria
provided it with strategic depth and significant economic resources. Syria is the
location of ISIS’s capital, al-Raqqga, and its major sources of income, including
the oil trade, taxation, wheat and fertile agricultural lands, and criminal
activities, and, according to US intelligence officials, more than two-thirds of its
fighters are deployed in the country (though this might be changing for
operational reasons as military pressure takes its toll on ISIS in Syria). In
addition, the disintegration of the country’s social fabric and political system and
its transformation into a battlefield for regional wars by proxies also offer
motivation and inspiration for potential recruits to ISIS and similar groups like
al-Nusra. As long as Syria’s conflicts rage, ISIS will continue to entrench itself
in the midst of the chaos that defines the war-torn country today. However, at the
time of writing, at the end of 2015, ISIS is squeezed by Syrian Kurdish
insurgents backed by the United States, and other opposition factions, prodded



by their regional patrons, which have also pressurized ISIS, diminishing the
group’s prospects considerably in Syria. ISIS’s grip on Syria is not as strong as
that of Iraq. Nevertheless, ISIS’s successful comeback in Irag was greatly
bolstered by its power consolidation in Syria. Following its takeover of
important Syrian cities in 2014, ISIS dissolved the international border that
separated the two countries. By doing so, it affirmed its supremacy at the head of
the global jihadist network, proving that its tactic of kasr al-hudud (breaking
down borders) had worked. ISIS used its achievements in Iraq and Syria to taunt
other neighboring countries, which in turn only increased its popularity across
the region.

THE ARAB SPRING

Finally, ISIS could not have surged without the derailment of the Arab Spring
uprisings and the sabotage of the aspirations of millions of citizens who called
for a more just social contract and a bill of rights. The Arab Spring did not occur
in a vacuum. Millions of Arabs reached a breaking point because of decades of
developmental failure and repressive rule. It was an emancipatory moment that
could have progressively transformed the Arab Middle East had it not been
derailed by an unholy alliance of internal and external counterrevolutionary
forces. This included a multitude of actors, such as autocratic rulers backed by
regional allies, the military-security apparatus, al-fulul (elements of the old
regime), and ISIS, whose interests converged in blocking peaceful political
change. (Chapter 7 develops this argument further.) ISIS could not have surged
without the grand collusion between authoritarian Arab rulers and their regional
and global patrons to maintain the status quo at all costs. Although bitter
regional rivals, both Saudi Arabia and Iran acted as counterrevolutionary
powers, trying to stem the tide of political change at home and in the
neighborhood and to consolidate their influence.

As the Arab uprisings gathered steam, Saudi Arabia spent more than US$100
billion at home in an effort to keep domestic peace and buy the loyalty of its
citizens. The Saudi kingdom also invested billions of dollars in Bahrain, Egypt,
Oman, Yemen, Morocco, and Jordan to prevent revolutionary change and keep
its conservative Arab allies in control.?® Saudi Arabia, together with the United
Arab Emirates, even deployed two thousand troops to Bahrain to allow its Gulf
ally to crush the opposition. Although initially the United States did not accept



the official Saudi and Bahraini claims that Iran had fomented the protests in the
tiny Gulf sheikdom, it reversed course and implicitly acquiesced to Saudi
military intervention, suggesting that pro-Iranian elements might attempt to
hijack the popular will. Bahrain became a flash point, a casualty of the US-
Iranian rivalry and American economic and strategic interests with Gulf Arab
countries.?? While US policy makers backed regulated change in Tunisia, Egypt,
Libya, Yemen, and Syria, they were reluctant to do so in the Gulf because the
stakes were much higher for American national interests there.

Similarly, the Islamic Republic of Iran, which prides itself as a revolutionary
state, has fought tooth and nail to sustain the Assad regime. Iran also backed
Maliki, whose divisive sectarian policies brought ruin to Iraq, and did not
distance itself from Maliki until after the powerful Iraqi Shia religious
establishment had done so. Ironically, at the beginning of the Arab uprisings in
February 2011 and before the storm had wrecked Syria, Iranian leaders sought to
take credit for events in their neighborhood. The Iranian supreme leader,
Ayatollah Khamenei, called the Arab Spring a “natural enlargement of Iran’s
Islamic revolution of 1979 and credited his country for being the catalyst of this
“Islamic awakening.”3? But as the “Islamic awakening” reached Syria and Iraq,
the premature jubilation of Iranian leaders darkened and their closest Arab
partners, Maliki and Assad, fought for their political future and literally their
political lives. Iran threw a lifeline to rescue the two drowning men, pouring
gasoline on a raging sectarian fire in Iraq, Syria, and beyond. In its efforts to
prevent the collapse of the Assad regime, Iran found a natural ally in Russia. In
September 2015 President Putin intervened directly in the Syrian conflict and
launched airstrikes in support of the Assad regime. In a way, Syria has also
become the location of a global war by proxy between the Western powers and
Russia, which has invested considerable diplomatic and military capital to thwart
Western intervention in the war-torn country.

This new cold war between the leader of Arabian Sunni Islam, Saudi Arabia,
and the leader of Shia Islam, (Persian) Iran, has played out on the streets of
weaker and more tumultuous Arab countries, particularly Iraq, Syria, and
Yemen. It diverted the struggle from social and political emancipation in Arab
countries and toward geostrategic and sectarian rivalry. Syria and Iraq, together
with other countries, have become battlegrounds for regional wars by proxies in
which Saudi Arabia and Iran, together with Turkey and Qatar and others, vie for



influence and hegemony by arming and financing warring camps. Firmly rooted
in power politics as well as the politics of identity (Sunni versus Shia) and the
construction of rival national identities (Arab versus Persian), this regional war
by proxy is a godsend for ISIS and other Al Qaeda local factions in general. At
the beginning of hostilities in Syria and Iraq, al-Nusra and ISIS obtained funds,
arms, and a religious cover from neighboring Sunni states, precious social and
material capital that proved decisive. ISIS’s rebirth was facilitated by this
geostrategic and geosectarian rivalry between Sunni-dominated states and Shia-
led Iran. The fragility of the Arab state system triggered a free-for-all struggle
for competitive advantage by pivotal regional powers. As a nonstate actor, ISIS
initially climbed on the shoulders of key regional states that battled each other
for influence and supremacy in the heart of Arabia. Not unlike Al Qaeda Central,
which emerged out of the US-Soviet violent rivalry over Afghanistan in the
1980s, ISIS is also a creature of the geostrategic and geosectarian conflict, as
well as of the foreign intervention in the Arab Middle East.

ISIS AND THE STORY OF BAGHDADI

As this book explores the history of ISIS through the framework of identity and
sectarian politics, chapter 4 provides a portrait of Baghdadi by reconstructing his
journey from invisibility to infamy. His story is pieced together from
recollections of contemporary witnesses who had known him before he joined
AQ]I, as well as others who spent time with him before and after he was detained
by the Americans in Camp Bucca, near Umm Qasr in southern Iraq, in February
2004 on charges of being a Sunni “foot-soldier.”>! When he assumed the
leadership of AQI in 2010, the group was on the brink of collapse, bereft of its
social and territorial base in the Sunni Triangle. This was mainly due to an
internal civil war between AQI and the Sunni community in Iraq, which had
initially provided refuge to the group. Baghdadi and his inner circle patiently and
systemically rebuilt their social network and expanded its constituency among
disfranchised Sunnis in Iraq and then Syria after the political uprising there
escalated into all-out war. At the time, Baghdadi cleverly reorganized AQI’s
military apparatus, relying on the operational expertise of former Iraqi army and
police officers and skilled Chechen trainers in Syria, turning it into a
professional fighting force capable of waging urban and conventional warfare.
With years of combat experience and training and a long history of fighting that



included participation in the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, Kuwait in 1990-1991,
the counterinsurgency in the 1980s and 1990s, and resistance against the
Americans from 2003 until 2010, these skilled Sunni officers of the disbanded
army transformed Baghdadi’s ragtag bands and networks into a potent guerrilla
force, likened to a mini sectarian army, capable of carrying out large-scale
offensives and vanquishing Iraqi and Syrian military brigades.

Concerning ISIS’s rapid surge, many questions surrounding Baghdadi still
have yet to be answered. Specifically, how did Baghdadi, a man with no
previous military background who is neither a political theorist nor a religious
preacher, transform ISIS into the world’s leading Salafi-jihadist organization,
which controls a contiguous “nation” across the Syrian-Iraqi border with a force
of more than thirty thousand fighters? How did he manage to fill its coffers with
up to $2 billion annually (by 2015 ISIS’s annual budget has plummeted to about
$1 billion) and turn it into one of the wealthiest nonstate actors, now a protostate
with the aspiration of being a state, through a diversified war economy? To what
extent is Baghdadi helped by the fraying state institutions in Iraq and Syria and
by rival regional powers’ fostering of sectarian mobilization and polarization?
We cannot be confined to Baghdadi’s personal experiences or a focused study in
leadership or the great man himself. Baghdadi’s rise to power coincided with
increasing political and communal tensions in Iraq, where central government
policies were widely seen as marginalizing and undermining the Sunni
community. The chaos in Iraqg and then Syria has inadvertently empowered
Baghdadi’s jihadist caravan.

ISIS is tied to the raging sectarian fires in Iraq and Syria and the clash of
identities that is ravaging Arab countries, and, should ISIS be defeated, there is
always the risk of another like-minded militant group, such as al-Nusra, filling a
power vacuum in the region. If ISIS is a manifestation of the breakdown of state
institutions, then the fragile authoritarian state system must be rebuilt on a more
solid, legitimate foundation. This requires a transparent, inclusive, and
representative government that delivers public goods, including jobs, and gives
millions of young men and women, who feel forsaken, a stake in the future of
their countries. A more complex challenge is to confront ISIS’s Salafi-jihadist
ideology and worldview. By portraying itself as the only alternative to a broken
and corrupt political system, ISIS is trying to hijack agency from the people, yet
in many ways, it uses the same tactics of the authoritarian regimes that it seeks to
replace. The challenge is to provide hope to the millions of men and women who



called for justice, freedom, and a life with dignity, as we saw during the Arab
Spring uprisings, while simultaneously convincing them that there are
nonviolent options that can bring about meaningful and substantive political
change. Until we do, the menace of the “Islamic State” and similar Salafi-
jihadist groups will remain a problem both for the Arab-Islamic world and for
the international community.



THE WORLD ACCORDING TO ISIS

Although the spectacular surge of ISIS must be contextualized within the social
and material circumstances and conditions that exist in Iraq and Syria and
beyond, its worldview and ideology must also be taken seriously. Ideology is a
superglue that binds Salafi-jihadist activists and combatants to each other and
allows the movement to renew and revitalize itself after suffering setbacks. A
traveling and expanding ideology, Salafi-jihadism has gained new converts and
has taken hold of the imagination of small Sunni communities worldwide; it has
developed its own rituals and references and produced its own iconic figures and
theorists who provide intellectual guidance and theological sustenance.
Historically a fringe social movement, now Salafi-jihadism vies for public
influence and offers an alternative for both mainstream and radical Islamists.
The movement’s propagandists and preachers openly proselytize and boast that
the tide of history has shifted in their favor. Whether it is on the cusp of victory
or not, the ideology is here to stay and the challenge is to shine light on it and
make sense of it. Researchers underestimate the power of the Salafi-jihadist
ideology at their own peril. ISIS is first and foremost an extension of the global
Salafi-jihadist movement. Baghdadi and his cohorts represent another wave, a
new generation, of Salafi-jihadists or revolutionary religious activists. (Chapters
2 and 8 examine in depth ISIS’s ideological references and mind-set as well as
the similarities and differences between it and other Salafi-jihadist groups.) At
present, ISIS—its ideology, as well as its state and security status—has
successfully tapped into a fierce clash of identities between Sunni Muslims and
Shia Muslims in the Middle East and beyond. Although ISIS is a Salafi-jihadist
organization, it is fundamentally oriented toward a genocidal anti-Shia campaign
conducted in the name of the romantic idea of resurrecting the caliphate.

In comparing the emergence of Al Qaeda’s central organization to that of
ISIS, it is possible to distinguish ideological threads that have provided ISIS



with an advantage. Al Qaeda’s central organization emerged from an alliance
between ultraconservative Saudi Salafism (or Wahhabism) and radical Egyptian
Islamism known as Salafi-jihadism. ISIS was born of a marriage between an
Irag-based AQI (Salafi-jihadism) and an identity frame of politics. The group’s
ideological lineage of Salafi-jihadism forms part of the ideological impetus; the
other part of its ideological nature is a hyper-Sunni identity driven by an intrinsic
and even genocidal anti-Shia ideology. The US-led invasion and occupation of
Iraq in 2003 caused a rupture in an already fractured Iraqi society. America’s
destruction of Iraqi institutions, particularly its dismantling of the army and the
Baathist ruling party, unleashed a fierce power struggle, mainly along sectarian
lines, creating fissures in society. These growing ruptures provided the room
necessary for nonstate actors and armed insurgent militias, including Al Qaeda,
to infiltrate the fragile body politic in post-2003 Iraq. The strategy of ISIS’s
planners is designed to exploit the Arab state identity crisis by claiming that they
aim to implement a socioeconomic framework that can rival that of Western
modernity. Despite ISIS’s insistence that it operates within a different value
system from that promulgated by Western liberalism, the group’s rhetoric is
anchored not in novelty but in identity politics whose main articulating pole is
religious. Religion can act as a potent framework for social identity, especially in
war environments where insecurity runs high, and cultivates group loyalty by
projecting itself as the truth and the right path to follow.! By providing a clear
structure through strict sets of rules and beliefs and a worldview that
encompasses life on earth and in the afterlife, ISIS presents individuals with the
promise of an eternal group membership, which can prove particularly attractive
for people prone to existential anxiety. Moreover, scholars point out that several
factors feed into (Abrahamic) fundamentalist ideology, including dualism
(absolute evaluations of good versus evil), authority (of a sacred book or leader),
selectivity (choosing certain beliefs or practices over others), and millennialism
(confidence in eschatology as God’s will). Of all factors, however, one facet is
thought to be vital: “reactivity,””> which takes the form of a hostility toward
secular modernity that is directed not only toward people outside of the
fundamentalists’ religious in-group but also toward members of their own
religious group who are not viewed as “true believers.”

In this light, ISIS’s development of a pure ideology can be seen as part of a
strategy to feed its members’ fundamentalism by emphasizing their exclusivity



while projecting a universalist vision. For example, the widespread use of
suicide bombers by Salafi-jihadist groups such as ISIS constitutes a recent
modus operandi in Islam rather than a return to the roots. A convincing argument
can be made that Muslims are currently entangled in a war of subjectivities that
stems from a series of ruptures that started with the Enlightenment and that takes
the form of an Islamic-Islamic civil war over the Muslim identity itself.?
Meanwhile, Arabs are also involved in an interpretative dispute about their
being-in-the-world in which both the Arab world and the world at large are being
questioned and contested. The current rise of Salafi-jihadism and terrorism
represented by groups such as ISIS is the result of not only creeping sectarianism
or a crisis of the modern state, but also a growing nihilism that signals the
collapse of peace and progressive values in its conception of humanity.*

Nevertheless, far from being sui generis, genealogically and ideologically
ISIS belongs to the Salafi-jihadist family, or global jihadism, although it marks
another stage in the evolution or, rather, mutation of the ideological gene pool.
Its leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, not only inherited the bloody legacy of his
predecessor, Abu Musab al-Zargawi, the founder of Al Qaeda in Iraq, but also
models himself on Osama bin Laden, who is for Salafi-jihadists a “martyr” and
remains the undisputed, charismatic leader of the global jihadist movement.
Over the past half century, the global jihadist movement has developed a
repertoire of ideas, a frame of reference, theorists, thousands of followers, and
“martyrs” who provide inspiration for new volunteers and ensure the
movement’s survival. ISIS has been able to draw from this repertoire,
rearticulating old concepts and presenting them as new or revolutionary. Its
rhetoric makes use of religious ideology to articulate identity politics. Indeed,
religion has for some time been the glue that maintains the coherence, if not the
unity, of various factions and divisions, and the rationale for vicious and
flamboyant violence. Time and again, Salafi-jihadists from various movements
have cited verses from Qur’anic scripture to portray their offensive jihad as
blessed.

The world according to ISIS is frozen in time and space, incorporating the
rules and laws of seventh-century Arabia into the twenty-first century. Baghdadi
and his associates depict themselves as battling the “antichrist” and paving the
way for the ultimate triumph of the “Mahdi” and Islam (in Arabic, the Mahdi
means “the Guided One,” the central crowning element of all Islamic end-time



narratives, or an expected spiritual and temporal ruler destined to establish a
reign of righteousness throughout the world). This millenarian thinking is at the
heart of ISIS’s caliphate ideology and the global jihadist movement in general.
The problem is not to know whether ISIS is Islamic—of course it is, though
Muslims worldwide disavow it and distance themselves from its actions—but
rather to understand how this organization borrows heavily but selectively from
the Islamic canon and imposes the past on the present wholesale. Baghdadi and
his propagandists overlook centuries of Islamic interpretations and
counterinterpretations and rely on a narrow, strict, and obsolete textualist reading
of the Islamic doctrine, a move that is very controversial and deeply contested by
the religious community and al-Islam al-Sha’bi (lived Islam). Despite its sound
and fury, ISIS remains a fringe phenomenon that is too extreme for mainstream
Muslim opinion but sounds like a sweet melody to the ears of its social base.
This base continues to replenish the ranks of ISIS and similar organizations with
willing combatants and suicide bombers. Time and again politicians and
observers have penned the obituary of the global jihadist movement only to be
shocked by its resilience and capacity for self-renewal. Ideology is a significant
factor in this process of regeneration, and it confers legitimacy on ISIS’s actions.
By tracing ISIS’s social and ideological origins and comparing it with the first
two jihadist waves of the 1970s—1990s, we can gauge the extent of continuity
and change and account for the group’s notorious savagery.

Under ISIS, there is no breathing space for social mobilization and political
organization, including by like-minded Salafi-jihadist activism. ISIS possesses a
totalitarian, millenarian worldview that eschews political pluralism, competition,
and diversity of thought. Baghdadi and his associates criminalize and
excommunicate free thought, and the idea of the “other” is alien to their
messianic ideology. Any Muslim or co-jihadist who doesn’t accept ISIS’s
interpretation of the Islamic doctrine is an apostate who deserves death. In the
same vein, any Muslim or co-jihadist who refuses to submit to the will of the
new caliphate faces either expulsion from the land or death. One here needs to
recall the words uttered by ISIS’s chief propagandist and official spokesman,
Abu Mohammed al-Adnani, following the establishment of the Islamic State. In
a communiqué, Adnani, whose real name is Taha Sobhi Falaha, demanded that
all jihadist factions everywhere pledge allegiance to the new caliph, Baghdadi,
as the legality of all emirates, groups, states, and organizations was now null and
void. He said, “The land now submits to his order and authority from Aleppo to



Diyala.”” Adnani made it clear that there is only one Islamic state and one
caliphate, with no room for dissent: “Indeed, it is the state. Indeed, it is the
khilafah [caliphate]. It is time for you to end this abhorrent partisanship,
dispersion, and division, for this condition is not from the religion of Allah at all.
And if you forsake the State or wage war against it, you will not harm it. You
will harm yourselves.”® He also warned that all Muslims must obey the
commander of the faithful, including former and current aspirants to the title,
and ordered his fighters to “split the head” and “strike the neck” of anyone who
breaks the ranks and does not submit to the will of the new caliphate.”

In ISIS’s worldview, then, the caliphate is not just a political entity but also a
collective religious obligation (wajib kifa’i), a means to salvation: Muslims have
sinned since they abandoned the obligation of the caliphate, and, ever since, the
umma has not tasted “honor” or “triumph.” ISIS’s repeated message to Muslims
is that they must pledge allegiance to a valid caliph, Baghdadi, and honor that
oath and live a fully Islamic life.

Behind the romantic idea of the caliphate, however, lies identity politics, as
the core of ISIS’s ideological framework is the affirmation of its “Sunni Islamic”
identity and its redefinition of true Islam. Adnani’s orders might have given the
illusion that the establishment of the Islamic State entails a real rupture from the
present state system, but, just like under Saddam Hussein, under ISIS, the
Islamic State in Iraq is headed by an absolute leader who tolerates no dissent. In
fact ISIS’s conception of sovereignty does not break away from the autocratic
mode of governance that has plagued Arab countries for decades: for example,
both Hussein in Iraq and the Assads in Syria have used identity politics as a
pillar for their policies—albeit an ethnic rather than a religious version.

ISIS has used its messianic ideology to brutally suppress both Islamists and
nationalists (Baathists) in areas under its domination. Its raison d’étre is to
convert everyone to its cause, including rival jihadists who share a similar
vision. For example, in a severe rebuttal, Adnani harshly criticized Ayman al-
Zawahiri, the leader of Al Qaeda Central and the most senior living jihadist, for
daring to side with the chief of Jabhat al-Nusra, Abu Mohammed al-Joulani,
against Baghdadi in the power struggle for Syria. ISIS’s chief spokesman bluntly
reminded Zawahiri that should he make it to the territories of the Islamic State,
he would have to swear baiya (fealty) to Baghdadi and serve as one of his foot
soldiers. As Baghdadi pledged allegiance to Zawahiri in 2010, this open attack



represents the ultimate insult.® ISIS’s hard-line stance has caused much havoc
within the global jihadist movement, even leading to a split between ISIS and al-
Nusra, which was originally constituted on Baghdadi’s orders. A key cause of
the rift between the two organizations was that Joulani rejected an order by
Baghdadi in April 2013 to annex his front to ISIS. Baghdadi considered
Joulani’s snub treacherous and ever since has waged all-out war against al-Nusra
and its Islamist and nationalist Syrian allies. The intra-jihadist confrontation in
Syria has killed thousands of skilled fighters from both camps and has seen
atrocities committed by each side, including wholesale rape, beheadings, and
crucifixions. The war within the jihadist tribe is as savage as the war with
outsiders. Islamic State followers and those of Al Qaeda Central excommunicate
one another and marshal religious discourse to show that they are the real
jihadist vanguard, while their rivals are pretenders. In Syria ISIS could not
coexist with al-Nusra or any other Islamist group because that would have
challenged its monopoly on the scared and on the global jihadist project as well.
As a totalitarian-religious movement, ISIS will ultimately self-destruct, not
because it commits evil deeds, but because it lacks a political imagination and its
ideology is deeply at odds with the values and ways of life of local communities
(more on this point in the conclusion). In addition to mastering the art of making
enemies of all regional and global powers, ISIS eliminates politics altogether and
aspires to organize society along puritanical lines of seventh-century Arabia, a
worldview that imposes the distant past on the present.

It is no wonder, then, that ISIS engages in cultural cleansing, purifying the
Islamic lands of all alien and infidel influences, including traditional Sunni
practices that clash with its fundamentalist and timeless interpretation of the
Islamic doctrine. The idea of purifying the Islamic lands is deeply ingrained in
the imagination of radical religious activists, but ISIS is the first social
movement to attempt to operationalize this ideology. As Islamic State militants
swept across Syria and Irag, they destroyed, damaged, or looted numerous
cultural sites and sculptures, condemning them as idolatry. Celebrating their
cultural cleansing in spectacular propaganda displays, Islamic State fighters
show by deeds, not words, their intent to purify the lands and resurrect the
caliphate. While ISIS’s propaganda is abhorrent to the outside world, it is
greedily devoured by its social base. Its slickly produced recruitment films about
cultural cleansing not only reinforce its strategic message of triumph and



expansion but also divert attention from battlefield setbacks.”

For an authentic Islamic state to be erected, the Sunni militants of ISIS feel
that the Islamic lands must be cleansed of apostasy and heretics, regardless of
the human or civilizational costs. In fact ISIS’s fighters are keen on displaying
an ideological zeal and purity. For example, in an attempt to cleanse Sunni
society of other cultural influences, ISIS has sought to dismantle the diverse
social fabric made up of Sunnis, Shias, Kurds, Yazidis, and Christians that has
developed and persevered since the ancient civilization of Mesopotamia, today’s
Irag. Broadly, their wrath is directed at minorities whom they view as infidels
without human rights. A case that illustrates ISIS’s ideology of ethnic cleansing
is its extraordinary punishment of the Yazidis, a tiny religious minority,
representing less than 1.5 percent of Iraq’s estimated population of thirty-four
million, whom ISIS considers heretics. After the capture of Mosul and its
outlying towns in summer 2014, including Sinjar, near the Syrian border, home
to tens of thousands of Yazidis, ISIS engaged in systemic cultural cleansing,
forcing hundreds of thousands of minorities from their homes and using sexual
violence as a weapon by indiscriminately raping Yazidi girls and women. ISIS
viciously attacked the Yazidis, killing men and boys of fighting age and
abducting a total of 5,270 Yazidi girls and women (at least 3,144 of whom are
still being held at the time of writing), who were subsequently forced into sexual
slavery, according to human rights organizations, United Nations figures, and
community leaders. To handle the modern sex trade, ISIS has set up a
Department of “War Spoils” and a detailed bureaucracy of sex slavery, including
sales contracts notarized by its Islamic courts, according to a cache of documents
seized by US Special Operations Forces in a May 2015 raid in Syria that killed
top ISIS financial official Aby Sayyaf.' And systemic rape has become an
established and increasingly powerful recruiting tool for ISIS to lure men from
deeply conservative Muslim societies, where casual sex is taboo and dating is
forbidden.!! According to the Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and
investigative reports by the media, ISIS has destroyed hundreds of Yazidi
women’s lives.!? Donatella Rovera, Amnesty International’s senior crisis
response adviser, spoke to forty Yazidi women who had managed to escape from
ISIS captivity, and said that what ISIS had done to them amounted to war
crimes. “Hundreds of Yezidi women and girls have had their lives shattered by
the horrors of sexual violence and sexual slavery in IS captivity,” she said.!3



Zainab Bangura, a UN envoy investigating sexual violence in the conflict, has
confirmed that an ISIS pamphlet that gives prices for the purchase of women is
real and that “the girls get peddled like barrels of petrol.” Bangura notes that
prices for boys and girls aged one to nine are about $165. Adolescent girls cost
about $124, and it’s less for women over twenty. “They have a machinery, they
have a program,” she told Bloomberg News. “They have a manual on how you
treat these women.”'* According to ISIS’s ideology, Yazidis are seen as
polytheists and, worse, devil worshipers, and they are not even entitled to be
treated like “People of the Book,” Christians and Jews, who can atone for their
sins by paying a tax known as jizya to be set free. In contrast, ISIS either kills or
coverts Yazidis by force and enslaves their women, a punishment sanctioned,
they say, by their experts of Islamic jurisprudence. ISIS’s involvement in the sex
trade and its enslavement of girls and women from the tiny Yazidi religious
community are driven not only by power and male (patriarchal) domination but
also by ideological zealousness. Baghdadi and his shura council (cabinet) want
to distinguish themselves from Islamist rivals by attempting to revive traditions,
rituals, and practices that have been dormant for over a thousand years in
Muslim history. They have made emulation of the Prophet Mohammed a strict
duty, a tool to display their religious purity and authenticity.!> For example,
citing sayings of the Prophet, a booklet entitled “From Creator’s Rulings on
Capturing Prisoners and Enslavement” calls for both kindness and cruelty to
captives by ISIS. Enslaved women should not be separated from their children,
the booklet says, but the rules allow the group’s combatants to have sex with
female slaves.'® ISIS has also publicly boasted about its enslavement of Yazidi
women in their magazine called Dabiq and in their propaganda videos. ISIS has
justified its actions on religious grounds by juxtaposing the distant past with the
present and selectively citing verses from the scripture or the Sunna (the
traditions based on the sayings and deeds of the Prophet Mohammed) to justify
their sex slavery. In an October 2014 article titled “The Revival of Slavery
before the Hour,” the group argues that the Yazidi women “could be enslaved
unlike female apostates [the Shia], who the majority of the fugaha’ [experts in
Islamic jurisprudence] say cannot be enslaved and can only be given an
ultimatum to repent or face the sword.... After capture, the Yazidi women and
children were then divided according to the Shari’ah [Islamic law] amongst the
fighters of the Islamic State who participated in the Sinjar operations, after one



fifth of the slaves were transferred to the Islamic State’s authority to be divided
as khums [the one-fifth of booty or spoils that goes to the state].”!”

Christians do not fare much better. After capturing Mosul and other cities in
Iraq and Syria, ISIS presented Christians in both countries with a stark choice:
convert to Islam, pay a special tax (jizya), or get out immediately and be
disinherited from everything you own. Recent evidence shows that despite
paying the special tax, Christian girls and women have been victims of ISIS’s
practice of systemic rape. In light of this ultimatum, the ISIS surge has triggered
another wave of exodus by Christians, an exodus that began in earnest when its
forerunner, Al Qaeda in Mesopotamia, also commonly known as Al Qaeda in
Irag, forced 1 million of Iraq’s surviving 1.5 million Christians to flee the
country between 2003 and 2010. There is a real danger that Baghdadi could
finish the job of his predecessor, Zargawi, who was killed in 2006 by the United
States—a job that would entail ridding Iraq of its ancient Assyrian community,
nearly two thousand years old. Moreover, ISIS’s totalitarian ideology also openly
targets Muslims. Trying to distinguish themselves theologically from like-
minded Islamist radicals, including Al Qaeda Central, Baghdadi and his cohorts
are super takfiri who have no qualms about excommunicating Muslims at will.
ISIS considers Shia Muslims to be apostates, sanctioning the shedding of their
blood as well as that of Sunnis who oppose their vision (more on this later).
While it can be argued that Arab authoritarian rulers such as President Bashar al-
Assad and former Iraqi prime minister Nuri al-Maliki have not done enough to
protect the region’s minorities against ISIS, these sectarian-based regimes
created fertile conditions that allowed Salafi-jihadist groups like ISIS to build a
popular base of support among Sunnis and surge. Indeed, ISIS is the main
beneficiary of the divisive and destructive policies of the central governments of
Iraq and Syria and the breakdown of state institutions in the Arab arena in
general. From the beginning Baghdadi and his cohorts depicted themselves as
the sole defenders of excluded and aggrieved Sunni communities against Shia-
dominated regimes, first in Baghdad and then in Damascus. As explained in the
introduction, ISIS is a near-enemy revolutionary movement, focusing on the
Arab-Islamic world, not a far-enemy organization targeting the Western powers,
even though it has recently devoted more resources to carrying out attacks
against the far enemy, including Russia, Europe, North America, and Southeast
Asia. It is an ideational, hyper-Sunni movement that harbors a genocidal



ideology against the Shia, which means that roughly 120 Shias are marked for
death. After it burst out of its original home in Irag, ISIS expanded to Syria in
2012, with grand ambitions to spread to neighboring countries. In his second
address to the world in November 2014, Baghdadi confirmed that his imperial
ambitions were not limited to Iraq and Syria but also included Libya, Saudi

Arabia, Egypt, Yemen, Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, and beyond.'®

THEORIST ENABLERS OF ISIS

Although ISIS does not have its own scholars or theorists, it has mined Salafi-
jihadists’ repertoire of ideas and selectively borrowed whatever fits its unique
worldview. At times, the organization has even been accused of falsely
appropriating the works of extremist Salafi theorists. For example, a prominent
Salafi-jihadist scholar, Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, lashed out angrily against
Baghdadi’s cohorts for stealing his writings and claiming them as their own.
Maqdisi, however, is not a major inspiration for ISIS, as the organization is
nourished on a bloodier and deadlier diet. Baghdadi and his inner circle rely
particularly on three Salafi-jihadist manifestos to rationalize and justify what
they do.'® The most well-known of the three is The Management of Savagery.
Circulated in PDF format under the pseudonym Abu Bakr al-Najji in the early
2000s, the manifesto provides a strategic road map of how to create an Islamic
caliphate that differs dramatically from similar efforts by Salafi-jihadists in
earlier decades. The second book is Introduction to the Jurisprudence of Jihad
by Abu Abdullah al-Muhajjer, which calls on Salafi-jihadists to do whatever it
takes to establish a purely unified Islamic state. The final book is The Essentials
of Making Ready [for Jihad] by Sayyid Imam al-Sharif, aka Abdel-Qader Ibn
Abdel-Aziz or Dr. Fadl. This massive work focuses on the theological and
practical meanings of jihad in Islam, and it has become a central text in jihadi
training. Dr. Fadl admitted that he wrote the book in 1987-1988 in order for it to
be a manual for training camps of what subsequently became known as Al
Qaeda.?"

While Najji’s identity remains unconfirmed, both Muhajjer and Dr. Fadl were
close associates of Zawahiri. Muhajjer is an Egyptian national who fought in
Afghanistan alongside Osama bin Laden and Zawahiri. After graduating from
the Islamic University in Islamabad and teaching at jihadist camps in Kabul,
Mubhajjer mentored fighters at Zarqawi’s camp in Herat, and he was seriously



considered as a candidate for the scientific and scholarly committee of Al Qaeda
Central.?! After the collapse of the Taliban rule in 2001, he escaped to Iran and
was held by the authorities there till his release to Egypt just after the January
25, 2011, revolution. Dr. Fadl was an early associate of Zawabhiri. The two first
met in the late 1960s in Cairo, where they both attended Cairo University’s
medical school. In the early 1980s their paths crossed again in Pakistan-
Afghanistan, where they worked together to rebuild Egyptian Islamic Jihad, a
Salafi-jihadist group. After September 11, 2001, Dr. Fadl and Zawahiri parted
ways, engaging in a public feud over ideology and the future direction of the
global jihadist movement. While serving a life sentence in an Egyptian prison,
Dr. Fadl subsequently disowned his ideas and called for the demilitarization and
deradicalization of the Salafi-jihadist camp. The story and journey of the three
theorists show the enduring intellectual impact of the pioneers or the first
generation of Salafi-jihadists on the movement as a whole. As a traveling
ideology, Salafi-jihadism is nourished on ideas that can be tailored to fit the
predilections and whims of every wave, providing nourishment, sustenance, and
motivation to new coverts and adherents.

The three manifestos represent the most extreme thinking within the
movement and the degeneration of the Salafi-jihadist ideology into Figh al-
Damaa (the jurisprudence of blood). Although most analysts focus mainly on
The Management of Savagery, the other two manifestos are as important in
providing intellectual and ideological motivation and inspiration for Baghdadi
and his ideologues. Despite differences, there are common conceptual threads
among the three manifestos that offer theoretical guidance for ISIS’s actions.
First, the three books call for all-out war and advocate offensive jihad as
opposed to defensive jihad in order to bleed the kuffar (infidels) or the enemies
of Islam, thus creating chaos and fear. At the heart of this rationalization lies the
belief that Salafi-jihadists must rid themselves of the illusion that the
establishment of an Islamic state is possible through gradual electoral means or
the political process. The authors poke fun at fellow Islamists who call for a
reformist approach, arguing that it is impossible to build the institutions of an
Islamic state under a system of apostasy. Second, although this total war should
target both the near enemy and the far enemy, they prioritize the fight against
tyrannical Muslim rulers who do not apply shariah (Qur’anic law). Finally, all
three manifestos call on the movement’s planners and lieutenants to kill with



impunity, to observe no limits and follow in the footsteps of the Prophet’s
companions, who, in their opinion, brutally punished dissenters and rivals. They
cite selective cases of early Islamic history to prove their claim that excessive
violence produces the desired effect: submission. According to their logic,
viciousness is the secret to success and victory, while softheartedness is a recipe
for failure and defeat. They also argue that the ends—reclaiming Islam’s golden
age and establishing the Islamic state—justify the means—viciousness and
savagery.

TOTAL WAR = VICTORY

Although all three Salafi-jihadist theorists advocate offensive jihad rather than
defensive jihad, Najji explicitly makes the case for all-out war. According to
Najji, in the past Salafi-jihadists lacked a strategic blueprint and carried out
isolated acts of violence with no comprehensive “military strategy” or master
plan. He harshly criticizes fellow Islamists for squandering precious time and
effort on “preaching” jihad rather than doing jihad.?? Instead, Najji offers an
expansive plan with three stages in which violence would be escalated
qualitatively and strategically rather than in an ad hoc and random way. In the
first stage, al-Nikaya wal-Tamkeen (vexation and empowerment), the will of the
enemy must be broken by carrying out attacks against vital economic and
strategic targets such as oil facilities and the tourism infrastructure. As security
forces would rush in and mobilize resources to protect these sensitive targets, the
state would be weakened and its powers would wither away, a condition
conducive to “savagery and chaos.” Salafi-jihadists would then take advantage
of this security vacuum, notes Najji, by launching an all-out battle on the thinly
dispersed security forces.??> Once the rulers are overthrown, a second phase
would commence, Idrarat al-Tawhush (the administration or management of
savagery), and the third and final stage, Shawkat al-Tamkeen (empowerment),
would see the establishment of the Islamic state. This Islamic state, Najji
explains, should be ruled by a single leader who would then unify diffuse and
scattered groups and regions of “savagery” in a caliphate.>* According to Najji,
this third stage employs a mixture of persuasion and coercion to win hearts and
minds and gain legitimacy and recognition for the Islamic rule.

Although Najji does not directly acknowledge the influence of Sayyid Qutb,
the master theorist of contemporary revolutionary Islamism, he borrows some of



his terminology and Islamist references, such as al-Qilla al-Mumtaza (the
vanguard) and Zulm al-Jahiliyya (the darkness of ignorance of divine
guidance).”> However, he explicitly professes inspiration from an influential
fourteenth-century radical Islamic scholar and theologian called Ibn Taymiyya,
whose fatwas (religious edicts) have provided motivation for multiple waves of
Salafi-jihadists, including ISIS. Unsurprisingly, Najji emphasizes the
significance of the media and propaganda as an ideological tool to mobilize and
recruit the Muslim masses to the side of Salafi-jihadists during the first and
second stages of the long war, and then to control them and pacify them during
the final stage under a centralized Islamic rule.

TARGETING THE NEAR AND THE FAR ENEMIES

In The Management of Savagery Najji’s sole preoccupation is with the near
enemy, secular and renegade Muslim rulers. He lists a few countries as a
potentially fertile ground, mainly Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, North Africa,
Nigeria, and Pakistan. However, Najji qualifies his shopping list by saying that it
is temporary and that it would be more effective to apply his master plan to two
or three countries before targeting the other cases.?® Similarly, in The Essentials
of Making Ready [for Jihad], Dr. Fadl contends that although jihad should target
both the far enemy and the near enemy, the latter should take precedence.
According to Dr. Fadl, the near enemy is those “infidel rulers” who “apply
infidel laws and infidel democracy.”?” He argues that attacking these rulers,
whom he called Murtadeen (apostates), should even take priority over the other
“jihad against Jews,” because they “are closer to us and they have abandoned
and renounced Islamic beliefs.”?8 He depicts these Muslim rulers as more
dangerous than kuffar—Christians and Jews.?? Like Najji and Muhajjer, Dr. Fadl
draws on Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwas to justify war against the near enemy, claiming
that jihad against “apostate leaders” is Fard Ayn (an obligation) of every Muslim
who has reached the age of fifteen.?° Citing Ibn Taymiyya and being inspired by
Qutb without naming him, he expands the list of apostates to “include anyone
who rules by positivist [secular] laws.”3! During this phase of jihad, Muslims
should “display animosity and hatred towards those living infidels,” “disavow
their infidel principles such as communism and democracy,” and “isolate
themselves even by migration from the infidels’ land.”3? Dr. Fadl even argues



that jihad against the enemy in its homeland should take place “at least once a
year,” although he cites other Muslim scholars who argued that “there are no
time limits to this Jihad.”3®> The Muslim umma, he notes, must prioritize this
offensive jihad, and both its internal and external policies, including agriculture,
industry, commerce, and housing, must be geared to support this sacred
mission.>* He warns Muslims that anyone who avoids “jihad for the sake of
God” would “betray Allah, his prophet and the religion itself.”3> The key goal,
notes Dr. Fadl, is to create Hakimiyya (the rule of God) on earth; this would
occur “when Muslims defeat their enemies and apply Islam’s rules in the
conquered lands.”3® The concept of the vanguard is essential to the success of
Dr. Fadl’s jihadist project, and he first and foremost calls on Salafi-jihadists to
“form a Jama’a Muslima [Muslim group]” whose task is to recruit others to join
the mission described in the manual.3” The significance of Dr. Fadl’s manual is
that it provides doctrinal justification in the fight against the near enemy, which
ISIS prioritizes over that against the far enemy—the Western powers.3?

Prioritizing the fight against the far enemy, Muhajjer calls on Salafi-jihadists
to launch war on kuffar. In Introduction to the Jurisprudence of Jihad, he
opposes the consensus among jurisprudents over the centuries and asserts that
“killing kuffar and fighting them in their homeland is a necessity even if they do
not harm Muslims.”3® Muhajjer does not distinguish between “civilians” and
“combatants” among non-Muslims because he bluntly confesses that the main
reason for “killing them and confiscating their property” is the fact that “they are
not Muslims.”*® Moreover, the writer who earned the pseudonym Fagqih al-
Damaa (jurisprudent of blood) expanded the definition of Dar al-Kuffr (land of
apostasy) to include countries inhabited by a majority of Muslims; these states
do not apply shariah or Islamic law and thus are legitimate targets for attacks by
Salafi-jihadists.*!

SAVAGERY: A MEANS TO AN END

Whether they prioritize the fight against the near enemy, as Najji does, or insist
that attention should be paid to both the near enemy and the far enemy, as Dr.
Fadl and Mubhajjer (to a lesser extent) do, all three authors argue that the existing
system of Kufr (apostasy) must be overthrown, incinerated, regardless of the
inherent cost or sacrifice. In fact, the authors’ key argument is that Salafi-



jihadists must hasten social and institutional disintegration of the state system
and induce mayhem and be prepared to manage this cataclysm. The goal is to
kill and terrorize not for the sake of killing or terrorism but for a higher moral
purpose: cultural cleansing and the imposition of God’s laws on kuffar. For
example, in The Management of Savagery, Najji points out that “the worst
chaotic condition is by far preferable to stability under the system of apostasy,”*’
thus turning the received wisdom of the mainstream religious establishment on
its head. He depicts Salafi-jihadists as the vanguard best equipped to trigger an
apocalypse or an end to apostasy, an end to the world as we know it, and a
religious rebirth. “We must drag all the people to battle and bring the temple
down on the heads of everyone,” Najji states. Even “if the whole umma perishes,
they would all be martyrs,” he adds, justifying the death of millions of Muslims
as for a worthy cause.*?

As to their favorite methods of violence, it seems that the authors have a
preference for beheading and burning, which they see as effective in instilling
fear and deterring others from resisting. Such vicious methods, they insist, can
also be used to attack economic targets, particularly petroleum. Requiring
sacrifice and pain, this confrontation must use shock-and-awe tactics to
overwhelm the enemy, make him “think one thousand times before attacking us
... and keep him on the defensive and off balance.”** Najji advocates attacking
the population and infrastructure in order to terrorize the enemy and maximize
levels of savagery.*> In a similar vein, Muhajjer advocates the use of gruesome
methods such as beheading, a favorite tactic of his. In Introduction to the
Jurisprudence of Jihad, he devotes a whole chapter to beheading, arguing that it
will “convey a gory picture” by “strengthening the hearts of Muslims and
terrorizing the apostates” by deterring them.*® Muhajjer even provides
theological justification for grotesque forms of punishment such as transporting
and displaying the heads of those non-Muslims killed in battle from one country
to another in order to boost the deterrence power of Salafi-jihadists.*” He
dedicates another chapter to suicide bombings, claiming that killing oneself is
theologically legal because it is designed to boost religion. Going beyond Najji’s
guidelines, Mubhajjer advises Salafi-jihadists to obtain weapons of mass
destruction, which he sees as a “necessity” in this total war.*® Although he says
that weapons of mass destruction must only be used in defense against an
invasion by kuffar, he qualifies this by insisting on other measures of



punishment if that would benefit Muslims.*

There is a sober, realist, cold-bloodedness to the guidelines offered by Najji,
Mubhajjer, and Dr. Fadl, a businesslike attitude that belies the dark, sinister, and
vile ideological message. Their point of departure is that the Islamic State can
only be nourished on “blood” and erected on “skeletons and human remains”;
the whole society must be transformed into a war society prepared to wage a
prolonged battle that will produce historical leaders. Although these leaders,
caution the authors, will sustain deep wounds and suffer great personal losses,
they are necessary to build a jihadist generation, a Qur’anic generation baptized
by blood and fire.”® Theirs is an existential fight between faith and Kufr, Islam
and apostasy, and only total war against enemies near and far will bring about
the Islamist utopia.

ISIS BEYOND IDEOLOGY: STATE, GOVERNANCE, AND MILITARY CAPABILITIES

While ISIS’s repeated displays of brutality point to a movement that rules by
force and terror, it has steadily built its capacity to govern through the
introduction of services such as policing, a shariah-based justice system, identity
cards for residents, consumer watch programs, garbage collection, and day care
centers.”! Local residents in al-Raqqa, Mosul, and other cities say that ISIS is
acting like a rudimentary functioning state and providing security, a precious
commodity in short supply in war-torn Iraq and Syria. Residents are left alone if
they obey ISIS’s rules and commands and its severe and narrow interpretation of
shariah. Like the Taliban in Afghanistan in the 1990s, ISIS is welcomed and
feared by Sunni communities who have lived through decades of repression,
tyranny, corruption, and violence. Baghdadi and his foot soldiers are not seen as
monstrous and evil, as they are seen from the outside, a testament to the
breakdown of state institutions and the fraying of the social fabric in Iraq and
Syria. Like the Taliban, if ISIS retains control over territory and populations and
delivers services, it will likely consolidate its hegemony and gain the implicit
acquiescence of the governed. This makes ISIS radically different from and
more dangerous than Al Qaeda Central, which never controlled territory or
people or had immediate designs to create a state of its own. In contrast, ISIS is
building a rump state in both countries and offers a subversive vision that dates
back to seventh-century Arabia. Given the breakdown of Middle Eastern politics
and raging civil wars, the organization threatens the foundation of the Arab state



system in a more fundamental way than other nonstate actors have done before.

The rise of ISIS has triggered an intense public debate about the
disintegration of the Arab state system and the bitter legacy of Sykes-Picot, a
secret agreement made in 1916 between the French and British that divided the
spoils of the defeated Ottoman Empire between them. That secret deal drew a
new set of borders for the former Arab provinces of the empire that more or less
have survived till now. Baghdadi and his cohorts made it clear that they want to
tear down the “colonialist” borders that divide the Arab-Islamic world into
separate states and replace them with a caliphate, a pan-Islamist state. To show
their resolve after they seized Mosul in June 2014, ISIS’s fighters bulldozed the
official border between Syrian and Iraq after seizing contiguous territories in
both countries, an act designed to display their revolutionary credentials and
appeal to an Arab constituency that still views the Sykes-Picot agreement as
illegitimate, a Western plot to divide, weaken, and conquer the Arab world. In
contrast to existing nonstate actors in the region, ISIS is more ambitious and
revolutionary, presenting itself as a more authentic, identity-driven alternative to
the Middle Eastern state system. Its propagandists go further by comparing their
nascent state to that of the Prophet in seventh-century Arabia and by imposing
the past on the present as a means to invest their state project with religious
legitimation. What sets ISIS apart from other nonstate actors, including Al
Qaeda Central, is its possession of material capability, willpower, and
ideological capital, which it has combined to deadly effect. Ideology,
masquerading as radical theology, has been used to rationalize and justify ISIS’s
violent deeds, with Baghdadi reminding Muslims that their “Prophet ... was
dispatched with the sword” to made God’s laws supreme. ISIS’s enduring threat
lies in its combination of lethal military force with a totalitarian ideology that
observes no limits.>> Thus, the capabilities and resources of Baghdadi and his
cohorts are effective and their numbers larger than any other insurgency group in
the greater Middle East, though the group has monstrously miscalculated by
overextending itself and turning the entire world against it. By the end of 2015,
ISIS appears to be losing territory in Iraq and Syria and bleeding.

FOREIGN FIGHTERS AND THE SECURITY DILEMMA

Western governments worry that ISIS’s swift conquests in the Arab heartland, an
arena of strategic and economic significance, represent a threat to the security of



their Arab allies. They also fear the potential spillover effects of the expansion of
ISIS’s power on their own national security. The images of ISIS’s beheadings of
American, British, Japanese, and Egyptian hostages as well as its deadly attacks
in Beirut, Paris, and San Bernardino, California, heightened anxieties in Western
capitals. Particularly alarming is the fact that, as stated by Nick Rasmussen—
director of the US National Counterterrorism Center—during testimony for a
hearing of the House of Representatives Committee on Homeland Security in
February 2015, more than 20,000 foreign fighters from more than ninety
countries have traveled to Syria, with at least 3,400 of them coming from
Western countries.>> The number of foreign fighters has increased steadily,
reaching 36,500 foreign fighters, including at least 6,600 from Western
countries, at the beginning of 2016, according to James Clapper, the director of
National Intelligence, and UN sources.>* Not since the Afghan jihad against the
Soviet occupation in the 1980s have so many foreign religious activists traveled
to fight in distant lands. In fact, today Syria and Iraq attract many more Western
recruits than did either Afghanistan or Iraq after the US-led invasion of the
country in 2003, a phenomenon that deserves critical scrutiny. “The rate of
foreign terrorist fighter travel to Syria ... exceeded the rate of foreign fighters
who travelled to Afghanistan and Pakistan, Irag, Yemen or Somalia at any point
in the last 20 years,” concluded the State Department’s annual terrorism report in
2015.%

European and American leaders are particularly anxious that the foreign
fighters radicalized and militarized in Iraq and Syria could return home and carry
out terrorist attacks, a nightmarish scenario that security officials say keeps them
awake at night. Abdelhamid Abaaoud is a case in point. A foot soldier turned
lieutenant in ISIS’s platoons in Syria, Abaaoud, a twenty-eight-year-old Belgian,
was sent back to Belgium where he organized a network of nine militants who
carried out massive suicide bombings in Paris in November 2015, the deadliest
terrorist assaults in France in fifty years.”® The anxieties of Western governments
had already been heightened after a terrorist attack in Paris that targeted the
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo on January 7, 2015, killing twelve people; it
was followed by a related attack on a kosher supermarket in east Paris two days
later, resulting in four more deaths. The terrorist network in Paris included three
suspects: two brothers, Said Kouachi, thirty-four, and Cherif Kouachi, thirty-
two, who allegedly belonged to an offshoot of Al Qaeda Central in Yemen called



Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP); and Amedy Coulibaly, thirty-two, a
self-proclaimed ISIS foot soldier. The trauma caused by the Paris attacks in
January and November 2015 not only affected the French nation; its
reverberations were felt on every European street. The significance of these
attacks led to an increasing recognition that the recruitment of young men in the
West creates security risks across Europe and North America. This point was
driven home when in February 2015 a copycat attack took place in Copenhagen,
Denmark, where two individuals were killed. A climate of fear and panic has
taken hold of the European and American imagination. The terrorist threat,
though real, has been blown up out of proportion with British Prime Minister
saying that ISIS poses an “existential” threat to his country, a statement that
mischaracterizes a limited menace with a strategic.”” In the US, in an attempt to
reduce the danger to the homeland, Republican presidential candidates have
called for banning Muslims from entering the country and for bombing civilians
in Iraq and Syria, a recipe that aides Salafi-jihadists like ISIS.>8

Although the phenomena of foreign fighters, wannabe jihadists, and lone
wolves are not new, ISIS’s counternarrative has had a wider appeal than that of
its co-jihadists, including Al Qaeda Central. In July 2015, FBI director James B.
Comey told the Aspen Security Forum in Colorado that ISIS poses a more
challenging threat within the US homeland than Al Qaeda Central. It is much
more effective at recruiting impressionable and “troubled souls” through social
media than other groups, Comey said, adding, “It’s currently the threat that
we’re worrying about in the homeland most of all.”> The White House is also
increasingly alarmed by what Lisa Monaco, Obama’s homeland security and
counterterrorism adviser, recently called ISIS’s “unique threat” to the United
States. In contrast, the US national security establishment, led by the Pentagon,
intelligence agencies, and the National Counterterrorism Center, is more anxious
about Al Qaeda Central overseas. These agencies warn that Al Qaeda operatives
in Yemen and Syria are capitalizing on the turmoil in those countries to plot
much larger “mass-casualty” attacks, including bringing down airliners carrying
hundreds of passengers.’® As the New York Times implicitly cautioned, the
debate within US government agencies is not academic; it will influence how the
Obama administration allocates about $15 billion in counterterrorism funds, and
how it will assign thousands of officers to combat evolving and shifting threats
to national security." The debate on terrorism in the US cannot be separated



from the business side of “selling” counterterrorism which is a big business in
Washington. According to a report by the Center for Strategic and International
Studies (CSIS), the US spends $124.9 billion a year on the overall fight against
terrorism, a massive sum that reflects panic, opportunism, and gross overreaction
to the threat.5

ISIS’s efficacy in attracting young recruits from around the world lies in its
sophisticated outreach campaign and strategy. The group appeals to disaffected
and disadvantaged Sunni youths around the world, who are often dealing with
issues concerning their identities. More than its like-minded predecessors, ISIS
is a youth movement. By presenting the group as a powerful vanguard
movement capable of delivering victory and salvation, ISIS’s propagandists offer
alienated Muslim youths a utopian worldview and a political project:
resurrecting the lost caliphate.®® The idea of the caliphate, a political institution
that was disposed of in the 1920s with the emergence of the Republic of Turkey,
has taken hold of the imagination of many Sunni Islamists who see it as
redemptive, a means to salvation, and a worthy cause to do jihad for. At the heart
of this utopian longing for the imagined caliphate is the feeling of some Muslims
that the modern nation-state has failed to build a just and inclusive order.

In addition to targeting individuals who feel disaffected and playing on the
desire for a more inclusive political system, ISIS also capitalizes on each of its
territorial gains in Iraq and Syria. With their seizure of Mosul and their growing
military momentum in the summer of 2014, Baghdadi’s battalions seemed
unstoppable and unbeatable, fired with a “faithful ideology.” More than any
other factor, ISIS’s swift expansion attracts recruits from near and far. As a
victorious vanguard, ISIS appeals to politicized Sunnis who feel disfranchised
by Shia-led regimes and who aspire to regain power and implement a cultural
renewal. ISIS’s ideologues and propagandists used this impetus to strike fear and
terror in the hearts of their enemies and “scar their consciousness,” as they put it,
and to encourage euphoria and a feeling of inevitability among their supporters,
which allowed ISIS to defeat bigger formations of the Iraqi and Syrian armies
and recruit thousands of foreign fighters. The group seemed to be on a roll in
Iraq and Syria, with neighboring Arab countries like Jordan, Lebanon, and Saudi
Arabia feeling anxious about the potential security reverberations of ISIS’s
spectacular expansion. The Obama administration faced pressure at home and in
the region to intervene and stop the ISIS blitzkrieg.



Initially, to blunt ISIS’s swift advances, Obama ordered “limited” airstrikes to
protect Americans in Irbil and to help thousands of civilians, mainly Yazidis,
trapped on Mount Sinjar after an ISIS offensive. Within days, the US mission
broadened, with Obama saying that it would now “provide military assistance
and advice to the Iraqi government and Kurdish forces as they battle these
terrorists, so that the terrorists cannot establish a permanent safe haven.” After
ISIS beheaded two American hostages in September 2014, Obama again
expanded the airstrikes beyond Iraq to targets in Syria. The brutal murder of two
American citizens, combined with the near collapse of the Iragi armed forces
and a lackluster performance by the Kurdish Peshmerga, forced Obama’s hand.
He vowed to “degrade and ultimately destroy” the organization, marking a
turning point in US policy regarding ISIS. As the threat emanating from ISIS
continued to grow, reaching Western capitals, including the US homeland at the
end of 2015, Obama authorized the deployment of Special Operations
contingents in Iraq and Syria and deepened American involvement in the war in
Irag and Syria. To reassure a nervous nation and anxious allies abroad, the US
president vowed to “destroy” ISIS through relentless airstrikes and building up
local forces to spearhead the fight against the group. Obama’s basic strategy of
avoiding a ground war has not changed,®* though at the time of writing, at the
beginning of 2016, his aides say the US is willing to deploy “boots on the
ground” to help Iraqi and Syrian forces liberate Mosul and al-Raqga, an
important shift in tactics.

ISIS’s downing of a Russian jet and its attacks in Beirut, Paris, and California
brought a convergence of interests between the rival global powers of the United
States and Russia; both signaled their willingness to indirectly coordinate the
fight against the Islamic State in Syria, though they still differ on the future of
Assad. Importantly, the United States found itself aligned with Iran on the issue
of ISIS and started to coordinate with Shia militias in Iraq, which are directly
under Iran’s umbrella. The new alignment between Iran and the United States
was formalized in a historical nuclear deal after months of intense negotiations, a
deal that both Israel and the US Republican Party strongly opposed but failed to
scuttle. At least for the time being, ISIS has managed to change the geostrategic
environment, notably pushing the interests of the Obama administration closer in
line with those of Iran.5°
Although the United States is now leading a broad anti-ISIS coalition made



up of sixty-two countries, including Saudi Arabia, Jordan, the United Arab
Emirates, and Bahrain, the alliance is disunited and lacks an effective plan to
defeat ISIS. Twenty-one states provide air and military support, but just thirteen
have launched airstrikes. Nearly four out of five airstrikes on ISIS territories
have been conducted by the United States. After carrying out more than ten
thousand airstrikes (and counting) against ISIS and killing more than twenty-two
thousand of its operators according to the independent monitoring group
Airwars, the US-led coalition has only rolled back some of the military gains
made by the group so far.%® By the beginning of 2016, ISIS has lost
approximately 40 percent of the territory they once held in Iraq and between 5
and 20 percent in Syria since the declaration of the caliphate in June 2014.%”
American officials and strategists say that ISIS is replacing its combatants in
Iraq and Syria as fast as the United States and its allies are killing them there,
and the CIA estimates that ISIS still maintains a mini-army of thirty-one
thousand fighters. Other groups such as the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights claim that ISIS may field as many as one hundred thousand combatants.®®
ISIS remains well funded—earning close to $1 billion a year in oil revenues,
taxes, and criminal activities, according to Treasury Department estimates—and
has expanded to other regions, including Libya, Yemen, Afghanistan, and the
Sinai Peninsula in Egypt.®°

Senior American and British officials acknowledge that it would take years to
recapture all the cities and towns seized by ISIS in Iraq, though they are more
optimistic about the fight in Syria. The group does not appear to have as large of
a social constituency in Syria as it does in Iraq. Critics are skeptical that Western
and Middle Eastern governments have a winning “strategy” in Iraq and Syria,
which, in their opinion, has only helped empower ISIS. Although the United
States and its European allies say they are committed to degrading ISIS and
eventually destroying the group, they are unwilling to deploy a large contingent
of ground troops lest they play into the group’s apocalyptic narrative and suffer
casualties. For now the gap between Western objectives and means bolsters
ISIS’s narrative of invincibility, allowing it to draw thousands of recruits, though
as the group fights for its survival by the end of 2015, it is attracting fewer
recruits. Baghdadi and his planners have also exploited the regional rivalry
between the Saudi-led bloc of Sunni Arab states and Shia-dominated Iran, a
discord that has taken sectarian overtones and has become a zero-sum contest for



influence.”® While the fragility of the state structures in Iraq and Syria is the key
cause of ISIS’s swift and spectacular surge, regional and global rivalries sustain
and prolong its existence. As long as these conditions and cleavages exist, it is
going to be difficult to defeat ISIS and dislodge it from Iraq and Syria.



WHERE ISIS CAME FROM:
ZARQAWI TO BAGHDADI

As a social movement, ISIS must be contextualized through its origins, its
journey traced from the crux of the American-led invasion and occupation of
Iraq in 2003 to its expansion beyond the Iraqi borders to Syria in late 2011.
Through this frame of reference, we can understand the driving forces behind the
ISIS insurgency. While Arab states such as Egypt, Algeria, and Libya have
experienced jihadist insurgencies, it is worth stressing that before the US
military venture, Iraq had never experienced such a phenomenon, and Saddam
Hussein, a staunch secular Arab nationalist, had no operational relationship with
Al Qaeda Central.! The Hussein regime and Al Qaeda chiefs were deeply
suspicious of each other. Hussein did not gamble or take risks with Salafi-
jihadists, even though he projected a pious image in the last decade of his rule as
a way to respond to punishing economic sanctions imposed on Iraq by the
United States and the United Nations after the second Gulf War in 1991.2

In March 2015, President Barack Obama traced the origins of ISIS to his
predecessor George W. Bush’s decision to send US troops to occupy Iraqg. In an
interview with Vice News, Obama said that the rise of the Islamic State can be
directly linked to the US-led invasion of Iraq: “ISIL is a direct outgrowth of Al-
Qaeda in Iraq that grew out of our invasion, which is an example of unintended
consequences. Which is why we should generally aim before we shoot.”?
Obama’s comments triggered a storm of protests by conservative commentators
and directly contradicted much of the rhetoric that had been presented by his
predecessor to justify the 2003 invasion.

Indeed, between 2001 and 2003, the US case for an attack on Iraq relied on
two main assertions: that Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction, and
that he supported extremist Islamism of the Al Qaeda variety. However, US



weapons experts struggled to find proof of Hussein’s alleged arsenal, and the
Bush administration shifted the emphasis to the Iraqi regime’s alleged link with
Al Qaeda’s transnational jihadist network. In a speech at the United Nations
Security Council in February 2003, Colin Powell, then secretary of state, said,

Our concern is not just about these illicit weapons. It’s the way that these
illicit weapons can be connected to terrorists and terrorist organizations that
have no compunction about using such devices against innocent people
around the world.... But what I want to bring to your attention today is the
potentially much more sinister nexus between Iraq and the al Qaeda terrorist
network, a nexus that combines classic terrorist organizations and modern
methods of murder. Iraq today harbors a deadly terrorist network headed by
Abu Musab Zargawi, an associate and collaborator of Osama bin Laden and

his al Qaeda lieutenants.*

These allegations were subsequently proved to be unfounded.

In the final report, titled The National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon
the United States (also known as the 9/11 Commission Report), there was said to
be “no credible evidence that Iraq and al Qaeda cooperated on attacks against the
United States.” In addition to the 9/11 Commission Report, a senior Al Qaeda
military commander, Seif al-Adl, confirmed that his group had no connection
with Hussein and considered him a staunch enemy. According to Adl’s firsthand
account, on the eve of the American-led invasion of Iraq, the challenge faced by
Al Qaeda’s lieutenants was how to evade Hussein’s security services and reach
the Sunni-dominated areas in order to establish a foothold there, store weapons,
and recruit fighters for the coming war.® The accounts by the 9/11 Commission
Report and Adl set the record straight regarding claims made by officials in
George W. Bush’s administration about the existence of an Al Qaeda—Hussein
connection. Nevertheless, Powell’s 2003 speech gained traction at home and
abroad and provided the international media with a name and an address for the
alleged leader of Al Qaeda in Iraq: Abu Musab al-Zargawi. Joining Osama bin
Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, the two senior leaders of Al Qaeda, Zarqawi was
a new face of the global jihadist movement, and he subsequently became a key
figure in the development of a new wave of jihadists like ISIS, a post—Al Qaeda
generation.



WHO IS ZARQAWI?

Ahmad Fadeel al-Nazal al-Khalayleh was born in 1966 and later came to be
known as Abu Musab al-Zargawi, taking his surname from the town in which he
was born and raised, Zarga, Jordan. Located just seventeen miles north of the
capital of Jordan, Amman, Zarqa suffers from a high unemployment rate among
the youth, many people live in abject poverty, and it is home to criminal
networks. Zargawi grew up in modest means with his Bedouin family from the
Bani Hassan Tribe, a seminomadic confederation that includes twelve main
clans. These clans are not necessarily related by blood or common descent; they
sometimes regroup for reasons of mutual interests, such as defense and strategy.
The environments, both social and material, that Zargawi was brought up in
would shape his future worldview and decision-making process.

The first turning point in young Zarqawi’s life was the death of his father in
1984. In the same year, Zarqawi, described as semiliterate and not a promising
student, dropped out of school. He was not docile, often described by his
contemporaries as a wild adolescent with a fiery temper, embroiled in street
brawls and with no interest in religion. Zarqawi’s behavior is said to have peaked
following the death of his father; he became known for committing petty crimes
and was driven to alcoholism. He eventually wound up in prison, charged with
sexual assault and drug possession.” Upon his release from prison, the young
Zargawi discovered Islam, a discovery that acted as a second turning point in his
life. In 1989, four years after the death of his father, Zarqgawi migrated to
Afghanistan to join the jihad caravan there, settling in the border town of Khost.?
While Zarqawi dreamed of becoming a mujahid (a jihadist fighter) against the
Soviet occupation, he never realized his dream, as the Red Army was defeated
on his arrival and returned to Jordan in 1993. Notwithstanding this setback,
Zargawi remained in northern Afghanistan until 1992 or 1993, where,
surprisingly, he first served not as a foot soldier but as a journalist, despite his
poor literary skills, for the jihadist magazine al-Bunyan al-Marsus (The
impenetrable edifice). While stationed in Afghanistan, Zargawi formed ties with
several jihadists, such as Salah al-Hami, a Jordanian-Palestinian and
correspondent for al-Jihad, a magazine that disseminated the ideas of Abdullah
Azzam, a prominent Palestinian Islamist theorist and preacher and military
commander who was assassinated in Peshawar in 1989. Azzam was bin Laden’s
mentor before the two fell out over the future direction of the global jihadist



movement and bin Laden’s close relationship with the Egyptian Islamist
Zawahiri. Hami said that he and Zargawi became close following the former’s
stint in the hospital after he lost a leg to a landmine. Their friendship was sealed
when Hami married one of Zargawi’s seven sisters. The wedding took place in
Peshawar and, until 2006, the video of the ceremony provided the only
authenticated footage of Zarqawi.® After the wedding, Hami and his bride
returned to Jordan. Zargawi, on the other hand, stayed in Afghanistan and fought
with the Afghan mujahideen. He was under the protection of a Pashtun warlord,
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who later served as prime minister in Afghanistan from
March 1993 to January 1994 and opposed both the Taliban and General Ahmad
Shaha Massoud’s Northern Alliance. Hekmatyar, a figure who will be discussed
in greater detail below, would also prove to be an important link for Zargawi in a
network of contacts.

After his return to Jordan in 1993, Zarqawi’s civilian life was cut short, and
he would soon be drawn back into revolutionary Islamist circles. During this
period, Zarqawi became a member of a prominent Jordanian-Palestinian Salafi-
jihadist group led by the radical Islamist scholar Issam Mohammed Taher
Bargawi, better known by the pseudonym Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi. The two
spent much of their time proselytizing, preaching al Dawa (the call to Islam),
and criticizing the Jordanian government for its rapprochement with Israel,
which culminated in a peace agreement signed by the two countries in October
1994. At this time, Maqdisi became Zarqawi’s mentor, and, in the latter part of
1993, the two radical activists founded an underground militant cell called Al-
Tawhid, which later became known as Bayat al-Imam. According to Mohammed
Wasfi, a former jihadist who met with Zargawi in the summer of 1993, Zarqawi
directed his rage against the near enemy—the authoritarian secular Arab
regimes: “He was a simple Muslim who wanted to serve Islam. He didn’t stay
long here, and the next day he came with another guy. We sat, and we spoke
about our hopes and dreams and ambitions to establish the caliphate and raise
the flag of jihad against the enemies of Islam everywhere. I disagreed with him
on some strategic issues, like his view of Israel and Palestine. He didn’t have an
idea of making jihad against Jews and Israel. Abu Musab wanted to change Arab
regimes.”!? Before Zarqawi and Maqdisi could execute their agenda, they were
arrested in March 1994 and charged with possession of arms and explosives. In
1995, following a flamboyant trial during which the two suspects accused the



judiciary and the king of treason for acting against the teachings of the Qur’an,
they received a fifteen-year prison sentence for establishing an illegal jihadist
cell. Both were jailed in the al-Suwaqah prison, where Zarqawi was recurrently
subjected to torture and solitary confinement.

Zargawi’s prison experience in al-Suwaqgah marks a third turning point in his
life, engendering a mental and physical transformation. It is well documented
that Arab prisons serve as incubators of future terrorists, and, like numerous
Arab jihadists, Zargawi was traumatized by his prison years in Jordan.
According to prison inmates, Zarqawi’s experience left deep scars on his
character. Fu’ad Hussein, a journalist who spent time with Zargawi in prison in
the mid-1990s and who talked to his closest friends and associates, writes that
Zargawi’s prison experience “was the most significant phase in the development
of his personality,” more important than his participation in the Afghan jihad in
the late 1980s and early 1990s. It is often believed and stated by individuals who
knew him before and after his experience at al-Suwaqgah that it was the prison
years in Jordan that turned him into a hardened killer and psychopath. Hussein
states, “The prison left a clear mark on al-Zarqawi’s personality, which grew
more intense. In his opinion, policemen, judges, and government members of all
ranks were supporters of the regimes, which he believed were tawagheet
[tyrants] who should be fought.” He also relates a story of Zargawi’s experience
with torture, during which, in one instance, he was held in solitary confinement
for eight and a half months. When Hussein saw Zarqawi afterward, he states that
he no longer had toenails, as a result of infections caused by severe torture.™!

According to another inmate who was with Zarqawi in jail, the prison years
in Jordan reshaped his personality, making him more ruthless and, eventually,
causing him to even overshadow his mentor, Maqdisi, and become one of the
most feared and respected figures among the prisoners.'? In addition to
Zarqawi’s mental transformation, during which he is reported to have gone from
a follower to a feared commander, he also improved his physical conditioning,
spending much of his time exercising and increasing his strength. In another eye-
opening testimony, Abu al-Montasser Billah Mohammed, with whom Zarqawi
jointly established his first jihadist group, Al-Tawhid, said that the Jordanian
radical often acted recklessly and hastily: “The hastiness of brother Abu Musab
was a problem for me. He wanted everything to be done quickly. He wanted to
achieve all his ambitions in a matter of months, if not hours. Such haste posed



one of the most dangerous threats to our call. Abu Musab made decisions
unilaterally at the wrong time and place. More tragically, the majority of brothers
used to agree with him.”!3 His hot temper, although not a new development, led
him to get embroiled in disputes with the guards, which in turn helped him make
a name for himself among the prisoners. He saw the guards as protecting an
illegitimate regime, a US client, and defied their authority. According to an
inmate, for many prisoners, Zarqawi’s arguments and defiance of the guards,
including his opposition to the Jordanian state, were signs of his strength and
determination.'® It can be argued that his experience growing up in tough social
conditions helped him acclimate to the prison environment and solidify his
resolve against the Jordanian state and authority in general. Additionally, for
struggling Islamists from rural and urban working segments, Zargawi’s poor
background made him an easy figure to relate to. An important development, as
a contemporary inmate points out, is that as Zargawi gained popularity,
imprisoned jihadist fighters flocked to him, and soon the inexperienced Zargawi
morphed into the leader of a group of skilled jihadists and wannabe jihadists,°
forging lasting links with them.

While Zargawi was becoming a natural leader within the prison environment,
he was also undertaking the arduous task of memorizing the Qur’an, despite
having little knowledge of classical Arabic. In undertaking such a project,
Zargawi sought out help from Faiq al-Shawih, a cellmate, who states, “I helped
him, he used to recite at least ten verses a day to me. Al Zarqawi was relentless
when it came to Jihad and learning.”'® Though he was described as relentless in
his learning process, Zarqawi’s elementary knowledge of classical Arabic meant
that he must have relied on a secondhand interpretation of the Qur’an, a common
challenge faced by poor and uneducated youths in Arab countries. Under normal
circumstances, this may seem fine, but in the case of Zarqawi, it is possible that
the secondhand interpretation made him, and others like him, more susceptible
to ideological indoctrination by hard-line Salafi-jihadist interpreters.

The viciousness of the Zarqawi generation is organically linked to its social
status in the hierarchy of the global jihadist movement. In a way, Zargawi was
the representative of a new wave of jihadists who came from deeply
disadvantaged and marginalized social backgrounds. In contrast to the bin Laden
and Zawahiri generation, Zarqawi’s generation lacked the theological depth and
learning of the two previous waves of the 1970s and 1990s and was influenced



by many mediating factors. Some of these factors were environmental and social
and reflected in his upbringing, education, and class background. Other factors
were institutional, developing from his violent encounter with authority and the
judicial system. However, a note of qualification is in order. This discussion of
Zarqawi’s biography is not intended to imply that he played a key role in the
creation of the current Islamic State and the caliphate. Rather, Zarqawi was
instrumental in building a base for Al Qaeda in Iraq and laying the foundation
for the subsequent emergence of ISIS. His story is inextricably tied not only to
the foundation of Al Qaeda in Iraq but also to the beginning of the revolt against
the founding fathers of the global jihadist movement, bin Laden and Zawabhiri.

ZARQAWI'S SECOND JOURNEY TO AFGHANISTAN

In May 1999, the newly crowned king of Jordan, Abdallah II, granted a general
amnesty to thousands of political prisoners, including Zarqawi and Maqdisi.
Upon his release, Zarqawi left Jordan for Afghanistan—a war-torn country that
had become the epicenter for the transnational jihadist movement, particularly
Al Qaeda Central—carrying with him his bitterness against the whole world, not
just the Jordanian state that tortured him. Instead of jumping on the bin Laden
caravan, Zargawi established his own jihadist shop in Herat, a city close to the
Iranian border that also provided a gateway to northern Iraq and Turkey, and
preserved his autonomy. Maqdisi painted an illuminating portrait of his disciple
as reckless and strong-headed, with a supersized ego that demands “absolute
allegiance” from subordinates, a man who “attracts ignorant people who are not
qualified for many missions and whose flaws often shocked us,” a veiled
reference to the catastrophic “jihadist decisions” that Zarqawi would make later
on in Iraq.!” Maqdisi even lamented that after Zarqawi left for Afghanistan in
1999, he acted true to character and did not learn from past mistakes: “He was
not successful in choosing the right individuals with organizational expertise,
despite the availability of financial resources.”'®

In Afghanistan there was no meeting of the minds between Zargawi, who was
in a hurry to do battle against the global forces of imperialism and injustice, and
bin Laden and Zawahiri. According to testimony by Adl, when Zargawi returned
to Afghanistan in 1999, Al Qaeda Central’s top leaders did not meet with him
and maintained their distance from the young upstart; however, secondary

accounts assert that bin Laden and Zarqawi welcomed him in Afghanistan.!® In



his firsthand testimony, Adl relates that he lobbied bin Laden and his second in
command, Zawahiri, to get permission to assist Zarqawi in setting up a small
training camp in Herat. According to contemporaries of Zarqawi, he was openly
critical of Al Qaeda Central for not going on the offensive against the United
States and Israel, as well as “apostate” Arab regimes (obviously, he was not
privy to bin Laden’s active plans to attack the US homeland on September 11,
2001).

Zarqawi, who was not formally a member of Al Qaeda Central but who,
despite ideological differences with the organization’s leadership, shared its
Salafi-jihadist worldview, had established a jihadist training camp in Herat with
the help of Adl and AQC. According to contemporary witnesses, the camp was
at first small and basic, with Zargawi intent on living a simple life modeled after
that of the Prophet Mohammed.?° Recruitment was by word of mouth or through
personal connections, and soon volunteers from Palestine, Jordan, Irag, Syria,
and Lebanon flocked there. As a result of the overwhelming presence of Arab
fighters from the Levant, the group soon became known as Jund al-Sham
(Levant Warriors). In October 2001, following the US bombing campaign on
Herat, Zarqawi and his followers decided to escape to Kandahar, a journey that
took four days. Iyad Tobaissi, who trained in the camp, recalls that it took almost
four hundred cars to evacuate all the followers, including women and children,?!
and, to the combatants’ surprise, the convoy was neither stopped nor shelled.
Once they reached their destination, the women and children were reportedly
ordered to leave for Turkey via Pakistan while the rest of the group stayed in the
city. According to Fu’ad Hussein’s investigation for LBC Television in Lebanon,
Zargawi and his men then headed to Tora Bora, a Taliban and Al Qaeda
stronghold, where they reportedly participated in the Battle of Tora Bora in
December 2001.%2

Despite Zarqawi’s refusal to officially join Al Qaeda Central, almost two
years later his jihadist path would bring him to Iraq’s killing fields and see him
swearing baiya to bin Laden while acting independently against the wishes of his
new emir. Iraq provided Zarqgawi with a stage and a social base of support that
allowed him to chart his own vision, a path that marked another radical twist in
the journey of the global jihadist movement. The Zargawi generation would
ultimately overshadow that of Al Qaeda Central and defy its authority in a
serious bid to change the direction of movement.



SADDAM HUSSEIN’S INSTRUMENTALIZATION OF RELIGION IN THE 1990S

Under Hussein’s reign, Iraq had never experienced a full-fledged Islamist
insurgency, and in this aspect it stands out from other Arab countries such as
Algeria and Egypt. A strict nationalist, Hussein did not trust or tolerate Islamist
parties of the Sunni and Shia variety, though he was not averse to
instrumentalizing religious symbols and references to mobilize Iraqi opinion
against external threats to his rule. For example, in a speech during the 1990—
1991 Gulf Cirisis, he declared holy war against the “infidel regimes” of Kuwait
and Saudi Arabia and their Western allies: “O Arabs, O Muslims and believers
everywhere. This is your day to rise and defend Mecca, which is captured by the
spears of the Americans and the Zionists. Revolt against oppression, corruption,
treachery and backstabbing.... Your brothers in Iraq are determined to continue
jihad without any hesitation or retreat and without any fear from the foreigner’s
power.”?3 In a further bid to consolidate his religious credentials, the Iragi
president also added Allahu Akbar (God is greater) to the Iraqi flag, while
attempting to broaden his support among Arabs in general by championing the
Palestinian cause, going so far as to fire scud missiles into Israel in January
1991. Building on this appeal, Iraq hosted a Popular Islamic Conference in the
same month, days before the United Nations’ deadline for Iraq’s withdrawal
from Kuwait. Although the conference was initially a joint Saudi-Iraqi effort,
Saudi Arabia convened its own Popular Islamic Conference in Mecca, held on
the same dates as the conference in Iraq. The Iraqi-Saudi “Islamic confrontation”
led to a split in Islamic circles. The split went deeper than the appeals made by
Arab governments, and while Egypt, Syria, and Saudi Arabia condemned Iraq
for its invasion of Kuwait through their Islamic institutions, Hussein’s rhetoric
appealed to Islamists who were being oppressed by these same regimes.

With running inflation and almost 50 percent unemployment in Iraq,
Hussein’s credibility was rapidly dwindling. It was during the period following
the Gulf crisis in the 1990s that socioeconomic conditions worsened and the
regime’s oppressive apparatus became increasingly weakened due to the
punishing sanctions imposed by the United Nations at the behest of the United
States. In turn, Shia and Sunni religious activism gained more converts. Hussein
thus looked for new ways to broaden his domestic base of support in a bid to
maintain control of Iraq by reverting to religious tactics that would provide him
with the support of the religious organizations within the country. This served as



an important adjustment to Iraqi society, which was traumatized and became
more religiously conservative because of dismal socioeconomic conditions. In
the mid-1990s, Hussein launched his Faith Campaign (al-Hamla al-Imaniya),
which included valorizing Islamic teachings first in mosques and then in schools,
freeing prisoners who could memorize the Qur’an, reintroducing the call for
prayer (al-Athan) in the Iraqi media, reducing the hours of operation for drinking
establishments, and banning the public consumption of alcohol. The Iraqi media
also started to report regularly on the activities of Hezbollah, presenting the
group as the national resistance movement of Lebanon. However, these steps
taken by Hussein in the 1990s were more tactical and utilitarian than sincere or
strategic. He remained a staunch nationalist and did not alter the ideological
foundation of the Baathist ruling party. For example, on one occasion Hussein
reprimanded the minister of endowment, Abdul Minem Ahmad Salih, for getting
carried away in his dealings with some Islamic personalities and groups and
believing that the president was genuine in his Faith Campaign.’* Hussein did
not want his rhetoric on religiosity to be taken seriously by officials in his
government such as the minister of endowment.

Knowing that many Iraqi citizens were turning to the mosques in times of
hardship, Hussein tried to revamp his image as that of a pious man. In 1998,
construction for the Umm al-Ma’arik (Mother of All Battles) Mosque—now
known as the Umm al-Qura (Mother of All Cities) Mosque—started in Baghdad
at a cost of $7.5 million. In the same year, the regime also opened the Jami’at
Saddam lil-’Ulum al-Islamiyya (Saddam University for Islamic Studies), which,
ironically, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of ISIS, would later attend. In the
last decade of Hussein’s rule, religious symbolism and references were
frequently used as a way to appeal to the public, which had been pressed by
social problems. He instrumentalized religiosity for political gains,?® and
continued to support the Palestinian cause by engineering a rapprochement with
Hamas, an Islamist resistance movement. Between 2000 and 2003, the Iraqi
regime provided financial support for the families of Palestinian suicide
bombers, including those of Hamas members, in the form of awards of up to
$25,000, while relatives of Palestinians killed during Israeli military operations
were given up to $10,000.

Nevertheless, Salafi-jihadism of the Al Qaeda variety did not resonate with
Sunni Iraqis, whose doctrines and worldviews, in comparison to those of Al



Qaeda, were cosmopolitan and religiously tolerant.”® The mixture of repression

and hostility to the jihadist project promoted by Hussein and his regime, coupled
with Iraq’s historically tolerant society (despite tensions, Sunnis and Shias
coexisted in relative harmony), inhibited Al Qaeda from making inroads in the
country. Although an increasing number of Iraqis, including members of the
armed forces in the 1990s, turned to religion, partly because of Hussein’s Faith
Campaign and partly because of their suffering under the weight of punishing
sanctions, they did not seem to shed their Baathist colors. At that stage, there
existed no clear indication of any deep sectarian divide in Iraq.?” A key point to
emphasize is that despite increased religiosity among Iraqis in the 1990s,
Islamism did not find fertile soil in the country. Under Hussein’s Baathist
regime, Iraq was a hostile territory for radical religious activists, and it would
take America’s dismantling of the state apparatus to open the floodgate for
Zargawi and his cohorts. The destruction of the Iraqi state in 2003 was the most
important variable in the emergence of Al Qaeda in Iraq and its subsequent
rebirth as ISIS.

THE MAKING OF ZARQAWI'S NETWORK IN IRAQ

In his testimony on Zargawi, Adl reveals that when the United States invaded
Afghanistan in October 2001, Al Qaeda dispersed its lieutenants and fighters
into neighboring states, including Iran, to prevent the destruction of the bin
Laden network and to carry on the struggle. Adl notes that Zargawi became Al
Qaeda’s point man in Irag, “a well-studied choice.” According to Zarqawi’s
semiofficial biographer, Fu’ad Hussein, Zarqawi had managed to escape from
Tora Bora unharmed, fleeing to Pakistan and then entering Iran on foot.?® Once
in Iran, Zargawi and his cohorts—including Tobaissi—spent a week in Zahadan
being protected and fed by a group of Iranian Sunnis before moving to Tehran.?’
In Hussein’s examination of this period, it was revealed that Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar, the Afghan warlord who had taken Zargawi under his wing during
his first visit to Afghanistan in the early 1990s, also helped the group as they
made their way through Iran. Hussein also points out that the Iranian
government was aware of Zarqawi’s presence and that, following US pressure on
the government, the Iranian authorities started to crack down on his group,
making dozens of arrests. Following the arrests by Iranian officials, the fighters
from Zargawi’s cohort split into two groups. One group headed into Turkey and



another, including Zargawi, made its way into northern Iraq. Hussein’s account
of the events that took place in Iran is mirrored by that of Adl, who notes that
Zarqawi headed to northern Iraq from Iran with only a small percentage of the
men who had initially made up his cohort. Indeed, many of the operatives
working for Al Qaeda and upward of 80 percent of Zargawi’s men were arrested
and extradited to their home countries after the United States pressured the
Iranian government. The crackdown by the Iranian authorities on Al Qaeda
operatives “put us off balance and disrupted 75 per cent of our plans,” lamented
Adl. For this reason, Zarqawi and his few remaining men hastily left Iran for
Irag, where, with the help of Ansar al-Islam (subsequently renamed Ansar al-
Sunna), a local jihadist group whose precursor group was Jund al-Islam, Zarqawi
made his way to the Sunni Triangle.

AdI’s firsthand account is consistent with the personal testaments of other
former associates of Zargawi with whom he communicated after he left Iran for
northern Irag. These recollections clearly show that Zarqawi originally possessed
humble resources when he reached Iraq and did not have a power base or large
sums of money to finance his jihadist network. He is portrayed as a strong-willed
and fanatical man, determined to engage in battle with American troops in Iraq
and to build a constituency of Salafi-jihadists in the country. As a Jordanian from
a respected Bedouin tribe, Zargawi is said to have fit in quite well in Iraq. Due to
the similar dialects, temperaments, and physical traits of Iraqis and the Arabs in
the Levant, Zarqawi and his cohorts were able to blend in with the local
population, and, because of this, he quickly built a potent social constituency and
operational infrastructure in the Sunni Triangle.

Most of Zarqawi’s men were said to have been trained in a camp in Khurmal,
close to the Iranian border. According to one source, this arrangement developed
from a meeting in 2002 between Zarqawi and leaders of Ansar al-Islam, a Sunni
Islamist group that mainly operated in Iraqi Kurdistan. From this meeting
Zarqawi secured access to the organization’s arsenal and military bases for his
own men.>’ The camp provided shelter to new arrivals, which included many
Arab fighters from Afghanistan and new recruits from the Levant. However,
following the US invasion in 2003, the coalition forces led an extensive bombing
campaign against Islamist strongholds in Iraqgi Kurdistan, including that of Ansar
al-Islam. Most members fled to Iran or to the Sunni Triangle, northwest of
Bagdad. By September of the same year, despite having lost many of its



members, Ansar al-Islam reorganized in Iraq, and by March 2003 the group had
renamed itself Ansar al-Sunna. The new environment in which Ansar al-Sunna
found itself forced it to mainly operate within the Sunni Triangle, and, despite
the operational and geographic limitations, it provided a way in for Zargawi and
his men. While Zarqawi’s links with Ansar al-Sunna provided an opportunity for
the expansion of his own group, which in 2004 he initially called al-Tawhid wa
al-Jihad, in 2003-2004 Zargawi’s band of fighters was only one among many
local insurgent groups.

In their book Zarqawi: The New Face of al-Qaeda, Jean-Charles Brisard and
Damien Martinez provide a list of members of Zargawi’s inner circle in Iragq,
which reportedly includes Abu Anas al-Shami, also known as Omar Yussef
Jumah, a Jordanian cleric who was, like Zarqawi, a disciple of Maqdisi; Khaled
Mustafa Khalifa al-Aruri, whose aliases are Abu al-Qassam and Abu Ashraf, a
Jordanian national who is also Zargawi’s brother-in-law; Abdel Haadi Ahmad
Mahmoud Daghlas, also known as Abu Ubaydab and Abu Muhammad al-Sham,
who helped run the Herat camp in Afghanistan; Nidal Mohammad al-Arabi, alias
Abu Hamza Mohammed, who is known for coordinating most of the attacks for
which the group took credit; Abu Mohammed al-Lubnani, a former Lebanese
soldier and a specialist in explosives; Abu Ali al-Iraqi, an Iraqi who specialized
in explosives; and Hassan Ibrahim, who was one of three personnel in charge of
the group’s propaganda. In addition, the higher echelons of the organization
reportedly included ten Jordanians who were believed to be around thirty years
old.3! The book also notes that Tawhid wa al-Jihad’s activities in the Sunni
Triangle were divided into nine autonomous operational bases, each under the
orders of a commander. The group’s main headquarters were in Fallujah and
contained a force of 500 fighters. The Baghdad sector had 50 fighters and the
province of Anbar maintained 60 fighters. Up to 400 fighters were also
reportedly stationed in Mosul, 50 in the city of Samarra, and 80 in the province
of Diyala, and the northern region also included men from the group. Moreover,
up to 150 fighters were also in al-Qaim, a city close to the Syrian border.3?

As is evident from the figures reported by Brisard and Martinez, Zargawi’s
power base was growing quickly, and his men focused their efforts on recruiting
fighters from Bilad al-Sham (the Fertile Crescent and the surrounding areas,
including Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and North
Africa). As the recruitment process veered in the direction of Syria, so did



Zargawi’s reliance on Syrian jihadists. His reliance on native Syrians or expats
was a consequence of the deaths of many of his trusted Jordanian lieutenants.
The Syrian jihadists who rose in the ranks had joined his training camp in Herat,
which was primarily supported by wealthy Syrian businessmen in Europe. One
of the central members of the Irag-Syria connection, who is believed to have
been an important financier of Zargawi’s network, is Sulayman Khalid Darwish,
better known as Abu al-Ghadiya, a Syrian allegedly from Damascus who left for
Afghanistan in the 1990s after graduating as a dentist in the Syrian capital. It is
believed that Ghadiya and Zargawi met in Afghanistan during Ghadiya’s time at
the Herat camp, where Zarqawi trained him in the use of arms and explosives.?3
Reunited with Zarqawi in Iraq, in the aftermath of the US invasion, Ghadiya was
put in charge of moving fighters from Syria into Irag, where the porous border
between the two countries facilitated infiltration. After Zarqawi’s death in 2006,
Baghdadi is also said to have worked closely with Ghadiya in Syria.>*

In addition to recruiting Syrians and raising funds from Syrian expats in
Europe, there was a great emphasis on recruiting suicide bombers. Mullah Fuad,
an Iragi Kurd and alleged member of Ansar al-Islam, acted as a key connection
between European recruits for potential suicide bombings and the Zarqawi
network in Irag. Although Mullah Fuad was arrested in June 2005 in Syria, his
operational base, he played an important role in the recruitment of suicide
bombers—a key component of Zarqawi’s arsenal. Suicide bombers came from
Syria and neighboring countries, including Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Libya,
Tunisia, Palestine, and Jordan, as well as Europe.

According to Fu’ad Hussein, although Zargawi started with fewer than thirty
fighters at the beginning of the US-led invasion of Iraq, he quickly amassed at
least five thousand full-time fighters, bolstered by twenty thousand homegrown
supporters,>® a testament to the rapid radicalization and militarization of Iraqi
society and Al Qaeda’s ability to infiltrate the country’s fragile body politic.
Although there is no credible way to know the precise number of foreign recruits
who joined Zarqawi’s jihadist caravan (the American and Iraqi authorities
estimated the number of Arab fighters under Zargawi at about one thousand),
homegrown radicalized Iraqgis gradually came to dominate Al Qaeda and shape
its identity and modus operandi. For example, to deflect criticism that most
suicide bombers in Irag were foreign fighters, Al Qaeda in Iraq posted a
statement on a jihadist website known for carrying its messages, announcing that



it had formed an exclusively Iraqi suicide squad.® Regardless of Zarqawi’s real
strength, he was a trailblazer for Al Qaeda in Iraq and built it a home in a deeply
scarred country, one that would survive his death by American forces in 2006.

Nonetheless, Zargawi’s variety of revolutionary Islamism was a tiny minority
if not a rarity among the plethora of local insurgents in Irag, an environment that
was far from homogenous. Differences among these armed groups mostly
involved their ideological agendas. As we will see in the following section, at
the outset of the US occupation of Iraq, the bulk of armed resistance can be
typified as religious-nationalist, secular Baathist, or Salafi-jihadist. Initially, the
odds were against the jihadists, but when the United States prioritized the fight
against them, the environment created by the US occupation and subsequent
developments provided an impetus for the Islamist insurgency. Groups such as
Ansar al-Sunna used the US occupation to recruit fighters, increase their sphere
of action and influence, and implant themselves in the Sunni Triangle, the heart
of the Sunni opposition to coalition rule, by calling for jihad against US forces.

The narrative of anti-American sentiment that characterizes this period was
bolstered by images of dead US soldiers. Ansar al-Sunna was not an exception,
and in 2004 the group placed a video of the killing of a twenty-six-year-old
American, Nicholas Berg, on the Muntada al-Ansar website. Filmed on April 9,
2004, just west of Baghdad, the video had a worldwide impact and was a
harbinger of the increasing savagery that was soon to tear Iraq apart. The video
shows five masked men standing behind the kneeling and bound hostage. One of
them reads a statement warning the United States against the mistreatment of
prisoners in Abu Ghraib and calls for jihad before killing Berg. The executioner
is believed to be Zargawi, and the execution marks the beginning of a long series
of other similarly brutal crimes. With the video propagating online and the
murder making the media headlines, Zargawi’s name became more prominent.
The media coverage only made him more popular among militant Islamist
circles in both the Arab world and the West, and, in turn, it facilitated the
recruitment of jihadists from abroad.

THE ARMED RESISTANCE AND ZARQAWI'S FIGHT FOR DOMINANCE

By destroying state institutions and establishing a sectarian-based political
system, the 2003 US-led invasion polarized the country along Sunni-Shia lines
and set the stage for a fierce, prolonged struggle driven by identity politics.



Anger against the United States was also fueled by the humiliating disbandment
of the Iraqgi army and the de-Baathification law, which was first introduced as a
provision and then turned into a permanent article of the constitution. In addition
to these measures, the use of torture by US and British forces, and a summary of
executions and war crimes revealed by the WikiL.eaks website, increased disdain
and hatred of the US-led coalition. While many Sunni Arabs did not mourn
Hussein’s downfall after his reckless and costly wars against Iran and Kuwait,
which turned the country into a pariah state, they chafed at America’s dissolution
of the nationalist army. The dissolution of the army, which had stood at three
hundred thousand strong, coupled with the de-Baathification campaign, which
dismissed people based on rank and affiliation, not behavior, and which was
mainly seen as a punitive and discriminatory policy against Sunnis by Iraq’s
newly installed Shia rulers, left widespread feelings of injustice and bitterness
within the Sunni community. As a result, many Iragis sought retribution by
taking up arms in the name of resistance to the American occupation of their
country.

The US and British governments increasingly portrayed Iraq as a country
divided into Shias, Sunnis, Kurds, Turkmens, Assyrians, and other ethno-
religious communities, emphasizing sectarianism rather than a national Iraqi
identity. In 2004, for example, the US-appointed Governing Council of Iraq,
which worked on a confessional-style basis, continued to place sectarianism and
not national governance at the center of Iraq’s new political system. Profiting
from growing sectarianism, Al Qaeda swiftly moved in and blended in with local
Sunnis, who felt that the new order erected by the Americans empowered the
Shias at their own expense and crowned Iran as their master. As a
counterresponse, the United States tried to build a wedge between the Sunni and
Shia communities, both integral parts of the Iraqgi resistance against the United
States, while Al Qaeda swiftly took advantage of the generalized and rapidly
spreading anti-US sentiment. As a conflict zone in the heart of the Arab world,
and with growing resentment against the coalition forces and the Iraqi
government, Iraq provided bin Laden and Zawabhiri with a “golden and unique
opportunity” to expand global jihad to the Arabian heartland of Iraq, Syria,
Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. In their words, the war in Iraq marked the
second most important development since September 11, 2001, and a “historic
opportunity” to establish the long-awaited Islamic state in the region, which only



a few years earlier had been a far-off possibility.3”

Despite the attention often given to the Sunni side of the resistance, the Iraqi
revolt against the US-led coalition forces and the Iragi government had first
taken root in Sadr City. Calls for resistance against the American occupation
were prompted by Muqtada al-Sadr, who called on the Shia majority to stand up
for their rights during a time when many were disillusioned with the transitional
government, and insecurity, looting, and abject living conditions had become the
norm.3® Sadr, a young cleric, was the only surviving son of the prominent Shia
leader Ayatollah Mohammed Sadeq al-Sadr, who had been killed, along with two
of his sons, on February 18, 1999, allegedly by the Baathist regime. Muqtada al-
Sadr’s aim was first to consolidate his leadership of the Shia insurgency, which
led to an internal struggle with moderate Shia leaders. In 2003, Sadr’s militia,
Jayish al-Mahdi (Army of the Mahdi), was created, and within months violent
attacks and kidnappings against coalition forces were taking place. As Sadr’s
popularity among the Shia community grew, so did the violence. A Shia
resistance was now spreading across Irag, with Sadr’s strongholds in Sadr City,
Najaf, and Karbala. In May 2003, a Sunni resistance, mainly within the Sunni
Triangle, also emerged and solidified, particularly after the United States
disbanded the military and carried out its systematic campaign to purge the
country of Baathists, a policy that, as mentioned, was seen to disproportionally
discriminate against the Sunni community. As the country spiraled into chaos
following Hussein’s fall, the mood soon darkened.

The Sunni resistance was multifaceted, made up of Islamic nationalists,
secularists, and tribal leaders. In addition to their different religious
backgrounds, the Shia and Sunni resistances also had different visions and
motivations. While the Shia fight was framed as a fight against decades of
inequalities that they believed the transitional government had failed to overturn,
the Sunni fight was framed as one against foreign invaders, based on a
widespread perception that the occupiers had handed Iraq to Shia-dominated Iran
on a silver platter.

The Shia and the Sunni poles, although both driven by the American
invasion, soon diverged and began to come into direct conflict with each other.
In summer 2003, Zarqawi’s network repeatedly targeted the Shia population
during its gatherings in pilgrimages, weddings, funerals, markets, and mosques.
The Shias responded by forming vigilante groups and militias, which only added



to communal polarization. In addition to his attacks on the Shia community,
Zargawi targeted Sunnis who did not convert to his cause, leaving behind a trail
of blood and grievances. On August 7, 2003, Zargawi’s network targeted his
native, Sunni country with the car bombing of the Jordanian embassy in
Baghdad, which killed at least eleven people and wounded at least sixty-five.
A few days later, on August 29, 2003, the Zargawi network attacked the Imam
Ali ibn Abi Talib Mosque in Najaf, killing up to ninety-five Shias, including
Ayatollah Muhammad Baqger al-Hakim, the founder of the Supreme Council of
the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI). In this specific case, Yassin Jarad, the
father of Zarqawi’s second wife, had driven a car loaded with explosives into the
mosque.

By September 2003, Zarqawi’s calls for attacks against the Shias did not
receive widespread support, as both Sunnis and Shias were focusing their
resistance against the coalition forces. Each community defined the enemy as the
foreign invaders, not the group’s local rivals. Nevertheless, Zargawi launched a
relentless anti-Shia propaganda campaign. He first linked the US-led invasion to
the Mongols’ invasion of the Muslim world, including Iraq, and the destruction
of Baghdad in the thirteenth century. In his first declaration of war against the
United States in 1996, bin Laden had also used the same analogy. Zargawi then
framed the Shia in similar terms to those uttered by Hussein in April 2003. In an
article published in al-Quds al-Arabi, a pan-Arab, London-based newspaper,
immediately after the US-led invasion, Hussein accused Bush of having invaded
the country with the help of Ibn al-Algami, a reference to the vizier of Baghdad
who had cooperated with the Mongols. For Zargawi, then, the Shia represented a
new Algami, and, just like him, they had helped the invaders.

ZARQAWI'S PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE TO AL QAEDA: A MARRIAGE OF CONVENIENCE

Al Qaeda had suffered crippling setbacks in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and
Saudi Arabia, with a diminished operational capacity and constant bleeding.
Scattered in many theaters and besieged by the end of 2002 and the beginning of
2003, as an organization Al Qaeda was near its breaking point. Bush’s war in
Iraq resuscitated it and gave it a new lease on life. In the meantime, as Zarqawi’s
network gained momentum in Iraq, pressure was put on him by operatives to
formally join Al Qaeda Central and swear baiya to bin Laden.* In a policy
memo to bin Laden and Zawahiri that was intercepted by Iragi Kurds and



published by the US State Department in 2004, Zarqawi spends much time
legitimizing his anti-Shia stance—one of his points of contention with Al Qaeda
Central—and explains his plan of action, narrowing down the enemies to four
groups:

1) The Americans: “These, as you know, are the most cowardly of God’s
creatures. They are an easy quarry, praise be to God. We ask God to enable
us to kill and capture them to sow panic among those behind them and to
trade them for our detained shaykhs and brothers.”

2) The Kurds: “These are a lump [in the throat] and a thorn whose time to be
clipped has yet to come. They are last on the list, even though we are
making efforts to harm some of their symbolic figures, God willing.”

3) The Iraq security forces: “These are the eyes, ears, and hands of the
occupier, through which he sees, hears, and delivers violent blows. God
willing, we are determined to target them strongly in the coming period
before the situation is consolidated and they control arrest[s].”

4) The Shias: “These in our opinion are the key to change. I mean that
targeting and hitting them in [their] religious, political, and military depth
will provoke them to show the Sunnis their rabies and bare the teeth of the
hidden rancor working in their breasts. If we succeed in dragging them into
the arena of sectarian war, it will become possible to awaken the
inattentive Sunnis as they feel imminent danger and annihilating death at
the hands of these Sabeans.”*!

In concluding the brief, Zarqawi clearly expresses a desire to formally join the
global jihadist network: “This is our vision, and we have explained it. This is our
path, and we have made it clear. If you agree with us on it, if you adopt it as a
program and road, and if you are convinced of the idea of fighting the sects of
apostasy, we will be your readied soldiers, working under your banner,
complying with your orders, and indeed swearing fealty to you publicly and in
the news media, vexing the infidels and gladdening those who preach the
oneness of God.”*?> However, the document attests to Zarqawi’s unwillingness to
collaborate with Al Qaeda at all costs: an alliance could only be made if bin
Laden and Zawabhiri agreed to Zargawi’s road map, which prioritizes the war
against the Shia, not that against the far enemy—the US coalition.



In an Internet statement in October 2004, Zarqawi announced that he was
changing the name of his group—al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad—to Al Qaeda in the
Land of the Two Rivers or Al Qaeda in Iraq, and declared his allegiance to bin
Laden, saying that he considered him “the best leader for Islam’s armies against
all infidels and apostates.” The statement noted that the two had communicated
and agreed to unite against “the enemies of Islam.” Two months later, in an
audiotape broadcast by Al Jazeera satellite television, bin Laden accepted
Zargawi’s baiya and appointed him the emir of AQI. Bin Laden praised
Zargawi’s “gallant operations” against the Americans, saying that he and his
followers were fighting for God’s sake: “We have been pleased that they
responded to God’s and his Prophet’s order for unity, and we in Al Qaeda
welcome their unity with us.”*> The unholy alliance between Zargawi’s al-
Tawhid wa al-Jihad and bin Laden’s Al Qaeda should not obscure the existence
of fundamental differences between the two jihadist groups, though, in their
opinion, the advantages of joining ranks outweighed the costs.

In contrast to Zarqawi, although intrinsically hostile to the Shia, bin Laden
and Zawabhiri prioritized the struggle against the far enemy (the United States). It
is worth noting that the two Al Qaeda leaders did not publicly condemn Iran and
they never attacked Iranian Shias in Afghanistan or the Shias in Saudi Arabia.
Scores of Al Qaeda lieutenants, together with their families, were under house
arrest in Iran, and bin Laden and Zawahiri did not want to trigger a confrontation
with Tehran because the interests of both sides converged in the fight against the
Americans. Their aim was to attack the far enemy first and postpone the
confrontation with the near enemy. Following the US-led invasion of Iraq, they
called on Muslim Iragis and non-Iraqis of all ethnic and linguistic backgrounds
to unite and resist the nascent order installed by the Americans in Baghdad. Bin
Laden also demonstrated a similar disregard for ethnic, sectarian, and ideological
differences in issuing condemnations of Iraqis who collaborated with the
American-led coalition, including Sunni Arabs, whom he saw as equally guilty
parties. He said, “I call on Muslims, in general, and on the Iraqgi people, in
particular, to not support the Crusader US forces and their allies. Those who
cooperate with the United States or its off-shoots, regardless of names and titles,
are infidels and so are those who support infidel parties such as the Arab
Socialist Baath Party, and the democratic Kurdish parties and their like.”** Bin
Laden reportedly was not in favor of Sunni-Shia civil strife, lest it distract from



the focal confrontation against the American occupiers. It is no wonder that bin
Laden was initially reluctant to agree to a merger between al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad
and Al Qaeda, because Zargawi’s unbounded sectarianism and bloodletting were
seen as a liability. In fact, the merger came only after a number of radical
religious figures supported Zargawi’s call to jihad in Iraq and his use of suicide
bombers. On August 23, 2004, al-Quds al-Arabi published an appeal by ninety-
three clerics, including the prominent Sunni cleric Youssef al-Qaradawi, to
support the Islamic resistance in Iraq against the “US-Zionist colonising
campaign.”*

Yet, as mentioned previously, by the end of 2004 and despite their
disagreements, bin Laden and Zarqawi put their apparent differences aside and
joined ranks. They needed each other to sustain their organizations and expand
into “the heart of the Islamic world.” For bin Laden and Zawabhiri, Iraq had
become “the place for the greatest battle of Islam in this era” against “the head
of apostasy” (the United States), and Zarqawi was a trailblazer, dominating news
headlines and gaining popularity within the Salafi-jihadist movement and
beyond. The unruly and fearless Jordanian was stealing the limelight from the
charismatic Saudi leader, who was on the run and being hunted by American
forces.

Although troublesome, Zarqawi’s swift rise provided bin Laden and Zawahiri
with a lifeline—proximity and access to Islam’s holiest places and its political
epicenter and fault line (the Israel-Palestine conflict}—and an opportunity to
expand their confrontation against the United States. Bin Laden reportedly
enlisted Zarqawi to attack American targets.*® By appointing Zarqgawi as emir of
AQI, bin Laden could take credit for military successes there, rejuvenate his
battered base, and broaden his group’s appeal to Arab and Muslim masses who
strongly opposed the American occupation of Islamic territories. It was a win-
win move for the Saudi, who hoped to reverse the negative attitudes that many
Muslims had toward his transnational jihadist project. He also used the move to
depict himself as a defender of the rights of the Palestinians. In fact, Zarqawi’s
rapid rise in popularity among jihadist circles in Arab countries contrasted with
the suspicion and distrust that had accompanied news of Zargawi’s merger with
bin Laden’s Al Qaeda.*” Unlike Zawahiri and bin Laden, Zargawi was not from
a wealthy background but from a poor family. He also was not a well-educated
man or even a great theologian, but just a Jordanian whose route toward



radicalization started in his own country, against his own regime, a fact that
resonated with many youths who had turned to Salafism in the Arab world and
that facilitated his claim to be emulating the example of the Prophet Mohammed.
His unlikely rise to the heart of the jihadist movement made him an inspiring
figure for wannabe jihadists from the poorest sections of Arab societies. His
Bedouin roots also provided him with cultural and ethnic ties in the Arab
crescent that bin Laden had always lacked. For bin Laden and Zawahiri, the
advantages of a merger with Zarqawi’s al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad outweighed the
disadvantages, as they believed that they could tame the shrew after the union
had been consummated.

In a similar vein, according to Fu’ad Hussein, a formal association with Al
Qaeda finally conferred revolutionary legitimacy on Zarqawi and transformed
him from a mere field commander in Iraq into a global jihadist leader on par
with the original founding fathers of the Salafi-jihadist movement, such as
Abdullah Azzam, bin Laden, and Zawahiri. Despite Zargawi’s initial reluctance
to join with Al Qaeda, its masterminding of the 9/11 attacks and the placement
of bin Laden’s and Zawabhiri’s names on Bush’s list of the most wanted terrorists
helped the organization consolidate its legitimacy and spread its ideology within
Islamist circles, thereby only further enhancing Zarqawi’s legitimacy and
authority. In addition, the merger brought Zarqawi a steady supply of new
recruits and money, which he badly needed in order to solidify his plan to
dominate the jihadist movement and take ownership of the Sunni resistance in
Irag. While his ethnic ties helped in the Levant, his rapprochement with Al
Qaeda led to an important increase of pro—Al Qaeda fighters in his ranks before
the union was even finalized. Many came from the Arabian Peninsula and North
Africa, and wealthy Arab businessmen donated generously to his cause, which
greatly strengthened his network. This windfall, more than any other factor,
prompted Zarqawi to pledge his “full allegiance to bin Laden.”*?

The story of the bin Laden—Zarqawi marriage of convenience clearly shows
that as political actors, jihadists are driven by interests rather than by pure
ideology and theology. On the other hand, personality clashes and pride can be
real obstacles to the formation of certain alliances. Time and again, jihadists
have fought each other as fiercely as they did their enemies, exposing the
poverty of their lofty rhetoric and sacrificing unity at the altar of narrow political
ambition and self-interest. As will be shown later, the jihadist universe is fraught



with political and regional rivalries, egoism, and fragmentation. The utopian
worldview of the global jihadist movement is a myth, one that masks earthly
concerns of power and domination.

In this sense, although Zargawi formally established a base for bin Laden and
Al Qaeda in Iraq, a chasm persisted between their two worldviews over the best
means to expel the Americans from Iraq and establish an Islamic emirate there.
The merger between al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad and Al Qaeda did not usher in a shift
in Zargawi’s conduct, as he persisted in his vicious ways and continued to act
independently of his senior partners. Zarqawi’s spectacular rise could partially
be attributed to his flamboyant use of suicide bombers, particularly against the
Shia, and the deepening sectarianization of Iraqi society. As could be seen in
Zargawi’s road map for bin Laden and Zawabhiri, he clearly prioritized the fight
against the Shia, and he offered Al Qaeda’s leaders the choice to either agree
with him and formally ally or disagree. Despite Zarqawi’s pledge of allegiance
to Al Qaeda, the merger between al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad and bin Laden’s group
was on his terms, and, despite the baiya, Zarqgawi retained his own agency.

An important letter from bin Laden’s deputy, Zawahiri, addressed to Zarqawi
was intercepted by the United States when, in the summer of 2005, they got hold
of an envoy of Zawahiri’s. The document, dated July 9, 2005, helps shed further
light on the thinking of bin Laden and Zawahiri and highlights the major
differences and disagreements between Al Qaeda Central and Zarqawi’s branch.
It is worth highlighting its major points. At first, Zawahiri showers Zargawi with
praise for his courage, his willingness to stand up to Islam’s enemies, and his
two-pronged strategy—removing the Americans from Iraq and establishing an
Islamic emirate in Irag, or a caliphate, if possible. The tone changes, however,
when he reminds the Jordanian chief that “the strongest weapon” in the jihadists’
arsenal “is popular support from the Muslim masses in Iraq, and the surrounding
Muslim countries. So, we must maintain this support as best we can, and we
should strive to increase it.” In the absence of popular support, Zawahiri argues,
the jihadist movement would be crushed; therefore, the challenge is to co-opt the
Muslim masses and not alienate them, an implicit criticism of Zargawi’s actions:
“And it doesn’t appear that the Mujahedeen, much less the al-Qaida in the Land
of Two Rivers, will lay claim to governance without the Iragi people. Therefore,
I stress again to you and to all your brothers the need to direct the political action
equally with the military action, by the alliance, cooperation and gathering of all
leaders of opinion and influence in the Iraqgi arena. I repeat the warning against



separating from the masses, whatever the danger.”*’

The crux of Zawabhiri’s letter unpacks Zargawi’s sectarian road map, which is,
in Zawabhiri’s opinion, highly counterproductive for gaining the hearts and minds
of the umma. Although Zawabhiri says he agrees with Zargawi’s vision of the
Shia as enemies, he warns him that the majority of Muslims do not comprehend
this inevitable confrontation and could not even imagine it. He cautions Zargawi
that ordinary Muslims who admire his jihad in Iraq oppose the attacks on the
Shia, particularly their mosques and especially the mausoleum of the Imam Ali
ibn Abi Talib Mosque. Zawahiri also urges his junior partner to desist from
attacking the Shia and Iranian interests, because scores of jihadists and their
families were either in detention in Iran or under house arrest after they escaped
to Iran following the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. The implication is that
Zarqawi’s confrontation with the Shias and Shia-dominated Iran would trigger a
counterresponse by Iran against the jihadists, a point that shows a policy of
coexistence between Al Qaeda and Iran. Instead of directly confronting Zargawi
and ordering him to desist from attacking the Shias, he poses a series of
questions that he says are being asked by jihadists and their supporters about the
correctness of Zargawi’s conflict with the Shias:

Is it something that is unavoidable? Or, is it something that can be put off
until the force of the mujahed movement in Iraq gets stronger? And if some
of the operations were necessary for self-defense, were all of the operations
necessary? Or, were there some operations that weren’t called for? And is the
opening of another front now in addition to the front against the Americans
and the government a wise decision? Or, does this conflict with the Shia lift
the burden from the Americans by diverting the mujahedeen to the Shia,
while the Americans continue to control matters from afar? And if the attacks
on Shia leaders were necessary to put a stop to their plans, then why were
there attacks on ordinary Shia? Won’t this lead to reinforcing false ideas in
their minds, even as it is incumbent on us to preach the call of Islam to them
and explain and communicate to guide them to the truth? And can the
mujahedeen kill all of the Shia in Iraq? Has any Islamic state in history ever
tried that? And why kill ordinary Shia considering that they are forgiven
because of their ignorance? And what loss will befall us if we did not attack
the Shia? And do the brothers forget that we have more than one hundred
prisoners—many of whom are from the leadership who are wanted in their



countries—in the custody of the Iranians? And even if we attack the Shia out
of necessity, then why do you announce this matter and make it public, which
compels the Iranians to take counter measures? And do the brothers forget
that both we and the Iranians need to refrain from harming each other at this
time in which the Americans are targeting us?°°

To lessen the blow, Zawahiri concludes on a personal note, saying that he had
himself learned the hard way to avoid reaction and to keep focused on the key
target: “And this is a lifetime’s experience, and I will not conceal from you the
fact that we suffered a lot through following this policy of reaction, then we
suffered a lot another time because we tried to return to the original line.”>!
Zawahiri also warns Zarqawi that his beheading and slaughtering of hostages is
bad propaganda that only plays into the hands of their enemies. He reminds him
that the propaganda battleground is as important as the military battlefield and
that the jihadist movement is in a race for the hearts and minds of the umma:
“And we can kill the captives by bullet. That would achieve that which is sought
after without exposing ourselves to the questions and answering to doubts. We
don’t need this.”>” Ironically, Zawahiri concludes his letter by imploring
Zargawi to provide Al Qaeda Central with a payment of $100,000 because the
United States had cut off many of its sources of income, a request that shows an
important shift in the balance of power between the parent organization and the
Zargawi group.

The correspondence between the leaders of the two groups, along with leaks
and public statements by their respective supporters, exposed a conceptual and
operational rift between the two camps that they had carefully tried to keep
under wraps. But with Zargawi’s continuous escalation of violence and savagery,
the signs of estrangement and discord became hard to dissimulate. Zargawi’s
formal response to bin Laden and Zawahiri’s pleas came in an audiotape speech
a few months later in which he declared “total war” not only against the Shias
but also against the Sunnis who took part in the newly reconstituted Iraqi
government.”> His declaration only formalized what his suicide squads had been
doing through the shedding of blood. In his brazen speech in September 2005,
Zarqawi stated that his “organization has decided to declare a total war against
the Rafidite [rejectionist, a derisive term for the Shia] Shi’ites throughout Iraq,
wherever they may be,” and “whoever is proven to belong to the Pagan
[National] Guard, to the police, or to the army, or whoever is proven to be a



Crusader collaborator or spy—he shall be killed. Furthermore, his house shall
either be destroyed or burned down, after the women and children are taken out
of it.” He even threatened to slaughter Sunni tribes if they collaborated with the
US-led coalition or the nascent Iragi regime. “There are only two camps—the
camp of truth and its followers, and the camp of falsehood and its Shi’ites. You
must choose in which of the two trenches you lie,” Zargawi concluded.>*

ZARQAWI'S GENOCIDAL ANTI-SHIA IDEOLOGY

Zarqawi was a sectarian psychopath who harbored a genocidal worldview
against the Shias. In a policy memo to bin Laden and Zawabhiri intercepted by
Kurdish forces and published by the US State Department in February 2004,
Zargawi depicts the Shias as an existential enemy and calls on religion and
history to validate his claim: “The Qur’an has told us that the machinations of
the hypocrites, the deceit of the fifth column, and the cunning of those of our
fellow countrymen whose tongues speak honeyed words but whose hearts are
those of devils in the bodies of men—these are where the disease lies, these are
the secret of our distress, these are the rat of the dike. ‘They are the enemy.
Beware of them. Fight them. Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya spoke with truth
and honesty when he said this.”>> He continues by calling the Shias “the
insurmountable obstacle, the lurking snake, the crafty and malicious scorpion,
the spying enemy, and the penetrating venom.””® Zargawi belonged to a new
wave of Salafi-jihadists who are obsessed with identity politics and the struggle
to purify Islam and Islamic lands of apostasy. The Shias top their list of real and
imagined enemies.

In the memo Zarqawi explains that he relies on “Orientalists” to indict Shia
Muslims for treachery, a fifth column within the Muslim body politic that
allegedly impeded the emancipation of Europe by Muslim armies. It is useful to
quote Zargawi at length here to give the reader a glimpse of his thinking:

One of the Orientalists spoke truth when he said that had the [Shia] Safavid
state not existed we in Europe would today be reading the Qur’an just as the
Algerian Berber does. Yes, the hosts of the Ottoman state stopped at the gates
of Vienna, and those fortifications almost collapsed before them [to permit]
Islam to spread under the auspices of the sword of glory and jihad all across
Europe. But these armies were forced to return and withdraw to the rear



because the army of the Safavid state had occupied Baghdad, demolished its
mosques, killed its people, and captured its women and wealth. The armies
returned to defend the sanctuaries and people of Islam. Fierce fighting raged
for about two centuries and did not end until the strength and reach of the
Islamic state had waned and the [Islamic] nation had been put to sleep, then

to wake up to the drums of the invading Westerner.>’

From the beginning, Zarqawi’s strategic goal was to trigger all-out Sunni-
Shia Islamic war and mobilize and co-opt Sunni opinion. In the policy brief,
Zarqawi clearly reiterated that he prioritized the fight against the Shias and
pledged to savagely attack civilian and religious targets, thus provoking the
Shias to retaliate against the Sunnis. This, he added, would wake the Sunnis
from their slumber and force them to join the war: “The solution that we see ...
is for us to drag the Shias into the battle because this is the only way to prolong
the fighting between us and the infidels.”>® Although the Americans represented
an archenemy, the Shias, according to Zarqawi, posed a greater and a more
destructive threat to the umma: “They have befriended and supported the
Americans and stood in their ranks against the mujahidin. They have spared and
are still sparing no effort to put an end to the jihad and the mujahidin.”>®
Zarqawi excommunicated not only the Shias and minorities in general but also
rival Sunnis, and he justified collateral killing of Muslims “in order to ward off a
greater evil, namely, the evil of suspending jihad,” according to a statement by
his group.%

It is worth stressing that Baghdadi’s perception of the Shias is an extension of
al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad’s vision; ISIS and al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad or AQI share a
similar worldview. Both belong to the generation of jihadists who consider the
Shias not only heretics but also a “dagger” in the heart of the Islamic world, and
both go as far as to blame the Shias for the decline of Islamic civilization,
drawing heavily on the inflammatory statements and edicts by the controversial
radical cleric Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya, a twelfth-century ultraconservative
Islamic scholar who advocated a puritanical interpretation of Sunni Islam and
had significant influence on contemporary Wahhabism, Salafism, and jihadism.
Ibn Taymiyya is known to have depicted the Shias as “more evil than the
sectarians and more deserving of being fought than the Kharijis,” an indication
of an irrational and visceral hatred.®!

Zargawi sent waves of suicide bombings that targeted Shia civilians and their



holy places, triggering violent reactions by Shia militias. His strategy only
increased the chasm that prevented a potential Sunni-Shia alliance, an alliance
that would have put the nationalist fight at the forefront, pushing Islamists into
the background of the struggle for the future of Iraq. Indeed, an entente along
those lines had already taken place in the country in 1920 during the Iraqi
national uprising against the British.%> In a way, then, it seems that Zarqawi’s
struggle against the Shias in Iraq is rooted in his aspirations to power as well as a
worldview driven by identity politics.

AQI'S SAVAGERY: A ROAD MAP FOR A POST-AL QAEDA GENERATION

An alarming and prophetic report by the National Intelligence Council (NIC) in
2005, which included analyses by one thousand US and foreign specialists,
concluded that Sunni Iraqgis will supply the next generation of “professionalized”
jihadists, a generation that would replace the previous wave trained in
Afghanistan.®® Echoing the findings by its US ally in a major study, the foreign
affairs committee of the British House of Commons said, “Iraq has become ‘a
battleground’ for al Qaeda with appalling consequences for the Iraqi people.”%*
Ironically, US intelligence and security heads also subsequently understood the
effects of the American-led occupation and the war in Iraq on radicalization
inside and outside the country—albeit too late. “Our policies in the Middle East
fuel Islamic resentment,” US vice admiral Lowell E. Jacoby, director of the
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), told the Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence in 2005.%° Similarly, a classified assessment by the Central
Intelligence Agency noted that Iraq might prove to be an even more effective
training ground for militants than Afghanistan was in Al Qaeda’s early days,
because it provides a real-world laboratory for urban combat. President Bush’s
former heads of intelligence, Porter J. Goss and George Tenet, told Congress that
the war in Iraq had given birth to a “next wave” of terrorism that will endure “for
the foreseeable future with or without Al Qaeda in the picture.”®® While Iraqi
and US-run prisons in Iraq acted as incubators for radicalization, the endemic
marginalization of Sunnis and the sectarian-led policies of the Iraqi governments
in the aftermath of the 2003 invasion contributed to the resurgence of Al Qaeda
in Irag in a more extreme form. Agency matters, however. The systemic
problems facing post-Hussein Iraq could have been overcome if the new
governing elite had put national interests ahead of their own parochial concerns



and had learned the lessons of the old regime. The new ruling elite have failed
the Iraqi people, who have suffered an endless cycle of reckless and devastating
wars and punishing economic sanctions. Nevertheless, few had predicted the
long-lasting consequences of Zarqawi’s brutal methods on the next generation of
Salafi-jihadists, which would leave a trail of terror that extended well beyond
Iraq.

In Al-Dawla al-Islamiyya: Bayna al-Haqiqa wa al-Wahm (The Islamic State:
Disentangling Myth from Reality), Abu Abdullah Mohamed al-Mansour al-
Issawi—the leader of Jayish al-Mujahideen (Mujahideen Army), a Salafi-jihadist
(Iraqi) armed group—discusses in great detail the methods used by Zarqawi and
his successors. Issawi was one of Zargawi’s close theological mentors in Iraq,
and he also knew the men who took command of Zarqawi’s network after his
death, namely, Abu Hamza al-Muhajjer, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, and Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi. In the book, the author recollects that Zargawi and his cohorts used
takfir as a weapon. They were takfiri par-excellence and instrumentalized takfir
to serve a deviant ideological agenda, notes Issawi, who frequently hosted
Zarqawi and his successors at his private residence. Issawi also spent time with
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and senior lieutenants of ISIS in Camp Bucca, the
infamous US-run prison near Umm Qasr in southern Iraq, in 2005.%” Although
Issawi showers Zarqawi with praise, he draws a portrait of an ultra-extremist
man who, for example, excommunicated all policemen who “wear blue
uniforms,” including traffic cops. When pressed by his mentor to explain his
reasoning, Zarqawi retorted, “If a policeman is tasked by the Crusaders [the
Americans and their allies] to fight the mujahideen, he would,” thus, killing
them is justified. Issawi relates how he told Zarqawi that his logic was flawed,
stating that “you cannot ex-communicate people based on suspicions and
intentions.”®® Issawi concludes that Zarqawi was much less deviant in his
worldview than his successors and a better person than Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,®’
a deadly indictment of Al Qaeda in Iraq and its successor by a radical Islamist
and a mentor of its chiefs.

Despite the fact that Issawi states that Zarqawi is a better person and less
extreme than his three successors, he concludes that the Jordanian sanctioned the
killing of Muslims based on false grounds and an overzealous twisting of the
Islamic doctrine, legitimizing his reign of terror in Iraq through a distorted
interpretation of the Sunna. Worse still, from Issawi’s viewpoint, was that



Zarqawi, his companions, and his successors refused to listen to highly respected
religious scholars and went as far as to repeatedly and openly criticize such
scholars, excommunicating some of them in the process. For Issawi, this proved
that they behaved like the Khawarji, an extremist group in early Islam that
excommunicated Muslims at will. In fact, throughout his book, Issawi, who
taught Zargawi and his associates religious lessons, describes their thinking and
actions as more Khawarji than Islamic, and he blames their indiscriminate
violence against Iragis for the loss of popular support for the Salafi-jihadists. He
makes it clear that he backs “martyrdom operations” and refuses to call them
“suicide operations,” but he decries the liberal and un-Islamic use of suicide
operations by AQI, which, he says, has poisoned peoples’ attitudes toward the
jihadist movement. He reveals that the group assassinated scores of rival
jihadists and Sunni tribal and religious leaders who supported the armed
resistance against AQI. As we will see in the next chapter, despite initially
working with AQI against the US-led coalition, following disagreements over
strategy and Al Qaeda’s hegemonic designs in the Sunni Triangle, Sunni tribal
leaders soon switched alliances and cooperated with the coalition.””

Issawi’s insider account sheds lights on the root causes of the Sunni revolt
against Al Qaeda in Iraq, a revolt fueled by opposition to Zargawi’s brutal tactics
and terrorism that bled the community and dragged it into sectarian strife, with
catastrophic repercussions. While some Iraqis supported the armed resistance
against the US-led coalition, they initially opposed attacks against civilians,
despite sectarian divisions. The bombing of Sunni resistance strongholds by the
coalition forces, such as that of Fallujah in late 2004, led to large communities
being forced out of their homes and cities. As a result, tens of thousands of
Sunnis in need of new housing fled to Baghdad, creating a growing humanitarian
crisis. As the number of internally displaced Sunnis increased, armed Sunni
groups in the capital started to systematically turn against the Shia community,
many angered by the Shia-dominated government troops that were sent to help
the Americans in Fallujah and other Sunni cities.

From intimidation campaigns to forced expulsions, the Shias were repeatedly
targeted, with many heading either to the already overcrowded Sadr City or to
other Shia-dominated cities. The conflict continued to heighten, and, in January
2006, Sunni jihadists bombed the Golden Dome in Samarra. This event marked
the beginning of an increased and widespread Shia retaliation against Sunni



violence. The escalation was so intense that in Baghdad, Shia-armed militias
turned into death squads, while suicide bombers were used by each camp against
the other, turning the capital into a theater of macabre internal civil war.”"

In 2004, Zarqawi’s gruesome plans might have seemed to be coming to
fruition, but his vision clashed with the silent majority and the local Salafis who
prioritized the fight against the occupation. Unaware that his actions were
leading to increasing resentment in his base of operation—the Sunni Triangle—
Zarqawi violated a cardinal rule of armed insurgencies: he gradually alienated
popular support. From afar, bin Laden and Zawabhiri observed Zarqawi’s self-
destructive conduct with alarm, powerless to reverse the disastrous trend he had
started. The truth is that Zargawi was consistent with his own belief system and,
importantly, he belonged to a new wave of jihadists with strategic priorities that
were different from those of Al Qaeda Central. He had no inhibitions about
engaging in mass bloodletting, including that of his fellow Muslims, and
expanding beyond the borders of Iraq. Zarqawi’s vicious tactics (which the
public has now become accustomed to through their routine usage by ISIS)
earned him much ire from bin Laden and Zawahiri. Pioneering the beheading of
captives, Zarqgawi was eventually anointed with the name “the sheikh of the
slaughterers,” reflecting his indulgence in the slaughtering of hostages.”

Subsequently, in 2005, Zargawi provoked widespread uproar in Jordan when,
reportedly under his order, suicide bombers attacked three US-owned hotels in
Amman.”? Following the attack, protesters gathered in the capital, some carrying
placards that read, “Why?” Many sympathizers wondered why Zargawi would
target their country, where so many people had supported his jihad in Iraq.”* The
bombings also had dire consequences for Al Qaeda, with many Jordanians now
openly considering it a terrorist organization.”> By 2007, this strategy had turned
the Iraqgi public in general against Al Qaeda in Iraq. Zargawi’s attacks on Sunni
religious, tribal, and armed resistance figures and groups such as Jayish al-Islam
(the Islamic Army) and other Islamist battalions triggered widespread local
opposition to his brutal tactics and the blanket takfiri ideology that guided them.
These attacks on Sunni communities can be seen as the crux of a Sunni-Sunni
civil war that had raged long before and continued long after Zarqawi’s death.
The civil war degraded his organization and severed its ties with the local
community. Although the Americans co-opted many Sunnis in 2006-2008 to
fight Al Qaeda in Irag with money and arms, the so-called Sons of Iraq or



Sahawat (Awakening Councils), which first started in the Sunni Anbar province,
represented a collective public desire to expel Zargawi’s network from Sunni-
dominated areas. AQI met its Waterloo at the hands of Sunnis who had initially
welcomed Zargawi and his men with open arms as part of the resistance against
the US-led occupiers. However, as time passed and Zargawi’s activities became
clear, popular support for Zarqawi’s transnationalist jihadist project and his
sectarian path or vision eroded. It quickly became evident that Zargawi’s views
and actions clashed with the political aspirations of the silent Sunni majority.
The backlash was not contained within the Sunni strongholds of Iraq, and it
reverberated across the Arab world.

In addition to the loss of public support, bin Laden also had to contend with
public criticism from some of his closest mentors, who blamed Al Qaeda for
transforming a generation of disenfranchised youth into walking bombs and
questioned his authority to speak in the name of Islam. With few options at their
disposal, bin Laden and Zawahiri used gentle means to persuade Zarqawi to
change his dangerous ways and fall in line with Al Qaeda Central. Bin Laden
and Zawabhiri pleaded with Zargawi to keep in mind that, by pursuing a
genocidal strategy, he was losing the battle for Muslim hearts and minds and
discarding popular support at his own peril. Revisiting that dark period between
2004 and 2006 (Zargawi was killed on June 8, 2006), one finds striking
similarities between the worldview and conduct of Zarqawi’s AQI and those of
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s Islamic State. Having inherited the blood-drenched
legacy of Al Qaeda in Iraq, the Islamic State is an extension of Zarqawi’s
organization. The two groups can be viewed as two sides of the same coin, with
the only difference being of degree, not tactics or vision. Both revel in theatrical
exhibitions of savagery and viciousness, both consider the Shias heretics, both
seek to exterminate them, and both have an expansive interpretation of takfir that
goes far beyond that of bin Laden and Zawahiri.

In addition to the clash of personalities between Al Qaeda Central’s old guard
and the likes of Zarqawi and ISIS’s current leader, Baghdadi, there is an
ideological divide that has played out publicly in the aftermath of bin Laden’s
death in May 2011. While the new generation of jihadists shares Al Qaeda’s
overall worldview, it has a distinctive identity and does not feel beholden to its
parent organization. For example, although Zarqawi swore baiya to bin Laden,
he did not carry out his orders; similarly, Zargawi’s successor, Baghdadi, carried
out a coup against his former emir, Zawabhiri, and has labored hard to convince



Al Qaeda Central’s factions to switch loyalty and join the Islamic State. Some
have in fact already done so. This post—Al Qaeda wave or generation is more
about action and shock and awe than theory and theology. For them, shock
value, slaughter, and blood speak louder than words. Zargawi, Baghdadi, and
their companions wage total war with no limits. In contrast to the founding
fathers of the jihadist movement, the Qutbians (disciples of the Egyptian master
theorist Sayyid Qutb), and the first generation, Zarqawi and Baghdadi are
theologically illiterate and have shown little interest in co-opting prominent
preachers or theorists to their camp. What distinguishes the post—Al Qaeda wave
from its predecessors is its poverty of ideas. In fact, the jihadist clerical
community vehemently criticizes the extremism of the new wave as subversion
of the faith, as well as of the Salafi-jihadist ideology, a verdict that speaks
volumes about the rift among jihadists. Zawahiri and other heavyweights now
agree with Issawi and label Baghdadi and his associates Khawarji, in a way
excommunicating their co-jihadists.”® In response, the post—Al Qaeda generation
denounces its elders as cowards who are losing heart and faith in the jihadist
cause. They depict themselves as the real vanguard of the Sunni umma,
struggling to purify the Islamic lands of the kuffar and moral corruption and
resurrect the caliphate.””

As long as bin Laden was alive, Zargawi and others felt obliged to pay
homage to him, though on their own terms. They took action into their own
hands and pursued an independent local agenda that served their interests and
overzealous, fanatical convictions without severing the umbilical cord with their
elders. With bin Laden’s death, Al Qaeda Central was orphaned, losing its
charismatic leader, anchor, and equilibrium. Seen as divisive and weak,
Zawahiri, bin Laden’s successor, did not inspire confidence or loyalty among
jihadists like bin Laden. For example, Baghdadi has challenged Zawabhiri’s
leadership by anointing himself as the caliph of the Islamic State. Baghdadi and
his inner circle have shown contempt for Zawahiri and derogatively refer to his
organization as Zawabhiri’s Al Qaeda, a direct disputation of his moral and
political authority.”®

ZARQAWI'S DEATH AND THE TRANSITIONAL PERIOD FROM 2006 TO 2010

When the Americans killed Zarqgawi in June 2006, he had already lost the hearts
and minds of many Arabs and especially Iragis, sealing the fate of his



organization. Zargawi’s fall from grace happened quite close to the time of his
death. By 2005 the hundreds of suicide bombings, kidnappings, and beheadings
had turned the vast majority of Iraqis and Muslims against Al Qaeda in Iraq and
Al Qaeda Central in general. While the Sunni revolt against AQI had gained
momentum, many Sunni scholars across the Arab world, including Zargawi’s
spiritual mentor, Maqdisi, openly criticized his brutal methods and blanket takfiri
ideology. In summer 2005, Maqdisi, who had groomed Zargawi while both were
in prison in Jordan in the 1990s, publicly reprimanded his former pupil for his
terrorism against civilians. In several interviews, including an appearance on Al
Jazeera satellite television station, a widely watched Arabic news channel,
Maqdisi said that violence against civilians is wrong because it harms the
interests of the umma and tarnishes the image of Islam. He reminded Zarqawi
that so-called martyrdom operations should be carried out only under specific
and exceptional conditions. He warned him against alienating Iraqis by losing
sight of the nature of the struggle in Iraq and forgetting that Iragis knew what
was best for their country.”? Maqdisi’s public criticism elicited an angry public
rebuttal by Zargawi, who challenged his former mentor’s authority and accused
him of wavering and losing heart.8°

As was feared by bin Laden and Zawahiri, Zarqawi’s attacks and slaughter of
civilians prompted other radical Islamist scholars to blame Al Qaeda Central for
allowing his actions to take place. In an open letter written to bin Laden in 2007,
Salman al-Oudah, an influential radical Saudi preacher and scholar who spent
years in prison, asked, “How many innocent children, elderly people, and
women were killed in the name of Al Qaeda?”8! Oudah pointed an accusatory
finger at bin Laden:

You are responsible—brother Osama—for spreading takfiri ideology and
fostering a culture of suicide bombings that has caused bloodshed and
suffering and brought ruin to entire Muslim communities and families.... To
what end, even if your plan succeeds by marching over the corpses of
hundreds of thousands of people? ... Is Islam only about guns and war? Have
your means become the end themselves? ... Many of your brethren in Egypt,
Algeria and elsewhere have come to see the end road for al-Qaeda’s ideology.

They now realize how destructive and dangerous it is.8?

Like Oudah, Dr. Fadl, one of bin Laden’s top theorists, also condemned the



killing of civilians and the selection of targets based on religion and
nationality.®3 For many, the incessant use of suicide bombers, most of them
young and inexperienced, showed that the organization had little value for the
lives of those who joined the Salafi-jihadist cause. In October 2007, in an
audiotape aired by Al Jazeera, bin Laden was forced to recognize that his
fighters in Iraq “had made mistakes,” and he called for the unity of the umma
before national, tribal, or party loyalty. In this tape, bin Laden quoted the Prophet
Mohammed: “The prophet, peace be upon him, said once: no one is perfect. We
all make mistakes and we should seek forgiveness of these mistakes. Human
beings commit wrongs, and wrongs always lead to conflict and dispute. Having
acknowledged that we have made mistakes ... we can now seek to rectify these
mistakes.”® As Al Qaeda’s leaders usually did not air their dirty laundry in
public, bin Laden’s public acknowledgment of “mistakes” was unusual, proving
that the organization was fully aware that it had made a monumental strategic
error by agreeing to the merger with Zarqawi, a decision now threatening to
erode the standing of Al Qaeda Central in the eyes of Muslim opinion as well as
of its own base.

Far from bringing reconciliation, Zargawi’s death intensified clashes between
his successors and local communities. A few days after Zargawi’s death, the
Mujahideen Shura Council (Majlis Shura al-Mujahidin), an umbrella
organization that includes Al Qaeda in Iraq and seven like-minded factions,
named Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and Abu Hamza al-Muhajjer (also known as Abu
Ayyub al-Masri), two of Zargawi’s closet aides, as the new emir and defense
minister, respectively.2°Although Muhajjer, born in Sohaj, Upper Egypt, was
secretive and mysterious, he and Zarqawi belonged to the same jihadist
generation and possessed a similar worldview that defined the universe in binary
terms: the camp of belief versus the camp of the kuffar. Similarly, Abu Omar al-
Baghdadi was an Iraqi who preceded Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as emir of AQI.
Like their predecessors, Zargawi, Baghdadi, and Muhajjer excommunicated all
the Shias as well as the ordinary Sunnis who worked for the Iraqi authorities.
Their arrival at the head of the organization did not calm critics or bring about a
moderating shift in AQI’s modus operandi. For many, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi’s
succession constituted an attempt at reimagining the group as Iraqi, rather than
Sunni. Despite initial skepticism about the real identity of Baghdadi and even
that of Muhajjer,2 they controlled the remnants of Al Qaeda in Iraq until both



were killed in a joint American-Iraqi raid near Tikrit on April 18, 2010.8” After
Baghdadi’s and Muhajjer’s deaths, AQI acknowledged their identities as the
leader of the believers and his first minister of war, respectively.®®

In an attempt to rebrand AQI, the Mujahideen Shura Council merged the
group with like-minded local insurgents and militias and declared, on October
13, 2006, the establishment of the Islamic State of Iraq (ISI). Despite the
rebranding, the group continued to be known and referred to as AQI. The central
command of Al Qaeda Central and its two top leaders, bin Laden and Zawahiri,
were not consulted prior to the pronouncement of the Islamic State of Iraq. After
the establishment of ISI, Muhajjer sent a letter to bin Laden stating that the
consultative council had witnessed the new leader, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi,
swearing baiya to bin Laden, thus confirming ISI’s allegiance to Al Qaeda
Central.?

Despite Muhajjer’s assurances to bin Laden, the Islamic State of Iraq was
acting independently from Al Qaeda Central. As discussed previously, the
relationship between the two groups was voluntary, not mandatory, based on the
willingness of AQI’s commanders to acknowledge an organizational-institutional
link. The period between Zargawi’s death in June 2006 and the deaths of his first
two successors in April 2010 expanded the cleavage between the two groups,
even though both sides displayed solidarity in public and kept their differences
under wraps. However, this was a transitional period in which internal bleeding
and hemorrhaging intensified and threatened to crush ISI. With hindsight, ISIS’s
followers have attempted to rewrite history by painting a rosy picture of the
transitional period after Zarqawi’s death and portraying the Mujahideen Shura
Council and the so-called Mutayabeen Front, a loose jihadist alliance, as
representative of the collective will of the Sunni Iraqi resistance. We are told that
the two groups were pioneers in establishing an Islamic state in Iraq and paving
the way for the coming caliphate.” In reality, the transitional period, marked by
the leadership of Muhajjer and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and their declaration of
an Islamic state in Iraq, is better characterized as a mafia-like network, carrying
out hit-and-run assassinations and attacks against both Sunni and Shia enemies.
Top Al Qaeda leaders such as bin Laden, Zawahiri, and Atiya Allah al-Liby, a
senior commander, called ISI “blessed” and backed it against other Islamist
armed groups in Iraq. In 2008, during an open forum on the Al Qaeda media
outlet, al-Sahab, Zawahiri praised ISI as “a legitimate emirate founded on a



righteous foundation and established by shura [that has] gained baiya of most
mujahideen and tribes in Iraq.”®! With hindsight, Zawahiri subsequently
conceded that he and bin Laden had not been consulted before ISI had been
declared and that they had privately opposed it. Zawahiri’s public
acknowledgment shows clearly how little control Al Qaeda Central exercised
over its division in Irag. In a conversation online with his supporters after the
rupture of relations between Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and Zawahiri in 2013-2014,
the latter revealed that he and other top leaders of Al Qaeda Central had argued
in vain that the disadvantages of declaring an Islamic state outweighed any
potential advantages. For instance, in a letter to his supporters written in 2010,
less than a year before his death, that was found in a cache of documents seized
from his hideaway and recently released by American authorities, bin Laden
warned them against the rush to create Islamic emirates, because experience has
shown that the United States would crush them, and he cited the Taliban, Hamas,
and the Islamic State of Iraq as examples. Bin Laden advised his followers first
to wage a war of attrition against the United States and weaken its ability to
topple future Islamic states. Otherwise, bin Laden concluded, the declaration of
Islamic states would be like “putting the cart before the horse.”%?

Zawabhiri’s public endorsement of ISI would come to haunt him after the
violent break between Al Qaeda Central and ISI, ISIS’s predecessor, in late
2013. He was subsequently reproached by prominent Iraqi Islamists for ignoring
their earlier warnings and siding with ISI, and they explicitly accused him of
putting the interests of his organization before those of the community and
1ri{cghteousness.93 Indeed, and contrary to Zawahiri’s endorsement of ISI, Abu
Omar al-Baghdadi and Muhajjer were sectarian psychopaths as much as Zarqawi
was. Issawi points out that Muhajjer was a strange character and much more
extremist than his predecessor. The jihadist leader and author explains that after
the declaration of the Islamic State of Iraq, Muhajjer boasted that they had built
a “podium” for the Mahdi and went on to show Issawi’s deputy “a picture of the
podium.”%* In the conversation, the ISI leader also referred to his foot soldiers as
the “the Mahdi’s knights.” Issawi notes sarcastically that Muhajjer insisted he
had chosen Abu Omar al-Baghdadi as Emir al-Mu’minin (commander of the
faithful) because “he was married to two wives!”%

Far from remodeling and restrengthening the organization, Zargawi’s
successors, Muhajjer and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, steered it onto rocky shores.



Zarqawi, Muhajjer, and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi alienated their hadanah
sha’biyya (social base) and risked expulsion. According to Issawi, his disciples
killed “a long list” of Sunnis, including preachers, civil society leaders, activists,
jihadists, and ordinary people, because they suspected them of disagreeing with
their extremist vision. Issawi also states that in one conversation with an AQI
lieutenant in Camp Bucca prison, the lieutenant revealed that his superiors in
Iraq sanctioned the killing of Zargawi’s spiritual guide, Maqdisi, because he
criticized some of their tactics and misinterpreted Islamic doctrine.”® According
to Abu Ali al-Anbari, an Iraqi insurgent leader, AQI, in addition to kidnapping
women and looting property, killed about 1,500 Sunnis in the Anbar province
alone.”” The Sunni-Sunni rift deepened, with many locals joining Sahawat
militias in taking up arms against AQI and its successor, ISI, pushing their
fighters from major cities to the Irag-Syria border.

It is no wonder, then, that the killing of Muhajjer and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi
in April 2010 by a joint American-Iraqgi raid was hailed as a tipping point in the
struggle to rid Iraq of AQI and ISI. For example, US vice president Joe Biden
said that “their deaths are potentially devastating blows to al Qaeda in Iraq,”
adding that the operation “demonstrates the improved security strength and
capacity of Iraqi security forces.”®® US forces commander general Raymond
Odierno went even further by stating, “The death of these terrorists is potentially
the most significant blow to al-Qaeda in Iraq since the beginning of the
insurgency.” He added, “There is still work to do but this is a significant step
forward in ridding Iraq of terrorists.” Iraq’s prime minister at the time, Nuri al-
Maliki, explained, “The attack was carried out by ground forces which
surrounded the house, and also through the use of missiles.” He added, “During
the operation computers were seized with e-mails and messages to the two
biggest terrorists, Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri.”!% Despite the
celebratory tone of these pronouncements, between 2010 and 2014, a new
captain named Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi begin rebuilding the organization, turning
it into a lethal weapon capable of controlling a large part of Iraq and Syria.
Baghdadi’s hold on the organization would soon threaten the very foundation of
the state system in the heart of the Arab world.



HOW BROKEN IRAQI POLITICS FUELED THE
REVIVAL OF ISIS

In May 2010, when Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi replaced Abu Omar al-Baghdadi as
commander of the faithful after the latter’s death, the Islamic State of Iraq was
internally besieged and bleeding. It faced a two-pronged battle in Iraq: one
against the predominately Shia government and the Shia population in general;
another against fellow Sunnis who opposed its dark vision and takfiri ideology.
The issues facing ISI in 2010 were due to a slow buildup of pressure. Since
2003, relations between Al Qaeda in Iraq and the Sunni tribes had become
increasingly confrontational, with AQI targeting local sheikhs and tribal leaders.
In addition to the clash of interests between Sunni tribes and AQI, insurgent
groups, including one of the most powerful, Jayish al-Islam, an Islamist Sunni
armed militia, sent signals to the Americans that they might negotiate if certain
conditions were met. Other Sunnis joined Sahwa (awakening councils) and
fiercely battled AQI and its successor, ISI, exacting a heavy toll on Baghdadi’s
network. New trends and shifts in Sunni society did not bode well for ISI’s
worldview, which could easily be summarized as “war against all.” During this
period, it looked like the odds were against ISI.

It would turn out quite differently. The fall of Mosul in summer 2014
reinvigorated ISI, which grew to become the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS). The group’s renewal was a rude awakening for Middle Eastern rulers and
their Western patrons, who had indirectly facilitated its revival. Although its
gains may have surprised the United States and Syria and other neighboring
Arab countries, ISIS neither fell from the sky nor was resurrected from the dead.
Rather, the driving forces behind ISIS’s resurgence were much more temporal in
nature. Specifically, they stemmed from contentious social and political
developments in the recent history of the Arab Fertile Crescent particularly



failed developmental policies and the derailment of the Arab Spring uprisings.
From 2003 until 2005 relations between Sunni tribal leaders and the US-led
coalition were either hostile or unfriendly. Despite the widely reported images of
jubilant Iraqgis following the toppling of Hussein’s regime in 2003, many people
across the country remained distrustful and suspicious of the United States. The
1991 US-led bombing campaign following Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990
targeted not only civilian and military infrastructures but also the country’s
electrical plants and water purification and sewage treatment facilities, leading to
cholera and typhoid epidemics. During the war, US president George H. W. Bush
had called on the Iraqgis to topple Hussein, but once uprisings against the Iraqi
regime in the north and the south of the country gained momentum in February
1991, promised US support did not materialize, and Hussein’s special forces
quickly unleashed their full wrath against the protesters, violently putting down
the rebellions. In addition, the UN sanctions regime, led by the United States and
seconded by Great Britain, also further contributed to the collapse of the
country’s water, electricity, health care, and agriculture systems, and
hyperinflation set in. As the country’s economy continued its downward spiral,
two-thirds of the Iraqi army were demobilized, with many facing unemployment
upon their return home. Government salaries were heavily cut if even paid. With
teachers leaving their jobs and chronic shortages in school supplies, the
education system was also heavily affected, leading to a sharp fall in the
country’s literacy rates. Between Hussein’s catastrophic wars and policies, the
bombing campaign, and the UN embargo, Iraq’s socioeconomic fabric had been
torn by the time of the 2003 invasion, with the population facing high
unemployment and an increase in poverty, malnutrition, and child mortality
along with a collapsed housing and transportation infrastructure. The UN
embargo had left the country ostracized and the population further entrenched in
Hussein’s grip, leaving many Iraqis feeling abandoned and disillusioned with the
international community. It is in this context that the uprising against the
coalition’s forces in 2003 on both the Sunni and the Shia sides took place.!
Nonetheless, after years of costly resistance against the US-led coalition and
the sectarian-dominated order in Baghdad, Sunnis were exhausted, and they
were divided regarding the way forward and the most effective means for
exercising more influence in post-Hussein Iraq. The brutal tactics of Abu Musab
al-Zarqawi, the founder of Al Qaeda in Iraq, had fostered growing resentment



among the Sunni community. With the tide turning against the Salafi-jihadist
organization, influential Anbar tribal leader Sheikh Osama al-Jadaan put it
bluntly: “We realized that these foreign terrorists were hiding behind the veil of
the noble Iraqi resistance. They claim to be striking at the US occupation, but the

reality is they are killing innocent Iraqis in the markets, in mosques, in churches,

in our schools.”?

In addition to the violent conflict that was being waged, AQI angered Sunni
communities by appointing its own local emirs and monopolizing financial
resources in the territories under its control, directly bypassing tribal authorities
and proving to be insensitive to local beliefs and traditions. As tensions
escalated, more and more Sunnis concluded that AQI’s strategy was designed
not to liberate them but to control their land, resources, and people. Many Sunnis
also grew increasingly distrustful of the sectarian-led government in Baghdad,
seeing it as a front for Iranian interests, which in turn threatened their stake in
the country’s political future. With the Bush administration announcing a surge
of additional troops, Sunni leaders knew that it would be impossible to militarily
defeat the US coalition. Increasingly, AQI was being seen as an Arab export
eager to battle the United States for control of Iraqg, and, by 2005, AQI faced
resistance from certain Sunni communities—particularly the Albu Mabhal tribe
around the city of al-Qaim—who attacked Al Qaeda fighters operating in their
neighborhoods. This provoked a change in the environment, and the Albu Mahal

tribe began cooperating with the United States.>

More significantly, in 2006, Sunni fighters were defeated by Shia militias and
authorities following the battle of Baghdad. This may also have influenced the
growing number of individuals, tribal leaders, and Sunni Islamist groups who
began to liaise with US occupying forces at this time. Although Jayish al-Islam
had fought American and Iraqgi government forces, in 2007 some of its fighters
turned their guns against the jihadists and joined the Sunni Sahwa, with their

leader warning that “Iraq faces a dual occupation, American and Iranian, and the

Iranian is worse.”4

Thus, several factors—primarily the hope to retain a measure of influence
within the country—motivated and helped Sunni religious nationalists to realign
their position and work with the United States against AQI. Fearing their
weakening position, in January 2006 AQI established the Mujahideen Shura
Council in an attempt to heal a widening rift with tribal leaders and depict the



organization as indigenous. The council united at least six Sunni Islamist groups
engaged in armed resistance, including Jayish al-Taiifa al-Mansoura, Katbiyan
Ansar Al-Tawhid wal Sunnah, Saray al-Jihad Group, al-Ghuraba Brigades, al-
Ahwal Brigades, and Jund al-Sahhaba.

In September 2006, in an attempt to salvage the relationship between ISI and
the Sunni tribes, Abu Hamza al-Mubhajjer, who succeeded Zarqawi as defense
minister for a short while after the latter’s death, offered tribal leaders amnesty
on the condition that they join his organization. Muhajjer called for unity
between Al Qaeda and the Sunni community, and aimed to move away from
Zarqawi’s confrontational strategy. In a message posted on several radical
Islamist websites, Muhajjer stated, “Because Ramadan is the month of
forgiveness, we offer the traitor tribal leaders amnesty, on one condition—that
you announce your repenting openly in front of all your people and get the word
to us.”” Far from being acquiescent, Ahmed Naji Jibarah al-Juburi, leader of the
Salahaddin Tribes Council, provided a response on behalf of the tribal chiefs:
“Iraq is our Iraq. It does not belong under the leader of the Al Qaeda
organization who came and entered Iraq to liberate it from occupation. He did
not come to liberate Iraq from its own people. We are the people of Iraq, and he
wants to liberate us, which means that he wants to eliminate us and make Iraq a
wasteland void of its people and citizens.... Al Qaeda helps the occupiers to
divide and tear Iraq to shreds.”®

In addition to the battle between AQI and rebellious Sunni tribes, the jihadist
organization suffered from internal dissension and fragmentation. Many within
AQI viewed Muhajjer as a weak leader and opposed his strategy of assassinating
tribal sheikhs and other Iragis. Ultimately, they called for a change in the
leadership of the organization. On October 12, 2006, one day before the
announcement of the establishment of the Islamic State, a video posted on
jihadist websites and attributed to an Iraqi jihadist known as Abu Osama al-Iraqi
or Abu Osama al-Mujahid made waves in radical Islamist circles. In the video,
Iraqi, an allegedly former officer of Hussein’s army, called on Al Qaeda Central
(that is, bin Laden and Zawahiri) to sever its ties with AQI. Iraqi publicly
criticized Mubhajjer’s leadership and actions, saying that AQI’s targeting of
civilians, hospitals, schools, tribal leaders, imams, and religious scholars had
turned the tribal community against the organization.” Calling for the Iragization
of the jihadist group, Iraqi put it bluntly: “Just because you don’t know the men



in Iraq is not a reason for you to choose anyone who makes himself visible....
We urge that the [leadership] be delegated to an Iraqi just as it has been
delegated to an Afghan in Afghanistan.... We pray to God that you receive our
message and that some of those surrounding you don’t hide it from you, so that
you can make the appropriate decision and cancel the pledge of allegiance in
Iraq. We are your sons and won’t fail in leading the war and jihad.”®

Eager to play down the rift among Iraqi jihadists, the leadership of Al Qaeda
Central condemned Iraqi’s statement by claiming that it was false.
Notwithstanding Al Qaeda Central’s denials, ISI was torn apart by internal
conflict and external Sunni armed resistance. According to Abu Abdullah
Mohamed al-Mansour al-Issawi, the leader of Jayish al-Mujahideen, there was
credible evidence of bloodletting among AQI, ISI, and like-minded jihadist
groups. Issawi, who was a mentor to Zargawi and the two Baghdadis, revealed
that Zargawi and his successors had waged a campaign of terror against anyone
who disagreed with them, including other Salafi-jihadists.

Despite the internal dissension, and with the support of the six Sunni Islamist
groups who joined ranks with AQI in January 2006, AQI pushed forward, and,
on October 13, 2006, the Mujahideen Shura Council announced the formation of
the Islamic State of Iraq. The newly formed ISI swore allegiance to a new emir,
a former Iraqi military officer called Hamed Dawood Mohammed Khalil al-
Zawi, better known by his nom de guerre, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi. Following the
swearing of allegiance, ISI declared Baquba as its capital and included the cities
of Baghdad, Anbar, Diyala, Kirkuk, Salah al-din, and Niwana and swaths of the
Babel governorate as part of its state.”

However, the declaration did little to heal the rift between ISI and the Sunni
tribes. The situation came to a head in September 2006 when tribal mobilization
against ISI formalized with the creation of the al-Anbar Salvation Council
(Majlis ingadh al-Anbar) by the Ramadi tribes. The al-Anbar Salvation Council
was led by Abd al-Sattar al-Rishawi (also known as Abu Risha), who formalized
cooperation with the occupation forces, primarily the Americans.!® A letter
discovered by coalition forces and attributed to members of the Shura Council
attested to the fierce struggle unfolding between ISI and tribal leaders. The

document listed a number of tribal leaders and members of the Islamic Party as

targets for assassination.!!

Other tribes soon followed suit in October, setting up Majalis al-Sahwa



(councils) in Anbar and beyond. Across the country, Arab Sunni fighters and
Islamist resistance groups also joined ranks against ISI, regrouping under a
broad coalition known as Concerned Local Citizens or Sons of Irag. By 2006—
2007, Sahwa formed across the Sunni lands with preponderant backing by the
Americans. The Sahwa movement gained momentum and expanded to almost
eighty thousand members in less than a year while the United States provided
financial and military backing for the movement.'? Volunteers received weapons
and financial support eventually formalized as monthly salaries of $300, which,
although lower than the wages of the Iraqi security forces, constituted a badly
needed income for pressed communities and an attractive incentive for
unemployed young Sunni men to work with the coalition forces rather than
against them. The responsibilities of Sahwa members included training, manning
checkpoints, providing intelligence on other insurgents and jihadist-affiliated
militias, and participating in direct combat against Al Qaeda. In an interview, a
Sahwa member confirmed collaboration with the US-led coalition: “Yes, we did
that with the support of the coalition forces when we captured some gangsters.
After missions, the coalition forces used to issue letters of appreciation for us
and gave us a reward. And that was good. I got $700 from the coalition forces:
$300 for salary and a $400 reward for a total of $700 in one month—U.S.
dollars.”!3

In less than a year the American-backed Awakening program, which paid
tribesmen to switch sides and fight against Al Qaeda in Iraq or the Islamic State
of Iraq, improved security conditions in Anbar and its vicinities. According to
General David H. Petraeus, commander of the Multinational Force—Iraq, attacks
in the area had dropped from 1,350 in October 2006 to just over 200 in August
2007. By 2007 the Awakening movement had expanded nationally and General
Petraeus established the Force Strategic Engagement Cell (FSEC), which was
tasked with cultivating contacts and ties between the Iragi resistance and the
central government via the Key Leader Engagement (KLE) initiative. This new
structure proved effective in targeting Al Qaeda militants and driving them out
of tribal territories. From 2007 to 2008, the Sahwa became a key instrument of
US anti—Al Qaeda strategy, clearing the group from its strongholds in Ramadi
and Fallujah. According to Riyadh al-Ogaidi, a senior lieutenant of AQI, the
organization’s active force in the country had fallen from 12,000 in June 2007 to

about 3,500 in early 2008.14 In the meantime, ISI continued to attack tribal



leaders and Iraqi civilians. In September 2007, a few days after a meeting with
President George W. Bush in Iraq, ISI took responsibility for killing Sheikh
Abdul Abu Risha near his home.

In 2007 Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki tried to replicate the Sahwa system in
Shia-dominated neighborhoods, especially in southern Iraq, by establishing
Isnad, or supportive councils. Similar to the Sahwa councils that were fighting
ISI, the Isnad councils were established to confront rival Shia militias in the
region as well as to counter the influence of Maliki’s political rivals, who
commanded their own militia forces, such as the Islamic Supreme Council of
Iraq (ISCI). The Isnad were essentially tribal groups established in an array of
provinces. They were paid for by Maliki’s office, reported directly to Maliki, and
were loyal only to Maliki. Because of the success of the Sunni Sahwa, both in
obtaining support from the United States and by their sheer numbers, which
were upward of eighty thousand members, Maliki became alarmed. He had been
consistently hostile to the idea of arming the Sunnis because their success, in his
opinion, could transform them into a legitimate political force and a powerful
military power.!°

Speaking at a news conference in 2006, Maliki warned, “The state is the only
one that has the right to carry weapons.... We will deal with anybody who is
outside the law.... Everyone now realizes that the existence of armed groups and
militias harms the stability and unity of the state.”'® His statement highlights the
mutual mistrust between Sunnis in general and the prime minister. However, US
pressure forced Maliki’s hand, and, although cooperation between former
nationalist insurgents and the United States helped foster better ties with
coalition forces, Maliki remained skeptical and suspicious. On the other hand,
tribal leaders publicly criticized Maliki’s government for its failure to restore
security and improve basic services across the country. Mistrust turned into
hostility in 2008 when the Iragi authorities were put in charge of Sahwa forces, a
move that tribal chiefs saw as a betrayal by the United States.!” Although in the
same year Maliki promised to incorporate a quarter of Sahwa forces within the
government’s security forces and other official sectors, by 2010 he had not taken
concrete measures to allay the tribes’ fears. Maliki justified the government’s
decision not to integrate Sahwa members into the Iraq security sector by
accusing jihadists and former Baathists of infiltrating the Sahwa movement, and

he ordered mass arrests of Sunni activists, particularly in Mosul.'® When Sahwa



members were incorporated into the government institutions, they were offered
low-rank and low-paid government jobs, often on temporary contracts with
wages intermittently paid, poisoning the relationship even further. In the
following years the relationship between Sunni tribes and Maliki’s government
continued to deteriorate, reaching a point of no return at the beginning of the
Arab Spring uprisings at the end of 2010 and the beginning of 2011.1°

Tribal leaders were not the only Sunnis who worked with US occupying
authorities. In 2007 Abu Azzam al-Tamimi, a senior leader of Jayish al-Islam,
held a series of secret meetings with US forces in Abu Ghraib. Tamimi said he
could mobilize a large force of almost seventeen thousand men to assist in the
fight against ISI. Like Sunni tribal chiefs, members of Jayish al-Islam feared that
the balance of power was tilting against them and that their position was
growing increasingly precarious. In addition to confronting US troops, Jayish al-
Islam now also had to face opposition from fellow Sunni Sahwa and Shia
militias, as well as internal jockeying for advantage. After Tamimi’s militiamen
successfully expelled ISI from Abu Ghraib, Maliki’s government, under pressure
from the United States, agreed to integrate his men with the Iraqgi security forces.
In Amriya, western Baghdad, another lieutenant of Jayish al-Islam known as
Abu Abed also joined the anti-ISI coalition,?? and he cleared the area of ISI’s
combatants.

While the Sahwa councils proved relatively effective, not all Sunni resistance
groups joined the US-led coalition. For example, Jayish Rijal al-Tariq al-
Nagshabandi (JRTN) and the Army of the Men of Nagshband, a Baathist-
dominated militia, continued to resist occupation forces in Mosul, Salah al-din,
and Kirkuk. In October 2007 six Sunni armed factions, including Jayish al-
Islam, Jammat Ansar al-Sunna, al-Jabha al-Islamiya lil-Mogawama al-Iragiya
(also known as the Islamic Front for the Iraqi Resistance), al-Fatiheen Army, and
Hamas al-Iraq, established a unified command called the Political Council for
the Iraqgi Resistance (PCIR).?! The PCIR released a statement that said, “The
occupation of Iraq is an act of aggression and an act of gross injustice which is
rejected Islamically, legally and rationally, and which all laws grant the right to
oppose and resist,”%?
occupation would be rescinded.”?? In 2010, the new grouping asserted that it did
not recognize Maliki’s government, with its spokesman, Abdul Rahman al-
Janabi, stating, “We in the Political Council of the Iragi Resistance refuse to

and warned that “laws and treaties agreed under the



enter into dialogue with al-Maliki because these postinvasion governments are
illegal, established under the auspices of the occupation and sought to legitimize
its existence and practices.”?* Although it refused to join the Sahwa movement,
the PCIR opposed ISI. It is apparent that the Sunni community, despite its
ideological diversity, showed widespread opposition to Al Qaeda in Iraq.

Throughout this period running up to the Arab Spring uprisings, Maliki
adopted measures to co-opt the Sunni community and confront the Shia militias
who challenged his authority. Although this appeared promising at first glance,
Maliki’s policies were calculated to consolidate his power and respond to US
pressure. Despite his best efforts, both policy initiatives fell short of expectations
because of his continued quest to maintain and increase his power. For example,
in summer 2006 he launched a reconciliation initiative with a twenty-four-point
plan.?®> The initiative was aimed at drawing the disenfranchised Sunni
community into the political fold. Maliki even visited the Gulf States in a bid to
garner support for his road map. The prime minister announced some of the
measures in his reconciliation initiative, including granting amnesty to
insurgents who laid down their arms and renounced violence, revising the de-
Baathification program, fighting sectarianism within the government, and
hosting a national reconciliation conference.”® However, this initiative neither
healed the deep wounds in Iraqi society nor bridged the communal divide.

The reconciliation initiative was viewed by Sunni leaders as an empty gesture
because insurgents who had fought Iragi and coalition forces were not granted
amnesty. In a similar vein, influential Shia voices opposed Maliki’s plan because
they feared that freed Baathists would reorganize and attempt to regain political
power, while Shia militiamen would remain in jail.?” The Shia camp in Iraq was
further antagonized in November 2006 as a result of Maliki’s meeting with
George W. Bush in Amman, Jordan. During that meeting, the prime minister
vowed to fight Shia militias and he agreed to the US surge of troops in Iraq. The
goal was to show the Sunni community that the government would now
increasingly target Shia insurgents. In 2007 the central authorities launched
operation Fardh al-Qanun (Imposing the Law) in Baghdad’s Shia-populated
neighborhoods, including Sadr City.?® The same year also saw the execution of
the Implementation and Follow-Up Committee for National Reconciliation
(IFCNR), led by Bassima al-Jadri and aimed at fostering dialogue with the
Sahwa and former Baathists. One of the IFCNR’s recommendations was to put



the Sahwa under the government’s authority, a decision that, as noted previously,
did little to reduce distrust with Sunni tribes. In 2008, with tensions between the
government and Jayish al-Mahdi increasing, Maliki launched operation Saulat
al-Fursan (Charge of the Knights) against the Sadrists in Basra.”® The city saw
fierce fighting, which eventually came to an end following a cease-fire brokered
by Iran in March by which Muqtada al-Sadr agreed to withdraw his men from
the streets. By the end of 2008, Maliki’s government had signed an agreement
with the Bush administration that stipulated that the United States would
withdraw troops from Iraqi cities by June 2009 and from the entire country by
the end of 2011.

Despite the twists and turns in the journey of the Sunni community after the
2003 US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq, by 2006-2007 a significant
segment had turned against Al Qaeda in the war-torn territory known then as ISI.
Tribal sheikhs, Sunni nationalists, and even religious insurgents confronted ISI
and attempted to expel it from their cities and neighborhoods. During this period
the ground shifted under Al Qaeda’s feet and it lost its refuge in the Sunni
heartland and faced an existential threat. By 2010 Zargawi’s successors were
besieged and on the defensive; they needed a political miracle to survive, let
alone revive.

THE FAILURE OF THE POLITICAL ESTABLISHMENT

The divided post-Hussein Iragi political establishment and Maliki’s growing
authoritarian tendencies from 2010 onward were significant underlying factors
that ripened the environment for Al Qaeda and ISI to take advantage of the
situation. The political elite failed to move Iraq forward and help it escape the
country’s history of Baathist rule, including its legacy of war and conflict,
destructive sectarian polarization, and widespread corruption. This not only
antagonized the long-suffering and disillusioned population but it further
marginalized sentiments of national unity. The de-Baathification and
dismantlement of the army, on which tens of thousands of Arab Sunnis, if not
more, depended for income, angered the Sunni community at large. The move
caused large portions of not only soldiers but also former government officials,
civil servants, doctors, professors, and teachers to be dismissed from their
positions. Under the former regime, party membership was generally a
prerequisite for employment. The postconflict reconstruction was, therefore,



greatly mishandled and too radical in its aims and objectives. The destruction of
the Iraqi state’s institutions came before the country was stabilized and before
reconciliation took place, which was particularly important because of the
history of creeping sectarianism that predated the toppling of the Baath regime.
For many of those disaffected professionals who felt let down by the nascent
order in Baghdad, their tribal settings provided a network to fall back on.
Additionally, as a result of the surge of violence during the first years of the
occupation, millions of Iragis were forced to flee their homes, with some
retreating to rural areas where tribal structures could provide protection. The
violence also had an impact on the government, as it became increasingly
difficult for bureaucrats to reach their offices, bringing the state to its knees. The
government for national unity that was elected in May 2006 was formed along
ethno-sectarian lines, exacerbating further a situation that was already conducive
to the aims and objectives of religious militias and Salafi-jihadist groups.
Although by 2010 the Sahwa forces and the Sons of Iraq had proved themselves
to be powerful against AQI, they had developed a better relationship with the
coalition forces than with their own government. While Maliki and the broader
Shia ruling elite remained distrustful of the Sahwa and the Sons of Iraq
throughout this period, the Sunni political leadership also saw them as a political
threat.

Most of the high-ranking politicians that made up the post-Hussein political
landscape had spent much of their time in exile outside Iragq. In contrast, the
Sahwa possessed a strong social base of support within Irag. In fact, tribal
networks were empowered from 1991 onward, after which the Hussein rule had
become weaker as a result of the Shia rebellion in the south and the sanctions
regime. To mitigate its circumstances, the Baath regime decentralized its grip on
the country by empowering Iraqi tribes.> Following the US withdrawal and the
transfer of control to the Iraqi government, some Sons of Iraq leaders, including
former Baathist elements and Islamist militants, attempted to form a political
movement. They had hoped that, following their role in the counterinsurgency,
they would be allowed to play a formal role in the political future of the
country.>! As long as US troops were in Iraq, the Sahwa were protected and their
actions were heralded as a triumph, even though their tactics were not always
lawful. After the transfer of authority to the Iraqi government, many of their
members were incriminated and placed under investigation, thus deepening the



divide between local and national politics.3> While for the Sunnis living in areas
that had been purged of AQI the Sahwa and Sons of Iraq represented real local
heroes, at the national level they were held responsible for the crimes they had
committed before and after joining the coalition forces. By 2009, tribal leaders
were targeted by both ISI and the Iraqi forces. Another key fact to highlight is
that although by 2008 levels violence across the country had plummeted, in the
same year, violent attacks in Nineveh province had risen, suggesting that AQI
was already retreating to the area to consolidate its power base there.>3

Soon before the March elections, the Sunni community faced another
political setback when 511 individuals, most of them Sunnis, were banned from
participating in the elections.>* The move reignited sectarian tensions and,
although some decried it, others warned of a Baathist plot to retake power. The
decision to ban the candidates had been made by the de-Baathification
committee headed by Ahmad Chalabi, a controversial politician accused of
trying to eliminate the political opposition. The decision also contrasted with the
general mood of the electoral campaign for the provincial elections in 2009, in
which Maliki had tried to rebrand himself along national rather than sectarian
lines. The prime minister also revamped the image of his administration by
promising to deliver social public goods, including more jobs and increased
investment in infrastructure work, health, and education. His electoral strategy
worked, and his State of Law Alliance (SLA), which he established in October
2009 in a bid to distance himself from the sectarian image of his Iraqi National
Alliance (INA), won a majority of seats against his rivals. The results confirmed
that a plurality of voters favored nationalist-secular candidates as opposed to
sectarian-based political parties. Although votes were divided along ethno-
sectarian lines in that no party was able to garner votes across ethno-sectarian
boundaries, there was a marked rejection of those parties that failed to espouse
nationalistic and secular values. Victims of this rejection included ISCI, which
was demolished in the elections. It is no wonder, then, that throughout 2009,
Maliki continued to distance himself from the INA by condemning sectarian rifts
and insisted that the way forward was through national unity and integration.

Following the strong nationalist mood that prevailed in the 2009 elections,
most politicians also emphasized the need for national reconstruction and unity.
With the planned withdrawal of US troops, political rhetoric focusing on the
fight against the occupation took a backseat. In contrast to the 2005 elections,



both camps put less focus on Sunni and Shia religious symbols. Instead, Maliki’s
opponents criticized his failed governance and economic mismanagement,
particularly the lack of basic services and the deteriorating social conditions.
They also accused the government of systemic corruption, pointing to the
minister of trade, Faleh al-Sudani, a close ally of Maliki who allegedly used his
position for personal gain. Called before a plenary session of the parliament in
2009 to answer allegations of embezzlement, the minister resigned and
attempted to flee the country but was arrested.3> Maliki’s critics took him to task
for his growing authoritarianism and abuse of the law by settling scores with
political adversaries.3%

On March 7, 2010, twelve million Iragis went to the polls and delivered their
verdict. Maliki’s SLA, with eighty-nine seats, lost to Ayad Allawi’s secular
Iragiyya coalition, which gained ninety-one seats. The INA came in third,
followed by the Kurdistan Alliance. Maliki, who after the 2009 provincial
elections had expected to win, dismissed the results and warned of a plot by
former Baathists, terrorists, and foreign powers.>” After insisting on a recount,
which ended up confirming initial results, Maliki still came out on top when the
Supreme Court ruled that the largest alliance formed after the elections could
form the next government and seek parliamentary approval, as opposed to that
privilege being awarded to the winning coalition. Seen widely as being
influenced by Maliki, the Supreme Court’s decision did not end the fierce
political struggle, though it did allow the prime minister to preserve his power.
The new government did not see the light of day until nine months after the
elections, a period of contestation that further aggravated dismal socioeconomic
conditions in the country. The long time it took to form the coalition government
shows that, despite the clear message from the Iragi population, infighting
among Iraq politicians prevailed as they jostled for power and advantage,
seeking to serve their ethno-religious affiliations rather than the populace. As
Irag’s security continued to deteriorate, the aftermath of the elections saw the
deepening of the prime minister’s authoritarianism.

Maliki’s grip on state institutions soon expanded, encompassing the military,
the police, the courts, and the central bank. Monopolizing power, Maliki also
acted as interior minister from 2010 to 2014 and retained the role of defense
minister from December 2010 to August 2011, which he used to bypass the
authority of the Defense Ministry by creating special brigades that reported



directly to him and moving the office of commander in chief to his office.38
Iragis labeled his special brigades Fedayeen al-Maliki (al-Maliki’s martyrs), a
term reminiscent of Hussein’s Fedayeen (martyrs), which had for years
terrorized the country. Maliki surrounded himself with submissive loyalists and
filled the security services with political appointees, a move that structurally
weakened the capability of the armed forces to defend the homeland, as
subsequently transpired when ISIS seized a third of Iraqi territory without a fight
in 2014. He also consolidated his control over the army and the police by
appointing a general to supervise them. The population did not escape his
authoritarian tendencies. As discontent grew over the government’s inability to
provide basic services, especially electricity and water, which suffered recurrent
cuts, protesters mobilized across the country and demanded accountability, but
they were put down by the security services. Demonstrations were soon banned,
and the population was once again pushed back to the margins of the country’s
political life. The popular participation and government transparency that many
had dreamt of when Hussein’s regime was toppled had now become distant
memories. In the opinion of many Iraqis, Maliki had reactivated the repressive
security apparatus of Hussein’s rule by establishing private militias and secret
police units as well as committing widespread violations of human rights. The
path taken by Maliki was designed to consolidate his power and prevent the
emergence of organized opposition.3°

Maliki’s hubris is exemplified in his push to rein in the authority of the Iraqi
Parliament, creating a political system that answered directly to him rather than
to its constituents. With the help of the co-opted Higher Judicial Council in
2010, a ruling was proclaimed that hampered the parliament’s authority by
depriving it of any right to propose legislation. In an attempt to prevent
parliamentarians from forcing ministers to be accountable, Maliki ended the
parliament’s right to summon them. His efforts continued to snowball and,
following the withdrawal of US forces from Iraq in December 2011, he escalated
the fight against his political nemeses by arresting scores of former Baathists in
the governorates of Salah al-din, Anbar, Ninewa, and Diyala, where the Iraqiyya
coalition had polled the strongest.*® Any political opponents daring to criticize
Maliki or his government also found themselves in the prime minister’s line of
fire. Arrest warrants for high-profile Sunni politicians whom he accused of
plotting a coup were also soon issued. These targeted politicians included



Deputy Vice President Tarig Al-Hashimi, Finance Minister Rafi al-Issawi, and
Deputy Prime Minister Saleh al-Mutlak, all leading members of the Iragiyya
coalition. Under Maliki, the Supreme Court, led by Chief Justice Medhat al-
Mahmoud, who had until then been relatively shielded from political maneuvers,
lost its independence. The increasing concentration of power in the hands of the
prime minister made it increasingly difficult for the judiciary to remain neutral;
Maliki’s pact with Mahmoud and his close circle further ensured that the court
would side with the prime minister. Independent agencies did not escape
Maliki’s grip and, in 2011, the head of the integrity commission, Judge Rahim
al-Ugaili, was forced to resign.*!

In January 2011, Chief Justice Mahmoud issued a ruling that expanded
Maliki’s domination over the country’s remaining institutions, including the
central bank, the Committee of Integrity, the Independent High Electoral
Commission (IHEC), and the High Commission for Human Rights. In 2012,
Maliki’s influence in the central bank was clearly displayed, as criminal charges
were filed against the bank’s governor and deputy governor. By curtailing the
power of the Iraqgiyya coalition, Maliki’s policies were blamed for undermining
the Irbil Agreement, which stipulated that Iragiyya had authority to appoint the
defense minister. After rejecting several of the coalition’s proposed candidates,
Maliki retained the defense minister position for eight months, appointing
loyalists to high-ranking positions and ensuring that his successor was an ally. In
June 2011, he named one of his close advisers, Falih al-Fayyad, as a national
security minister and Saadoun al-Dulaimi, minister of culture, as acting minister
of defense.

A damning telegram from US ambassador Ryan C. Crocker dating back to
2007 shows that the United States was aware of Maliki’s rising authoritarianism
but continued to publicly support him. The document describes Maliki as
“paranoid” and outlines how his decisions and policies produced “increasing
centralization of power in the hands of an inner circle of Shia Islamists at the
expense of the formal chain of command.” It even goes as far as to warn that
Maliki was following in the footsteps of Hussein.*?

Maliki’s control of the military increased sectarian tensions, with Sunnis
accusing him, during his second term, of turning the security services into a
Shia-led militia of up to five hundred thousand men.*? Not to be overlooked is
the enormous size of the protection forces of MPs, ministers, local councilors,



high-ranking officials, and, of course, the presidency. For example, Vice
President Tariq al-Hashimi did not have just a handful of bodyguards but rather a
battalion of eight hundred, as did Maliki, Allawi, and Nujaifi. The president had
a Kurdish brigade of six thousand, stationed primarily in the presidential zone in
Baghdad. It is no wonder then that the security forces did not put up a fight
against ISIS in Mosul in June 2014, where the largest army camps and
concentrations of military hardware were on the left bank of the Tigris, where
almost no fighting took place. The army simply melted away, with reports saying
that those were some of the better-armed detachments of the army, unlike the
federal police units that had been stationed on the right bank of the river.

Maliki’s monopoly on, and abuse of, power poisoned the political system
further and put the country on edge. After the arrests of the three leading
politicians of Iraqgiyya, Deputy Prime Minister Mutlak warned that the bloc
would boycott the cabinet’s session. “This decision is based on the deterioration
of the political process, and to ensure that the country will not head towards a
catastrophe if Maliki’s dictatorship continues,” he noted. Mutlak continued to
criticize the prime minister on his Babiliyah television channel, describing him
as “worse than Saddam Hussein.”** This affront was costly to Mutlak, as the
prime minister sacked him. In an op-ed on April 9, 2012, Allawi, the leader of
Iragiyya, sounded the alarm bells:

The country is slipping back into the clutches of a dangerous new one-man
rule, which inevitably will lead to full dictatorship.... Mr. Al-Maliki presides
over an increasingly Kafkaesque bureaucracy characterized by corruption and
brutality, relying on the compromised judiciary as a weapon against political
opponents while concealing the crimes of his cronies. The government falls
short of providing basic services, including clean water, electricity and decent
health care; the unemployment rate among our frustrated youth is above 30
percent, making them easy recruits for terrorists and prey for gangs; the
security situation is deteriorating day by day in spite of an increase in special
security forces. Unfortunately, some of these forces turn out to be part of the
problem, operating torture chambers tied directly to the prime minister
himself, as widely reported by international human rights organizations.*>

Allawi’s criticism of Maliki was not taken seriously because Allawi’s popularity
among the nationalist secular middle class in Iraq had reached a low point. Many



Iragis blamed Allawi for having joined a government that struggled to provide
basic services and engaged in the repression of popular protests (more on this
point later).

During a visit to Washington in April 2012, Massoud Barzani, president of
the Kurdish autonomous region, seconded Allawi’s warning:

Iraq is facing a serious crisis ... it’s coming towards one-man rule.... We
have a situation in Baghdad where one man is the prime minister and at the
same time he is the commander in chief of the armed forces, he is the
minister of defense, he is the minister of the interior, and he is the chief of
intelligence. And lately, he has been communicating to the head of the
Central Bank that that should also come under the power of the prime

minister. Where in the world can you find such an example?4®

Of all the factors fueling ISIS’s resurgence, the inability of the coalition and the
Iraqgi political establishment to put forward an inclusive national project and
rebuild the political landscape tops the list. Rather than moving away from the
political authoritarianism and cult of personality that epitomized the Hussein
years, the political class that inherited the spoils failed to end factionalism and
social fragmentation. Even those Iraqis who cooperated with the US forces and
the Iraqi government against AQI were aligned along sectarian lines. Although
groups like the Islamic Da’wa Party have an important social base, with the
exception of the Sadrist movement and the Kurdish political parties, most of the
high-ranking Iragi politicians in post-2003 Iraq had been in exile, a fact that
provoked resentment among the population. Iragis were bitter about the lives of
luxury enjoyed by the exiled politicians while they themselves suffered under
Hussein’s oppression. Exile essentially weakened the post-Hussein elite’s
connection with the Iraqi people, causing them to have an inadequate
understanding of or appreciation for the very complex social and political
terrain. For example the aftermath of the US-led invasion was marked by a will
to de-Baathify the country. Yet the ruling elite did not undertake serious
measures to fill the vacuum left by de-Baathification, particularly in terms of
redefining the identity of the new Iraq. Within this vacuum of ideas and social
chaos, which intensified because of the dismantling of Iraq’s security institutions
and armed resistance, there hardly existed a nationalist vision to replace the old
regime’s, no unifying symbol that would galvanize Iraqis as a whole.



Moreover, Iraq inherited severe challenges from the Hussein era—problems
exacerbated further by postconflict reconstruction plans. In particular, Maliki’s
policies of exclusion and sectarianism led the country to the brink of an abyss.
His Shia-dominated government treated Sunni Arabs like second-class citizens
in the eyes of Iraq’s Sunnis, and in many respects signaled to Sunnis that the
Shias’ numerical majority and oppression under Hussein provided a license to
monopolize power. Maliki’s communal shortsightedness, his perceived
deference to Iran, his increasing authoritarian turn from 2010 onward, and his
inability to curb corruption and human rights abuses provided the fuel that
powered ISIS.

A NEW LEASE ON LIFE: NURI AL-MALIKI AND THE ARAB SPRING UPRISINGS

A few key questions regarding the relationship between the Sunni community
and ISIS deserve scrutiny: Why did ordinary Sunnis welcome ISIS’s return after
a majority had revolted against the parent organization a few years earlier? What
were the social and political factors that provided ISIS with a new lease on life?
How did an underground network besieged and on the defensive manage against
great odds to dominate a third of Iraq and almost half of Syria’s territory so
quickly? How did it succeed in blending in with local, poor Sunni Iraqgis and
Syrians and establish a significant constituency?

There is no doubt that ISIS learned important lessons from its predecessors,
carefully avoiding the mistakes of AQI and ISI while building bridges and social
networks within the Sunni communities. ISIS, in its new form, relied initially
more on co-option and commonalities than on coercion and ideological rigidity.
In terms of the hierarchy of explanations, four interrelated variables help explain
the spectacular resurgence of ISIS in Iraq. First, the US-backed Sahwa councils
left behind a troubled legacy, sowing political rivalries among Sunni leaders in
addition to corruption and financial dependence, according to Iragis and
Americans who spearheaded the program.*’ ISI subsequently exploited these
rivalries and contradictions within the Sunni community and gradually co-opted
disaffected Sunnis to its network.

Second, Baghdadi and his lieutenants could not have succeeded without the
catastrophic mistakes of the central government in Baghdad. Prime Minister
Maliki provided ISI with a new lease on life by paying lip service to the urgent
task of integrating Sunnis into the social and political process and taking the



Sahwa councils off the government payroll. ISI’s stalled efforts in Iraq were
revived by Maliki’s half-hearted efforts to pacify rebellious Sunnis and tackle
their legitimate grievances.

A third driving force emerged from the large-scale popular Arab uprisings in
2010-2012, which turned violent in Syria and degenerated into all-out civil war.
Baghdadi and his lieutenants exploited the breakdown of state institutions in
neighboring Syria to expand their social networks among local Sunni
communities in the war-torn country and extract precious assets and resources.
Syria is as important as Iraq to ISIS because it has given the organization
strategic depth and maneuverability, which have proved decisive. ISIS received
high returns on its initial investment in Syria and used the gains to surge and
expand in Iraq in 2014. Now both Iraq and Syria supply ISIS with social and
material sustenance, including young recruits, money, and territory.

A fourth and final factor was ISIS’s ability to reconnect with the Sunni rural
community by allying, for a time, with local groups and militias. Between 2011
and 2013, the country went through its own waves of protests. Although they
started as peaceful demonstrations calling for reforms, the mood soon changed in
Sunni areas. As government repression grew, demands turned to the resignation
of Maliki and a plethora of organized political and armed groups surfaced,
making it harder to distinguish peaceful from violent protesters. By then, ISIS
had in its highest ranks former Baathists who had converted to its Salafi-jihadist
cause, which made it easier for the group to work with such nationalist factions.

Maliki’s divisive policies coincided with the Arab Spring uprisings, whose
reverberations reached Iraq and provided ISIS with a greater propensity to grow.
On February 12, 2011, dozens of demonstrations were organized in Iraq to
protest the government’s policies, particularly its widespread corruption and
failure to provide basic services. In Baghdad, hundreds of Iraqis gathered in
Tahrir Square, chanting “No, no to corruption” and “The government’s officials
are thieves.” On the same day, a thirty-year-old man and father of four set
himself on fire in Mosul to protest his unemployment. Despite poor Internet
access in Iraq, activists and journalists also used social media such as Facebook
to promote the protests. In early February, several Facebook pages were created,
mostly along secular and nationalist lines, demanding better public services as
well as an end to rising poverty and corruption. One banner on a protest group’s
page read, “Sunni, Christian, Shiite, Sabean, Yazidi ... all of this is not an



identity.... What is important is my blood is Iraqi.”*® In addition to calling for
reforms, Facebook groups such as Baghdad Won’t Be Kandahar also criticized
government’s support of the growth of religious influence, as bars and alcohol
consumption in the capital were heavily curtailed.*’

On February 25, the Day of Rage, the largest antigovernment protest
occurred, with tens of thousands of Iraqgis gathering in at least twelve
demonstrations organized across the country, including the capital, Baghdad.
Maliki prevented live media coverage of protests in which at least twenty-three
people—including six in Fallujah, six in Mosul, two in Kurdistan, and three in
Baghdad—died as a result of security forces opening fire.”® In Basra, angry
crowds forced the resignation of the governor and the entire city council in
Fallujah and caused the governor of Mosul, who was also in Fallujah, to flee the
city. A week later, despite police brutality, a “second day of rage” was
organized.”! In Baghdad, a crowd of two thousand protesters chanted “Liar, liar,
Nuri al-Maliki,” “Oil for the people, not for the thieves,” and “Yes to democracy
and the protection of freedom.” In Mosul, three thousand demonstrators gathered
while protests were also organized in Basra, Najaf, and Nasiriyah.

In a bid to prevent people from reaching the popular rallies, the government
banned vehicles in Baghdad and other key cities. The intensity of the protests
resulted in the resignation of three southern provincial governors and the mayor
of Baghdad. After two weeks of demonstrations, twenty-nine people had been
killed, with the government detaining up to three hundred more for their role in
the protests, including journalists, poets, TV presenters, and intellectuals.®?
Although few key Shia leaders publicly supported the protests, with most calling
for more reforms instead, the highest-profile Shia figure to do so was radical
cleric Sadr, who warned Maliki, “Beware of the Arab Spring in Iraq.”>® In the
face of popular discontent, Maliki promised a 50 percent cut of his own salary
and gave his cabinet one hundred days to improve its performance and curb
corruption or face dismissal. He also called for early provincial elections to meet
the peoples’ demands, but these did not take place until April 2013.

By 2012, the relationship between the Iraqi government and the Sunni
community had not improved. Iraqgis in general were angry at the failure of
Maliki’s regime to deliver on its promises, and the repression of the protests did
not help foster a better relationship. Sunnis were also angry because of their
political marginalization by both the government and the ineptitude of the Sunni



political parties. At the same time, protests against the extension of the mandate
of US troops in Iraq were held in cities including Mosul, where tribesmen from
Ramadi, Fallujah, Najaf, and Kirkuk had traveled to support the protests.>* In the
same year, the government stepped up the execution of prisoners, killing 129
people, with human rights organizations highlighting the use of torture to force
“confessions” and the lack of transparency of most death row trials.>> The
executions were criticized by the United Nations High Commission for Human
Rights, with High Commissioner Navi Pillay demanding in January an
immediate moratorium on the death penalty after the government carried out
thirty-four executions on terrorism-related charges in one day.”® A report by
Human Rights Watch also criticized the targeting of women by the security
forces; many of them were arrested because of the alleged activities of their male
relatives, imprisoned, tortured, beaten, and raped.®’

The increasing anger over the government’s treatment of prisoners, especially
women, within the Sunni community coincided with ISIS’s operation called
“Breaking Down the Walls.” ISIS launched the campaign in July 2012 with a
two-pronged goal: to secure the release of prisoners and to recapture territories
lost in the past few years. Although Baghdadi claimed that the aim of Breaking
Down the Walls was to supply the group with skilled combatants, he targeted an
issue that resonated with Sunnis and was very close to their hearts. In December
2012, tensions increased following a government raid on Rafi al-Issawi, then
finance minister, along with the arrest of twelve of his bodyguards, which led to
more protests being organized, initially in Fallujah. While previous protests had
called for better delivery of public services, this time protesters demanded the
resignation of Maliki. In fact, December 2012 marked a turning point in the
protests: the first wave was articulated along nationalist lines, while the second
wave focused on what the Sunnis saw as the regime’s deepening sectarianism.

Maliki’s support of Bashar al-Assad in the unfolding civil war in Syria
poured gasoline on a raging fire in Iraq and intensified Sunni misgivings and
fears. Soon protests extended to Ramadi, the Anbar province, the cities of
Samarra and Mosul, and neighborhoods in Baghdad. On December 30, Deputy
Prime Minister Mutlak traveled to Ramadi in an attempt to engage with the
protesters, but he was attacked by the crowds. By January, protests were also
organized in Salah al-din and Diyala provinces. As antigovernment protests grew
in intensity in Sunni-populated areas, pro-government protests were organized in



southern Shia cities, thus widening communal rifts between the two
communities. In the next few months, the protest movements escalated on both
sides. With sectarian tensions reignited, violence spiraled out of control with
bombings carried out by both Sunni and Shia groups. As Sunni-Shia hostilities
intensified, ISIS’s Breaking Down the Walls operation took an increasingly
sectarian tone, with the group stepping up attacks against Shia civilians in a bid
to trigger all-out war.

By 2013, levels of violence in Iraq mirrored the height of turmoil in 2008. In
one year, ISIS took responsibility for twenty waves of devastating attacks and
eight major prison breaks, which culminated with the attack on the Abu Ghraib
prison in July 2013. Initially, ISIS focused on its former strongholds in northern
Iraqg, but soon it directed its attacks increasingly against Shia-dominated areas.
By then the organization managed to gain control of territories close to the Iraqgi
border with Syria, which provided an opening for its fighters in Anbar and
Nineveh provinces to smuggle men and material between the two neighboring
countries.

In a nutshell, protests, repression, and increasing chaos fueled the
regeneration and return of previously weakened armed groups, including ISIS
and nationalists of the Baathist variety. In summer 2013, tribal leaders, who had
been sidelined and marginalized by the government despite their role in the
Sahwa and Sons of Iraq, formed al-Majlis al-Askari al-Amm li-Thuwar al-Iraq
(General Military Council for Iragi Revolutionaries, or GMCIR); their affiliated
tribal militias were organized as al-Maijlis al-Askari li-Thuwar al-Asha’ir al-Iraq
(Military Council of Iragi Tribal Revolutionaries). The group formally
announced its existence in January 2014, saying that it had operated in Al Anbar,
Fallujah, Mosul, Salah al-din, Ta’ameem, Baghdad, Abu Ghraib, Diyala, and
Dhuluiya. It described itself as a nationalist and nonsectarian movement aimed at
overthrowing the Maliki regime. In addition to calling on all Iraqgis to support its
cause, the communiqué especially urged the Shia tribes in the south to join the
movement.”® According to GMCIR, most of its members are Sunni Arabs who
come from the Sahwa or Sons of Iraq or are former Baathist officers. The group
claims that protesters began to join its ranks following a government raid and the
subsequent arrest of Anbari MP Abu Ahmad al-Alwani in his home in Ramadi in
December 2013, in which eighteen people were killed.>® Other sources also link
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the rise of ISIS in the area to this particular event.”” Alwani had supported the



protests in Anbar, which had angered the government. Maliki’s decision to target
Alwani provoked Sunnis in Anbar and triggered social and political chaos.
Despite claiming to be aligned along secularist-nationalist lines, GMCIR also
works with sociopolitical movements such as Hay’at al-Ulama al-Muslimeen
(Association of Muslim Scholars) and Islamist factions such as the Islamic Army
and Jayish Rijal al-Tariq al-Nagshabandi, a group led by Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri.
Douri was one of Hussein’s right-hand men, occupying the key positions of vice
president and deputy chairman of the Iragi Revolutionary Command Council.

From the 1980s onward, JRTN functioned as a patronage network, ensuring
its members’ loyalty to the regime. It included wealthy Iragis and military
families, and its membership doubled in the 1990s as a result of the Islamization
campaign launched by the Iraqi government after the Second Gulf War.
Although the group officially describes itself as a Sufi order, it aimed at
accumulating power and influence. It kept a low public profile during the first
years of the US-led occupation of Iraq and did not formally declare its armed
resistance until 2006, following the hanging of Hussein. Made up mainly of
former Republican Guard soldiers and military and police officers, the group’s
main goal is to overthrow the Iraqi government and abolish the constitution. By
2013, JRTN had reemerged stronger than before amid continued violence, with
Douri openly supporting the protests.® When protesters refused to go away, a
massacre took place in April 2013, when fifty-three people were killed by the
security services in Hawija, near Kirkuk, which only further strengthened the
armed rebellion against the Maliki government.5?

By 2013, it had become increasingly difficult to understand who was leading
the protests as civilians and armed groups mixed together while security forces
were trying to clamp down on dissidents and insurgents. ISIS tapped into this
spiraling conflict and proclaimed its backing of Sunnis, a clever move that
allowed it to blend in with the local community. Now strengthened by its success
in Syria, the group orchestrated its consolidation in Iraq. Embittered by the
government’s exclusionary policies and disillusioned with mainstream political
parties, Sunnis bolstered ISIS’s infiltration and penetration efforts in the
community. What further strengthened ISIS’s advance was its collaboration with
armed nationalist-Baathist groups such as GMCIR and JRTN, which both had
strong support bases in rural areas to which ISIS had been expelled during the
Sahwa counterinsurgency.



Moreover, as political economist Kamil Mahdi noted, it is clear from looking
at Iraqi government reports on rural areas that AQI’s strong social base included
Anbar, Diyala, Salah al-din, and Nineveh; these are highly rural in comparison to
most of Iraq, and their populations feel disenfranchised and disillusioned by a
worsening socioeconomic and political situation. By 2012, the total rural
population of those provinces was 50.7 percent, towering above the average total
rural population in Iraq, 31.7 percent. Nineveh’s rural population was
particularly high at 40 percent, even though it includes Mosul, Iraq’s second
largest city.% According to the World Bank, Nineveh witnessed a sharp increase
in poverty as levels rose to 32 percent in 2012 from 20 percent in 2007, although
by 2012 most of the country’s poorest provinces were still in the south, where
the Shia live.% In addition, the total population of Iragis living on less than
$1.25 a day in the province had increased to 18 percent, meaning that more and
more people were pushed to the margins, with little hope for improvement, a
fertile environment for social conflict.

In 2013, these rural areas, including Nineveh, still constituted the strongest
base of support for radical Islamist factions, which likely used land disputes to
mobilize support for their land grabs. In the north of the country, for example, a
fight over the territorial boundaries of the Kurdistan region and control of the
country’s hydrocarbons has raged for years among Sunni Arabs, Kurdish
authorities, and the Baghdad government. While the 2004 Transitional
Administrative Law (TAL) and the 2005 constitution define the territories of the
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) as including the Dohuk, Irbil, and
Sulimaniya governorates, parts of the Kirkuk, Diyala, and Nineveh governorates
were considered disputed territories and subject to a mechanism under Article
140 of the constitution that would allow for settling the issue of the disputed
territories. Nevertheless, the array of ethno-sectarian groups in these territories
enabled the Kurds to have a significant presence, with reports pointing out that
the KRG had moved Kurdish civilians and Peshmerga forces into these areas to
improve its demographic and strategic advantage over other communities. These
areas in Kirkuk, Salah al-din, Diyala, and northern Mosul have a significant
Sunni Arab presence, from which ISIS and other Islamist factions field
supporters. An interesting fact is that by 2013, ISIS, JRTN, and GMCIR all had
power bases in Mosul and Salah al-din, in addition to those in Anbar. As
political, territorial, sectarian, and religious tensions intensified, the



government’s inability to forge a common identity stood in stark contrast to the
clearly defined ideologies of Salafi-jihadists, Baathists, and nationalists and the
backing and solidarity within their community. Despite the ideological gulf
separating the three groups, they worked together to defeat the security forces.
Mosul is a case in point. Although the swift collapse of the security forces before
the advancing ISIS units in Mosul in summer 2014 might be attributed to poor
morale, insufficient training, lack of leadership and corruption, other factors
were at play.%> For example, the Nineveh operational commander, Lieutenant
General Mahdi Gharawi, was a close ally of Maliki and had been a member of
Hussein’s Republican Guard. Gharawi was well known for his brutality, killings,
and repeated use of torture, and he had allegedly sold Sunni prisoners to Shia
militias. The United States had even tried to have him removed from his position
as army commander and have him arrested for running his police brigades as a
front for a Shia militia that was allegedly responsible for the murder of hundreds
of Sunnis.®® Maliki resisted the US effort, denying that Gharawi had committed
crimes, and after some time he reinstated Gharawi to his post. Gharawi and his
thugs had alienated the local population, using excessive force, carrying out
arbitrary arrests, and killing and mistreating detainees.®” A report by Human
Rights Watch in 2013 accused Gharawi and his associates of killing five men,
including a fifteen-year-old boy, during a raid in Mosul.®® Local residents
insisted that the victims were innocent, and the police offered no credible
explanation for the five deaths. With the security forces out of control, the local
population threw its lot in with armed groups, including ISIS. ISIS’s planners
played their cards right by collaborating with Baathist-nationalist armed groups
that had a stronger position in Mosul than their own.%® When Mosul fell, the
Baathist presence displayed itself in the streets with photos of Hussein and Douri
gracing the walls of buildings. That presence would prove to be short-lived,
however. Soon after the capture of the city, ISIS quickly arrested and killed
many of its former Baathist and nationalist allies. Mosul was purged not only of
“deviant” Baathists but also of its cosmopolitanism and cultural diversity. The
new caliph, Baghdadi, delivered his first sermon in Mosul, calling on Muslims
everywhere to swear fealty to his authority and migrate to the lands of the
caliphate in Iraq and Syria, portraying migration as all but a religious duty.



BAGHDADI'S EVOLUTION:
FROM INVISIBLE TO INFAMOUS

With the understanding that personalities are pivotal in jihadist groups, observers
and media have searched for a villain, a hero, a sole architect, or another
shadowy figure that could help explain the strategic maneuvering responsible for
ISIS’s spectacular surge in the summer of 2014. The premium put on absolute
loyalty (sam wa a-ta’a) to the emir or leader helps to explain why there is so
much media emphasis on trying to understand the psyche of a single individual.
Seen as the custodian of the faith and the protector of the organization, the emir
is invested with the authority of religious legitimation and members swear baiya
to him, a binding duty. The call for obedience and the obligation of loyalty were
professed as universal Islamic values, and in Baghdadi’s first appearance in July
2014, he gave the order to Muslims, “Obey me.”! By the force of a magnetic
personality, a charismatic leader, such as Abdullah Azzam, Osama bin Laden, or
Abu Musab al-Zargawi, exercises considerable influence over adherents and
draws new recruits to the cause. Time and again the emir sends fighters to their
death, including in suicide bombings, if he sees fit. In a hierarchical, top-down
movement, leadership matters greatly.

Nevertheless, the story of ISIS is bigger and more complex than that of a
shadowy leader like Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi or Haji Bakr. Baghdadi’s rise to
power in May 2010 coincided with a highly polarized political and ideological
situation in Iraq, where the central government’s policies had marginalized the
Sunni community further. At the time, more and more Sunnis had begun to view
Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki’s sectarian-based policies as the result of a greater
Iranian influence. This increasingly hostile perception among Sunnis of Maliki’s
government allowed Baghdadi and his inner circle to reinvigorate the weakened
jihadist group and position it as the vanguard of the Sunnis against the Shia-



based regime in Baghdad. Baghdadi’s leadership of the Salafi-jihadist movement
in Iraq, however, led to shifts in the organization’s modus operandi on various
levels.

The real name of Baghdadi is Ibrahim ibn Awwad Ibrahim Ali al-Badri al-
Samarrai, and he is sometimes referred to as Abu Awwad or Abu Dua—Dua
being the name of his eldest daughter. Baghdadi is a nom de guerre. Not much is
known about Baghdadi before he assumed leadership of ISI, and it is difficult to
disentangle myth from reality. Born in Samarra in the Sunni Triangle north of
Baghdad in 1971, Baghdadi was raised in al-Jibriya district, a lower-middle-
class neighborhood and a religiously conservative part of Iraq, dominated by the
Albu Badri and Albu Baz tribes. Like the neighborhood in which he lived,
Baghdadi’s family was lower middle class. He went to a local school and liked
sports, mainly soccer, which he played in a field near his home. “He would
rarely get upset during a match, even if you crashed into him or misbehaved with
him,” recalls a former neighbor, Tareeq Hameed.?> Contemporaries of Baghdadi
point out that the young man was typical of his social class—religiously pious,
devoted, and aloof. We are told that Baghdadi was nicknamed “The Believer,” an
endearing term designed to show his piety at an early age and unwavering
commitment to a strict interpretation of the Islamic doctrine. This testimony
must be balanced against the fact that the Iraq of the 1970s and 1980s was a
relatively secular country; religious piety was not synonymous with conservative
Salafism or radicalism, and, even though ISIS’s propagandists and sympathizers
impose the present on the past and portray Baghdadi as having been a
fundamentalist since a young age, this is a doubtful proposition. It behooves us
to be cautious about buying into the branding of Baghdadi as a God-fearing
“Believer” who has battled the enemies of authentic Islam from childhood to
manhood.

There is, nevertheless, a consensus among people who knew Baghdadi that
the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 was a turning point in his radicalization.
This was also a turning point for thousands of Sunnis who suspected the United
States of offering Iraq on a silver platter to the Shia and their regional sectarian
patron, Iran, consequently disinheriting the Sunni Arabs. Many individuals who
held this belief, especially those of Baghdadi’s social stratus, took up arms
against the US-led occupation and increasingly against the Shia, who were seen
as collaborators and traitors. By the time the US-led occupation had begun,



Baghdadi, who was in his twenties, had already moved to Baghdad to study and
lived in the Adhamiya district in a room attached to a small local mosque. The
mosque was located in the poor, ramshackle neighborhood of al-Tobchi. It sat on
the Western fringes of the capital and was inhabited by both Sunni and Shia
Muslim residents. Acquaintances of Baghdadi from this period say that he
played football with a team formed by the mosque.® Additionally, he
concentrated on his studies of tajweed, the rules of recitation of the holy book,
largely focusing on aesthetics rather than practicalities.

Though there is some dispute about his education, Baghdadi reportedly
earned an undergraduate degree and eventually his PhD in Islamic jurisprudence
at Saddam University for Islamic Sciences, whose name changed after 2003 to
the Islamic University of Baghdad. After the US-led invasion Baghdadi helped
found an insurgent group called Jamaat Jaish Ahl al-Sunnah wal Jamaa. This
group was one of dozens that sprouted from a broad Sunni revolt. For Baghdadi,
the move toward insurgency could be linked to the heavy bombing by the US
coalition in 2004 of Baghdadi’s birthplace, Samarra, a strategic attempt by the
Western coalition to root out Sunni dissidents. At this early stage Baghdadi was
not part of Zarqawi’s Al Qaeda network, and the US security forces labeled him
a Sunni “foot soldier” in their roundup of suspected militants in February 2004.
After capturing Baghdadi, the US authorities detained him in Camp Bucca. The
Pentagon says that Baghdadi, after being arrested in Fallujah in early 2004, was
released that December with a large group of other prisoners deemed to be low-
level threats. Other accounts estimate that Baghdadi spent one to five years in
Bucca.* His status was that of a “civilian internee,” implying that he belonged to
a militant group but had not been caught actively engaged in hostilities. In either
case, the exact dates of his detention and release are unclear.”

THE MAKING OF A SUPER TAKFIRI

If the US-led invasion of Iraq was a turning point in Baghdadi’s drift toward
radicalization, his incarceration in Camp Bucca was a watershed moment.
Abdel-Bari Atwan, a veteran writer on Islamism, interviewed another prisoner
who had been incarcerated with Baghdadi in Camp Bucca in 2004 for his 2015
book Al-Dawla al-Islamiyya. This unidentified co-prisoner said that Baghdadi’s
experience in Bucca had been imbued with feelings of “revenge.” Upon his
release, Baghdadi approached his American guard to speak these words: “We



will find you ... anytime and anywhere ... here or New York.”® Sunni radicals
who knew Baghdadi before and after his detention state that he became “more
extreme” after his release, joining Zarqawi’s Islamic State of Iraq in 2006.”
Camp Bucca turned out to be a godsend for this Sunni “foot soldier” because it
advanced his jihadist career and introduced him to the big leagues, a who’s who
in the armed insurgency. Many of the jihadist commanders spent time in this US-
run prison, providing them with access to like-minded individuals and the
opportunity to expand their networks. In the case of Baghdadi, one of his
contacts at Camp Bucca, Abu Mohammed al-Adnani, is ISIS’s current chief
propagandist, its official spokesman, and a close confidante of Baghdadi.?
Reinforcing this argument, former detainees compare Camp Bucca to an “Al
Qaeda school,” an institution that produced jihadists in a factory-like
environment. Camp Bucca housed about twenty-four thousand men, many of
whom were Baathist officers and nationalist fighters who worked for Saddam
Hussein’s regime.? At Camp Bucca they sat at the feet of Salafi-jihadists, who
mentored them and converted them en masse to their Islamist ideology. A
common denominator among many former Baathist officers who joined AQI
and, later, ISI was that they had been incarcerated at Camp Bucca, Camp
Cropper, or the notorious and ill-fated Abu Ghraib prison on the capital’s
western outskirts. In a very real sense, ISIS’s command-and-control tier emerged
with “made-in-US-run prisons” tags. While the prisoners did network with one
another, however, their radicalization runs deeper and has much to do with their
individual experiences at the hands of security forces that often employed
torture. Stories regarding torture and abuse are not limited in scope, nor are they
hearsay. The stories from Abu Ghraib, accompanied by photographic and video
evidence, particularly come to mind. Such experiences had a radicalizing and
transformative effect on detainees, who were not members of Al Qaeda in Iraq
and did not believe in its Salafi-jihadist ideology. By the time they left prison,
many had become hardliners and subsequently joined AQI and other militant
factions. According to the Iraqi government, seventeen of the twenty-five most
important ISIS leaders running the war in Iraq and Syria spent time in US-run
detention facilities between 2004 and 2011.'° In an interview, a prisoner called
Adel Jassem Mohammed said that a friend who spent only two weeks in Bucca,
which closed down in September 2008, recruited twenty-five out of the thirty-
four inmates who were there. This fact reveals that Camp Bucca, together with



other US detention centers, was an incubator of Islamist radicalization and a
recruitment center for jihadists.' It was during this period of detention that
“Baghdadi had realised that life is meaningless without killing.”'?

Camp Bucca provided the environment necessary to transform Baghdadi
from an unknown, low-level “foot soldier” into an ambitious leader and a
member of a larger social network of Sunni militants. According to an early
mentor of Baghdadi who became a senior military commander as well, Camp
Bucca brought about a radical change in Baghdadi’s conduct. Abu Abdullah
Mohamed al-Mansour al-Issawi, the leader of Jayish al-Mujahideen, lamented
that Baghdadi “was turned upside down, a transformed man” after he left
Bucca.'® Similarly, an ISIS operator who uses the nom de guerre Abu Ahmed
and who met Baghdadi at Camp Bucca told the Guardian, a UK newspaper, that
Baghdadi honed his negotiation skills at the US-run prison. He impressed his
American jailers, who saw him as a “fixer,” a man who could solve fractious
disputes between rival factions and keep the camp quiet. “But as time went on,
every time there was a problem in the camp, he was at the centre of it,” Abu
Ahmed told the Guardian. “He wanted to be the head of the prison—and when I
look back now, he was using a policy of divide and conquer to get what he
wanted, which was status. And it worked,” he added.'*

Nevertheless, Baghdadi’s meteoric rise to power was a surprise even to the
leaders of Al Qaeda Central, a fact that displays the extent to which they were
out of touch with developments on the ground in Iraq and the internal dynamics
within ISI. According to a personal testament by Zawahiri, when news reached
bin Laden of Baghdadi’s selection as emir of ISI in 2010, Al Qaeda’s leader did
not know the man and requested information on Baghdadi’s background and
experience. Bin Laden was told by senior commanders in Iraq that Baghdadi was
a temporary choice because the security situation did not permit the leadership to
meet and choose a new permanent emir.'> The point of Zawahiri’s personal
testament is that Baghdadi had not displayed outstanding leadership qualities and
was an unknown personality in Salafi-jihadist circles before he inherited the
bloody torch of Zargawi, the founder of Al Qaeda in Iraq.

BAGHDADI'S CONTESTED BIOGRAPHY

In contrast to ISIS’s ideologues, contemporaries of Baghdadi draw a
dramatically different portrait of him as a run-of-the-mill militant who did not



distinguish himself either in religious learning or on the battlefield. Echoed by
Zawabhiri, Baghdadi’s contemporaries trace how he went from being a shy,
unimpressive, and humble student of religion to an infamously self-anointed
caliphate and reputed heir to Osama bin Laden. According to Issawi, a mentor to
both Zargawi and Baghdadi, there was nothing unique or exceptional about
Baghdadi. Issawi recalls that Zarqawi stayed at his home for a long time,
supposedly in 2004-2005, and Baghdadi was a familiar face. The picture that
Issawi draws of Baghdadi is of an ordinary combatant who managed to climb the
jihadist ladder through ambition, luck, and favorable circumstances. Issawi
recalls Baghdadi taking theology lessons with him, along with a number of
people, in 2003 and 2004: “Classes ended [in 2005] because I was detained [by
the Americans]. I know him quite well. He has limited intelligence with no
leadership skills.”'® Issawi concludes that Baghdadi was a “mediocrity,” a severe
indictment by a radical Islamist scholar at whose feet Baghdadi sat.!” Rif’aat
Said Ahmed, a specialist on Islamist groups, drew a similar conclusion, stating
that Baghdadi “was mediocre in his Islamic studies.”!8 It is also worth citing the
testimony of the commander of the Islamic Army, Ahmed al-Dabash, another of
Baghdadi’s contemporaries, who provides a description of his early years prior
to joining the jihadist movement: “I was with Baghdadi at the Islamic University.
We studied the same course, but he wasn’t a friend. He was quiet, and retiring.
He spent time alone.”™ Later, when Dabash helped found the Islamic Army in
2003, he fought alongside insurgent leaders, including those who would later
establish Al Qaeda in Irag, but he said Baghdadi was not one of them: “I used to
know all the leaders [of the resistance] personally. Zargawi [the former leader of
Al Qaeda] was closer than a brother to me. But I didn’t know Baghdadi. He was
insignificant. He used to lead prayer in a mosque near my area. No one really
noticed him.”?"

Baghdadi appears to have been a talented insurgent who climbed on the
shoulders of the Islamic State of Iraq after he joined the network in 2006. He
lacked the charisma of bin Laden, the academic flair of Zawahiri, and the
fierceness of Zarqawi. However, Baghdadi made up for these shortcomings by
earning the trust of the top echelons of ISI, particularly his immediate
predecessor, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, who replaced Zargawi in 2006. Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi became the “closest aide” to Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, according to

an insider’s account.’! Baptized by blood and fire, Baghdadi was a fast learner



and a survivor, rising from the bottom and making his way to the top in just a
few short years, an impressive feat. Again, adding to the complexity of
Baghdadi’s story, some of his acquaintances argued that it is his “charisma” that
was of importance. One of the inmates of Camp Bucca said, “If you sat in the
same room and listened to him as I had done, you would find it hard not to be
affected by his personality, ideas, and beliefs.”?? Indeed, this inmate likened
Baghdadi to bin Laden, whom he had been in close contact with before. “He was
calm, self-composed, with a usual smile on his face that reveals comfort,” said
this inmate, who spent two years in the camp with Baghdadi.?? Indeed, others,
including security analyst Hisham al-Hashimi, allegedly repeated this
comparison between Baghdadi and bin Laden; in his book, Hashimi notes that
Baghdadi was “imitating even his speeches and his quotes. He was adopting bin
Laden’s discourse in a copy paste manner.”?*

When his predecessor, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, was killed in 2010 by a joint
US-Iraqi military operation, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was put in charge. There are
conflicting accounts of why Baghdadi was chosen as the leader of ISI. As
mentioned above, credible evidence indicates that he was an insider candidate, a
close confidant of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, a safe bet for an organization
teetering on the brink of collapse. By 2010 ISI faced a severe crisis—it was
besieged internally by organized Sunni tribal resistance and externally by
punishing attacks by US and Iraqgi forces. The Syrian supply of foreign fighters
also dried up by 2010. In this sense, Baghdadi’s ascendancy to the top post did
not signal a dramatic change in ISI’s predicament. Survival was the name of the
game for ISI in 2010, though its commanders never lost sight of their strategic
goal: to dominate the Sunni areas of Iraq and to consolidate and transform their
fragile existence into an Islamic state.

The few existing testimonies regarding Baghdadi by fellow radical insurgents
draw contradictory sketches of the man. They range from portraits of a ruthless
psychopath who created a reign of terror in Iraq to ones of a hero who
singlehandedly resurrected the caliphate. Each is a black-and-white picture with
no blurred or shaded edges. Despite the metaphorical mountain of paint and ink
used, there exists no clear portrait of Baghdadi and no clarity about his past. On
one hand, his cohorts depict him as a clerical-warrior-king who will deliver
salvation and free the umma of political oppression and darkness. In further
justification of Baghdadi’s reign, his followers claim that he has a doctorate from



the Islamic University of Baghdad, with a focus on Islamic culture, history,
shariah, and jurisprudence. Baghdadi’s supporters use this to portray him as a
man of letters, someone who is theologically learned and amply qualified to be a
caliph. For example, in announcing the establishment of the Islamic State and
crowning Baghdadi as a caliph in June 2014, ISIS’s chief propagandist and
official spokesperson, Adnani, calls him “the sheikh, the mujahid, the scholar
who practices what he preaches, the worshipper, the leader, the warrior, the
reviver, descendant from the family of the Prophet.”?> Baghdadi has been
actively seeking to establish this image and align himself with the caliphs of the
early days of Islam, for example by wearing clothing similar to the frocks
donned by them.

Adnani is part of a propagandist circle that sought to shape public perceptions
of the caliphate by portraying Baghdadi as a superhero, a savior of the Sunnis,
and a descendant of the Prophet’s family. He called on Muslims worldwide to
pledge allegiance to Baghdadi. Additionally, Abi Hamam Abd al-Aziz Al-
Athari, an ISIS propagandist, penned a manifesto with a similar title in which he
heaped praise on Baghdadi, portraying him as a superhuman. ISIS’s associates
have distributed several pamphlets that invest Baghdadi with heroic and mystical
qualities and even compare his state to the original state established by the
Prophet in seventh-century Arabia, a claim treated with derision and contempt
by Islamist rivals who had closely known him. Another key assertion made by
ISIS’s advocates is that Baghdadi has succeeded in expanding his authority to
both Iraq and Syria and now “sits on the caliphate chair,” while other jihadists
have failed to do so. ISIS’s advocates would argue that the re-creation of the
caliphate and Baghdadi’s accession to the position show not only that the
position is rightfully his, but that there is legitimacy to his position. This is a
constant theme in the ISIS lore designed to invest his leadership with religious
legitimation, and Baghdadi’s followers have gone so far as to attempt to trace
Baghdadi’s family lineage to the Prophet.?® This claim is also disputed by
authoritative Iragi sources who keep a record of tribal and familial lineages.
According to an independent guild that traces Hashemite lineage, the Albu Badri
and Albu Baz tribes from which Baghdadi originates are not descendant from or
related to the Prophet’s family.?” However, the arguments that seek to justify and
legitimize Baghdadi’s position are purely based on power calculations.



BAGHDADI'S STRATEGY OF MYSTERY

As has become apparent to the reader by now, almost every personal detail about
Baghdadi is disputed. He is both controversial and shadowy, with his followers
actively attempting to shape the public image of the man. There exists only a
foggy sketch of Baghdadi, not a clear portrait, and with such abstraction comes a
problem of simplification. One thing that his friends and foes agree on is that
Baghdadi is more ruthless than his two predecessors, Zargawi and Abu Omar al-
Baghdadi. He is “the most bloodthirsty of all,” according to an ISIS operator
who has known Baghdadi since his prison days.?® Issawi echoes this sentiment.
He relates that although Baghdadi’s predecessors were bloodthirsty, their thirst
pales in comparison with that of Baghdadi. “He is a super slaughterer,”
concludes Issawi.” Commanders of insurgent groups who fought with AQI and
ISI recall that Baghdadi excommunicated his insurgent rivals at will and said
that the fight against Sunni dissidents should take priority over that of the
Americans.?’

ISIS’s propagandists have spun Baghdadi’s ruthlessness into evidence of his
ability to be a caliph, including such descriptions and justifications in the few
ISIS manifestos. Adnani, Athari, and others voice contempt for those Islamists
who criticize the brutality of ISIS and its literal application of hudud (Islamic
punishment); they accuse them of weakness and moral corruption for believing
in universal standards of human rights. ISIS’s propaganda chiefs also voice
contempt for proponents of the human rights regime that, in their opinion,
subverted authentic Islam and softened its defenses against decadent Western
influences. Following on this notion of the increasing penetration of Western
cultural influence, the ISIS narrative is pregnant with an assumption that links
Islam’s retreat and decline to the absence of a powerful caliphate as well as its
abandonment of jihad, a sacred duty that is critical to realizing an Islamic state.
Baghdadi’s greatness as a decision maker lies in his enforcement of Islamic rules
and his restoration of Islam’s power and glory. ISIS’s pamphlets and statements
often remind Muslims that Baghdadi’s calls to violent jihad must be heeded as
the only means to arrest cultural decline and restore the Islamic golden age.

Obsessed with hard, physical power, ISIS’s ideologues are crude realists who
do great injustice to Islam’s ethical tradition by reducing its essence to war
making and acts of extreme brutality. According to Baghdadi and his cohorts, the
Islamic revival is contingent on rekindling a fervor for jihad in the hearts and



minds of Muslims and building an ideological army willing and ready to battle
the enemies of Islam near and then far. Baghdadi, together with his
propagandists, often cites verses from Qur’anic scriptures to remind Muslims
that violent jihad is an obligation, not a free choice. Pledging to enforce God’s
laws on earth in the areas under their control, they prioritize violent jihad over
all other sacred duties. In his audio statement in May 2014, Baghdadi turned the
traditional narrative on its head by indirectly mocking opponents who criticize
ISIS’s cruelty as un-Islamic: “O Muslims, Islam was never for a day the religion

of peace. Islam is the religion of war. Your Prophet ... dispatched with the

sword.”31

In ISIS’s worldview, the caliphate and the sword have always been linked
together in an offensive strategy as a means to make Islam reign supreme.
Baghdadi and cohorts have made it clear that jihad, as perpetual war or the
institution of war, is offensive, not defensive, thus requiring permanent
mobilization. In the few public statements that Baghdadi has given, he lends his
voice to his definition of jihad as constant warfare, a definition that dates back to
the early expansionist days of Islam. Although ISIS has limited military
capability, Baghdadi says he will not stop fighting until he reaches Rome.3? The
underlying assertion is that jihad cannot be neglected or suspended until
Muslims and others convert to ISIS’s millenarian vision of Islam, thus pursuing
a strategy of continuous conflict.

In the marketplace of ideas, ISIS offers an alternative narrative that defines
the struggle with the other (Muslim and non-Muslim, especially Shia Muslims).
They have defined this struggle in ideational religious terms, which has
challenged the foundation of modern Islamic thought and dominant political
discourse. The organization rejects the concept of peaceful coexistence and the
nation-state as well as the norms and rules that underpin international society.
More importantly, ISIS’s rejection of the status quo allows it to claim that it is
standing on higher moral ground than its arch enemies—both Arab regimes and
rival jihadist groups. However, this is only true for as long as it continues to
control territory and people. Its defiance and ritualized violence provides
inspiration to many radicals who deserted Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda and declared
allegiance to Baghdadi. Armed with this revolutionary grand vision, ISIS’s
ideologues invest Baghdadi’s cruelty with a divine purpose, which is to make
Islam reign supreme on the global stage. In contrast, ISIS’s ideologues come



close to accusing Zawabhiri of being a kafir, or infidel, because he did not urge
former Egyptian president Mohamed Morsi to apply shariah law immediately
after his ascendancy to power in 2012.33 While ISIS’s Islamist rivals are
dismissed as traitors and petty warlords, Baghdadi is depicted as a tall leader
who follows in the footsteps of the Prophet Mohammed and his four blessed
companions.

In contrast, radical Islamist groups like al-Nusra attempt to discredit
Baghdadi and delegitimize him by leaking information that links him with the
former Baathist regime in Iraqg. In such instances, it is argued that Baghdadi is
only a front for powerful Baathists who control ISIS from behind the scenes; a
network of shadowy former military and police officers that once worked for
Hussein chose Baghdadi because he did not threaten their domination of the
organization. Such stories are promoted not only by al-Nusra, but also by the
apparent whistle-blower on Twitter, @wikibaghdady, who from December 2013
until January 2015 posted more than a thousand tweets in Arabic that
collectively shatter the ISIS narrative while seeking to diminish Baghdadi’s
moral authority (see chapter 5 for more on these tweets). One of the most serious
assertions made by @wikibaghdady is that a former Baathist colonel called Haji
Samir, aka Haji Bakr, was the driving force behind ISIS until rival Islamists
killed him in Aleppo in January 2014; Baghdadi is only a figurehead, contends
@wikibaghdady.>*

In a similar vein, a 2015 report by the German magazine Der Spiegel
revealed the discovery of documents from Haji Bakr’s household after his death.
The documents that were found in Aleppo by Syrian rebels purportedly show
that former Baathist officers of Hussein’s army hijacked ISIS and instituted a
Baathist system of control and domination from behind the scenes, though
dressing it in religious garb.>®> Advancing a similar line of argument about
Baathists’ hegemony within ISIS, the writer of the Der Spiegel article, Christoph
Reuter, published a book in German titled The Black Power: The “Islamic
State” and the Strategies of Terror. Pointing to the hidden hand of the Baathists
behind ISIS, this hypothesis has received widespread global media coverage and
is now taken for granted by Western and Arab reporters and writers as well. For
example, Haytham Manna, a Syrian activist, wrote a book in which he argued
that the former army officers “occupied top positions within ISIS” and

“controlled its military apparatus.”3°



The underlying assertion that the Baathists have taken over ISIS helps to
explain the viciousness of this group, its military success, and its effective,
centralized control of the population. This claim deserves critical scrutiny
because it had been propagated by ISIS’s Islamist rivals, particularly al-Nusra
and top radical ideologues of Al Qaeda Central, including Abu Mohammed al-
Maqdisi. While there is a natural temptation to buy this assertion because of its
simplification of a complex social reality, offering a neat and elegant
explanation, the hypothesis also exaggerates the role of one man: Haji Bakr.
Furthermore, it conflates the presence in ISIS of former officers of Hussein’s
army and police, who joined Al Qaeda in Iraq after the fall of the regime with a
Baathist plot to regain power by climbing on ISIS’s shoulder. The unearthing of
connections between the Baathist military and ISIS can offer a more credible and
convincing explanation, one that shows how former Baathists who joined ISIS
had already been Islamized and converted to Salafi-jihadism. The conversion
from Baathism to Islamism occurred gradually in the midst of the violent social
and political turmoil that engulfed Iraq in the 1990s. The ideological
transformation intensified after the US-led invasion of the country and the
subsequent armed resistance and socialization in US-run prisons.?” In other
words, ISIS converted Baathists en masse to its Salafi-jihadist cause, not the
other way around (more on this point in chapter 5). This implies that there is no
Baathist plot undermining Baghdadi’s authority. Far from it. There is increasing
evidence pointing to Baghdadi playing a pivotal role in the recruitment of
hundreds of Baathist military and police officers to ISIS, as well as in the
restructuring of the group’s military wing. Notwithstanding Baghdadi’s
contested biography, his contemporaries and acquaintances note that his
ascension to the helm marked a turning point in the military reorganization of the
group. He professionalized the armed apparatus and put skilled officers in charge
of strategizing and war planning.

What matters in the end is not Baghdadi’s checkered history but that he had
the strategic foresight to transform a fragile organization on the brink of collapse
into a mini-professional army, an army capable of waging urban and guerrilla
warfare as well as conventional warfare. In this sense, Baghdadi has surpassed
his two mentors, Osama bin Laden and Abu Musab al-Zargawi, in strategic
cunning, organizational skills, and mobilizational outreach. Regardless of
whether Baghdadi lives or dies, his declaration of an Islamic State in the Fertile



Crescent has already upended the Arab state system in a fundamental way and
brought a realignment of regional and international politics.



BAATHISTS AND ISIS JIHADISTS:
WHO CONVERTED WHOM?

THE IRAQIZATION OF ISIS

Baghdadi’s journey from emir of the Islamic State of Iraq in May 2010 to his
anointment as the new caliph of ISIS and the Arabic-Islamic world in June 2014
is a narrative fraught with complexities and even contradictions. These
contradictions may account for the “mystery” that surrounds the rise of
Baghdadi from an anonymous student of the faith to global stardom as the
foremost Salafi-jihadist alive. Despite the lack of a rich and credible narrative on
Baghdadi’s background, one thing is for certain: he is a product of his
environment. Ideologically and temperamentally, Baghdadi represents more
continuity than change in relation to his predecessors, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi
and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi. ISIS is an extension of Al Qaeda in Iraq and the
Islamic State of Iraq and has inherited its worldview and bloody legacy. Like
Zargawi and Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, from the beginning, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
used excessive violence and brutality against both Shia and Sunni enemies to
project an image of ruthlessness and robustness and show the resilience of his
group after it had suffered hard blows. His preferred method of attack was to
send suicide bombers to mosques, markets, police stations, and pilgrimage sites,
where explosions would cause maximum casualties and bring much-needed
publicity. A former mentor of Zargawi and Baghdadi, Abu Abdullah Mohamed
al-Mansour al-Issawi, compares them to each other and unequivocally states that
Baghdadi is much more extreme than the founder of Al Qaeda in Iraq; Baghdadi
has killed many more Sunnis, including like-minded Salafi-jihadists, who
opposed his blanket takfiri ideology. From the onset Baghdadi imitated his
predecessors and excommunicated ordinary Shias and also those Sunnis who did
not convert to his cause, earning the label of a “super-takfiri ” by a prominent



former jihadist."! According to Issawi, who is highly regarded by Zarqawi’s and
Baghdadi’s followers, Zarqawi did not go as far as his successor and perpetrate a
killing spree, although he acknowledges that Zargawi was ruthless and
theologically misguided. Issawi reserves his harshest criticism for Baghdadi,
whose actions, in his estimate, observe no limits. His bloodletting is typical of
the early kawarij (an extremist sect that excommuniciated Muslims at will),
argues Issawi, while, in his opinion, Zargawi does not fit the bill, even though he
was in error. It is worth noting that Issawi’s distinction between Zarqawi and
Baghdadi is more technical than philosophical. He faults Baghdadi for being
more bloodthirsty than his predecessor, though he concedes that the difference
was a matter of degree, and states that Zarqgawi was as super-takfiri as Baghdadi
(liberally excommunicating Muslims). Both possess a similar worldview and
stand on the far right of the Salafi-jihadist movement. There is no daylight
between Baghdadi and Zarqawi, and the former and his followers revere
Zargawi as the progenitor of ISIS.

Baghdadi followed in the footsteps of his predecessors, and a partial mapping
of his attacks in Iraq between 2010 and 2011 shows large-scale operations, all
initiated under his “command” and “authority,” designed to convince both
supporters and detractors that he was faithful to the Zarqgawi legacy—that he had
what it took to terrorize the kuffar (infidels), which included anyone who
disagreed with ISI. Long before Baghdadi gained notoriety as the powerful
leader of ISIS in June 2014, he had established a reputation for brutality and
viciousness in Iraq by carrying out devastating suicide attacks. Like Zarqawi and
Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, his rise to power was drenched in blood,
overwhelmingly relying on terror to silence dissent among Sunnis. As emir of
ISI, Baghdadi was responsible for masterminding spectacular attacks, such as the
suicide bombing at the Umm al-Qura Mosque in Baghdad on August 28, 2011,
an attack that killed twenty-eight people, including Khalid al-Fahdawi, a
member of the Sunni Iraqi Islamic Party (IIP). According to the Islamic Party,
ISI launched a four-week terror campaign against moderate Sunni leaders that
killed seven IIP personalities.> “Al Qaeda has been distributing a lot of leaflets
which say that there is no repentance for IIP members anymore, and killing them
is allowed everywhere,” said Rasheed al-Azawi, an IIP leader. “They want to
silence the moderate voices in order to give the extremists more space inside

Sunni areas,” he added.* Between March and April 2011, ISI claimed more than



twenty attacks in south Baghdad alone.

Following the killing of bin Laden on May 2, 2011, Baghdadi released his
first written statement, a eulogy to the Al Qaeda leader in which he threatened to
avenge his death by carrying out bloodier attacks: “I tell our brothers in Al
Qaeda organization and on the top of them Sheikh Mujahid Ayman al-Zawabhiri
... be merry, you have faithful men in the Islamic State of Iraq who are
following the right path and will not quit or be forced out.... I swear by God,
blood for blood and destruction for destruction.”® On May 5, Baghdadi took
responsibility for an attack on police headquarters in Hila, south of the Iraqi
capital, that killed twenty-five police officers and wounded seventy-two others.®
On August 15, a wave of suicide bombings beginning in Mosul claimed by ISI
killed seventy people, with the organization pledging on its website to carry out
more than one hundred attacks across the country. On December 22, the
organization launched a series of coordinated attacks, including car bombings
and IED explosions, in more than a dozen Baghdad neighborhoods, killing at
least 68 people and injuring 185.” Four days later ISI claimed responsibility for
the attacks and warned that “the series of special invasions [was] launched ... to
support the weak Sunnis in the prisons of the apostates and to retaliate for the
captives who were executed.”8

Beyond their flamboyant brutality, Baghdadi’s operations clearly showed that
despite suffering major setbacks at the hands of the United States and Iraqi
security forces and the Sunni Sahwa or Awakening, ISI was still capable of
carrying out devastating, simultaneous attacks against multiple targets
throughout Iraq. Far from paralyzed, the organization still had plenty of willing
suicide bombers and a functioning centralized operational infrastructure. This
military structure allowed ISI to survive a relentless onslaught by the US and
Iraqgi forces and then ride the shifting political winds inside Iraq and Syria in
2011 and 2012 and rebuild its ranks. ISI’s speedy recovery and subsequent
revival were also enabled by its ideological cohesiveness and certainty.
Believing in the righteousness of their cause and ultimate victory, Salafi-jihadists
have a different take on time and do not measure success in months or years but
rather in decades. Loss and suffering are seen as God’s will to test the faith,
endurance, and conviction of the mujahideen. The road to salvation runs through
trial, sweat, blood, and pain. The greater the sacrifice, the greater God’s rewards
would be. One of the lessons learned about the Salafi-jihadist movement over



the past few decades is its capacity for self-renewal, regeneration, and the
conceptualization of new crusading missions. From the late 1950s until the
present, the Arab regimes, together with their superpower patrons, had
prematurely written the obituary of the Salafi-jihadist movement. Yet, time and
again, Salafi-jihadists have reinvented themselves under a new banner and gone
on to fight another losing battle. Armed with an absolute, totalitarian ideology,
ISI was able to sustain significant losses between 2006 and 2011 and then
rebound, a testament to the resilience of Salafi-jihadists and a lesson worth
bearing in mind. At the height of ISI’s crisis in May 2010, when Baghdadi
assumed leadership, he and the inner circle did not give up or lose sight of their
strategic goal—consolidation of the Islamic State of Iraq. They redoubled their
efforts and patiently rebuilt their weakened networks.

Participants in the group and contemporaries of Baghdadi point to two
developments that structurally transformed the organization. First, while Arab
lieutenants and fighters dominated the senior echelons of Zarqawi’s Al Qaeda in
Iraq, by 2010 Iraqgis had taken over the decision making, and their imprint has
been on it ever since. The Iraqgization of ISI’s network was one of necessity, not
choice, prompted by the decrease in foreign recruits, a product of Syria’s closing
down the jihadist pipeline to Iraq as well as the Sunnis’ armed opposition to the
presence of foreign fighters in their neighborhood. As a result, ISI turned its
focus further inward, thus implicitly distancing itself more from its transitional
parent organization—Al Qaeda Central—and becoming more localized, more
parochial, and hypersectarian. Although Baghdadi pledged allegiance to bin
Laden and AQC after his selection as emir of ISI, he did not commit to bin
Laden’s fight against the far enemy (the US-led coalition) because his core
concern was the near enemy (the Shia and the central authority in Baghdad and
those affiliated with it). Zargawi and Baghdadi belong to the same generation
and hold the same worldview, but Baghdadi actively pursued an “Iraq first” track
and formalized the separation from Al Qaeda Central. In practice, the Iragization
of ISI meant deepening the sectarian divide in Iraq through the promulgation of
increased viciousness as well as the pinning of the group’s future on internal
developments inside the polarized country, a risk that paid off handsomely. It is
worth stressing that the Iraqgization of ISI did not usher in an ideological shift.
Baghdadi has been faithful to Zarqawi’s sectarian legacy of targeting the Shia as
the primary enemy and establishing an Islamic state in Iraq as a bridgehead in
the Arab heartland. While Baghdadi and his inner council reorganized their



network to make it militarily more potent and effective, they have not shed their
Salafi-jihadist colors or lost sight of the strategic goal: cleansing the Sunni lands
of the Shia and building an Islamic state.

Second, the Iragization of ISI went hand in hand with a fundamental
restructuring of power within the group. The weight of evidence indicates that a
significant role was played by former officers of Saddam Hussein’s army and
police in transforming a mafia-like network into a skilled and professionalized
army.” The skills and expertise of former military and police officers of
Hussein’s army were pivotal. It is estimated that 30 percent of senior figures in
ISIS’s military command are former army and police officers from the disbanded
Iraqi security forces. The military expertise contributed by former officers,
together with the skills of the veterans of Al Qaeda in Iraq, transformed ISIS into
an effective fighting machine, combining urban guerrilla warfare and
conventional combat to deadly effect. The organization pierced the defensive
lines of the Syrian and Iraqi armies and captured major urban centers and rural
provinces, including Mosul in Iraq and al-Raqga province on the north bank of
the Euphrates River, ISIS’s current de facto capital.

The question is not whether these former officers have renovated ISIS’s
military apparatus, but rather the extent of their political influence and control of
the network,!'? as well as the durability of their Baathist affiliation. Posting more
than a thousand tweets in Arabic from December 2013 to January 2015 by either
a disgruntled former member of ISIS or a rival Islamist, the mysterious Twitter
account of a whistle-blower (or whistle-blowers) going by the name
@wikibaghdady asserts that former Baathist officers dominate the decision
making within ISIS. The leaker offers some information about the ways and
means by which they exercise influence. For example, he asserts that a former
colonel who goes by the pseudonym Haji Bakr, together with two officers from
Hussein’s army, commanded the military council (Shura), the highest executive
decision-making equivalent to a cabinet, whose membership is about eight to
thirteen people. “All of al-Baghdadi’s inner circle is 100 percent Iraqi and he
does not accept any other nationality because he does not trust anyone else,”
@wikibaghdady charges.™ The leaks provide valuable insights into and details
about the internal workings of this shadowy universe that can be corroborated
with other sources. However, the whistle-blower makes big, unsubstantiated
claims, implying that former Baathist officers of Hussein’s army and police have



taken over the organization and are reconstructing the late regime. In particular,
the claim of an unholy alliance between former Baathists and ISIS jihadists,
which is now taken at face value by observers inside and outside the region,
must be treated cautiously and skeptically and subjected to critical scrutiny
because of its implications for understanding ISIS as a social movement and
determining its durability.

A close reading and analysis of the 1,196 tweets indicates that the leaker was
privy to deliberation within ISIS from the moment Baghdadi assumed reign in
May 2010 until very recently; obviously he decided to spill sensitive secrets after
the violent rupture between Baghdadi and Abu Mohammed al-Joulani, the head
of Jabhat al-Nusra, at the end of 2013. Although the whistle-blower has provided
some information on the organization and makeup of ISIS, he seems to be
motivated by a desire to smear Baghdadi’s reputation, together with that of his
associates, in the eyes of the Islamist base. The leaks are designed to expose the
cynicism and impurity of ISIS’s top echelon and tie them to the discredited ex-
Baathists, unraveling their image and revealing the falsehood of their religious
beliefs and their treacherous betrayal of fellow jihadists, particularly members of
al-Nusra. The whistle-blower’s strategic goal is to shatter ISIS’s self-portrait as
an Islamic movement whose behavior, objectives, and engines of growth pertain
to the genuinely and consciously held belief of its members and leaders that they
are working to fulfill the will of Allah on earth. Instead, the leaks depict ISIS as
an organization that uses Islamic rhetoric and categories as a veil to obscure the
true nature of its top leaders as a kind of Stasi or Gestapo junta, bred in
Hussein’s architecture of internal terror and committed, energized by personal
and sectarian ambitions, to ruling as predatory and ruthless exploiters of
resources and populations.

Although attractive and containing elements of truth, this hypothesis is
misleading and reductionist, conflating the rebirth of ISIS with the enlistment of
ex-Baathist officers in the organization and overlooking internal and external,
structural conditions in Iraq and Syria that fueled the group’s revival. The
hypothesis also takes for granted that these former officers have always been
committed Baathists, as if Baathism is a coherent and monolithic ideological
frame of reference; that officers in the former Iraqi army were more
ideologically oriented than professional; and that ex-Baathist officers have not
undergone transformation as a result of recurrent wars that climaxed with the
US-led invasion of Iraq and the subsequent dissolution of the army and armed



resistance.

Regardless of the motivation of the individual(s) behind the @wikibaghdady
Twitter account, and his implicit alignment with Joulani in the intra-jihadist civil
war, the leaker reveals strategic information that helps us, together with other
sources, to unpack the journey of ISIS and its twists and mutations. In particular,
the snippets of information provided by the whistle-blower throw further light on
the important role that former officers of Hussein’s army and police play within
ISIS.'? Although it is difficult to corroborate all the specific details provided by
@wikibaghdady, there is increasing evidence that ISIS would not have expanded
so swiftly without the military and internal security skills of these professional
men, who joined Baghdadi’s organization following the second round of the de-
Baathification of Iraq in 2010.

Christoph Reuter’s article in the German magazine Der Spiegel and
@wikibaghdady focus overwhelmingly on a former Iragi army colonel called
Haji Samir, aka Haji Bakr (his real name is Samir Abed Hamad al-Obeidi al-
Dulaimi), who was killed in a clash with rival Syrian rebels in Aleppo in January
2014. Bakr, one of Baghdadi’s closest advisers until his assassination, was
reportedly instrumental in Baghdadi’s selection as emir. Another former officer
in Hussein’s military, Adnan Ismail Najm, also known as Osama al-Bilawi but
better known by the nom de guerre Abdul Rahman al-Bilawi, was head of ISIS’s
military council until he was killed by the Iraqi security forces a few days before
the fall of Mosul in June 2014. Bilawi was a notable military aide to Baghdadi,
who named the operation for the invasion of Mosul after him. While Bakr and
Bilawi are discussed at length by Reuter and @wikibaghdady, there are other
former officers, notable members of ISIS’s military council, who hail from
Hussein’s ruling Baath Party. For example, Baghdadi appointed two deputies to
be second in command, one in Iraq and one in Syria. Fadel al-Hayali (also
known as Abu Muslim al-Turkmani and Haji Mutazz) was Baghdadi’s deputy in
charge of Iraq until he was killed by a US military strike in August 2015. A
former special forces officer from the town of Tal Afar, near Mosul, Hayali
effectively governed Islamic State territory in Iraq for Baghdadi. Like Hayali in
Irag, Abu Ali al-Anbari, a former major general in the Iragi army and currently
Baghdadi’s top military commander and envoy in Syria, directs the group’s
operations there and oversees its governors, who manage ISIS’s finances,
weaponry, and legal issues. Another top aide to Baghdadi was Abu Ayman al-



Iraqi or Suedawi (also known as Abdul Nasser al-Janabi), a former colonel in air
force intelligence and a senior member of the military council who served in
both Syria and Iraq until he was killed in late 2014. Baghdadi also relies on other
important former officers, such as Waleed Jassem al-Alwani, known by his nom
de guerre, Abu Ahmad al-Alwani, a member of the military council who was
killed in late 2014; Abdullah Ahmad al-Mishhadani, who is in charge of suicide
bombers and guesthouses for foreign fighters; and Abd Nayef al-Jabouri, known
by his nom de guerre, Abu Fatima al-Jaheishi, who is in charge of ISIS’s
operations in the northern city of Kirkuk.!3

What these former officers have in common is that they were all incarcerated
in the US-run prison at Camp Bucca, known as the “Al Qaeda School” by
former detainees, where Baghdadi spent time as well. This partial list shows
clearly the important role these officers play in ISIS’s military council. It also
indicates that the US-led coalition has had success in killing Baghdadi’s top
military aides, though many feign their own deaths in order to evade detection.
Nevertheless, given the attrition in ISIS’s command and control, it has become
more difficult to discern the group’s current shadowy leadership structure. This
constant bleeding is bound to degrade the group’s capacity to go on the offensive
or even keep control of its extensive territory in Syria and Iraq in the meantime.
Although Baghdadi and his inner circle have been able to restaff the top posts in
the military structure, the deaths of these experienced and skilled commanders
will ultimately make ISIS more militarily vulnerable and less resilient.
Nevertheless, it would be too soon to assert, as some US officials do, that the
killing of ISIS’s senior operatives by airstrikes has decimated the group’s
leadership networks.!# At the time of writing, at the beginning of 2016, the
leadership hemorrhage within ISIS has not caused diminishment of its
operational potency, though it has stopped the group’s march forward.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF IDEOLOGY IN THE QUEST FOR POWER

While there are apparent links between ISIS and former officers of Hussein’s
Baathist regime, both the whistle-blower and Reuter, along with other writers, go
further and claim that these former Baathist officers control the group from
behind the scenes and are the real power brokers. Taken for granted by many
observers inside and outside the Middle East, the hypothesis propounded by the
whistle-blower and Reuter is that ISIS is controlled more by ex-Baathists from



Iraq than by Salafi-jihadists of the Al Qaeda variety. As Reuter noted, “IS has
little in common with predecessors like al-Qaida aside from its jihadist label.
There is essentially nothing religious in its actions, its strategic planning, its
unscrupulous changing of alliances and its precisely implemented propaganda
narratives. Faith, even in its most extreme form, is just one of many means to an
end. Islamic State’s only constant maxim is the expansion of power at any
price.”™ Similarly, @wikibaghdady claims that Baghdadi himself was no more
than a front man for the Baathist officers who engineered his rise to power.
Before the blood dried on Baghdadi’s predecessor, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, in
April 2010, the leaker asserts that Bakr met with Baghdadi and offered him the
leadership position on a silver platter. When Baghdadi expressed fear about the
new responsibility, Bakr reassured him that he would guarantee his personal
security and the survival of the organization as well. Both Reuter and the
whistle-blower argue further that the Baathists led by Bakr have taken over the
organization. This hypothesis is based on a fallacy in which Iraq is seen as
frozen in time and space and the Baathists are unchanging nationalist ideologues
who infiltrated ISIS and used it as a vehicle to recapture power.

A more complex argument should take into account the effects of the cost of
wars, particularly the US-led invasion and occupation of Irag, on state and
society, including elite formation and worldviews. As a result of these wars, an
important segment of the Sunni and Shiite elite have been radicalized and
Islamized, with some former officers of the disbanded Iragi army joining Al
Qaeda—affiliated groups. A gradual process of ideological and identity
conversion occurred within both Sunni and Shia communities, fueled
particularly by armed resistance to the US occupation since 2003. Al Qaeda in
Irag, together with sectarian militias, was a direct beneficiary of the
sectarianization and fragmentation of Iragi identity and the fraying of social
cohesion. The former officers of Hussein’s army and police who joined either Al
Qaeda in Iraq or Shia militias had already shed their Baathist colors and fully
embraced their new parochial identity. Therefore, it behooves us to be cautious
about seeing a Baathist takeover bid behind the decision of former Baathist
officers to join ISIS. This could not be further from the truth. Bakr and his
associates wage all-out war against the very ideas and symbols that Baathism
championed, such as secular local nationalism, Arabism, and the national state.
They have little in common with the Baath Party except its totalitarian mind-set



and its tools of repression. Far from hijacking ISIS, many Baathists migrated en
masse to Islamist groups, including Al Qaeda in Iraq and then ISIS. The founder
of AQI, Zarqawi, was suspicious of former Baathist officers and kept them at
arm’s length. His first successor, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi, who replaced him in
2006, was allegedly an ex-officer of the Iragi army and opened up the group to
former members of the armed forces. The co-option of former officers was a
gradual process that began in 2006 and intensified with Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s
selection as emir of AQI in 2010 after the death of Abu Omar al-Baghdadi.

For these former officers, the Baath Party did not provide a satisfying
ideological frame of reference or answers to the existential challenges that
confronted them after the occupation of their country, the dissolution of their
institutions, and the loss of their jobs, rank, and income. Instead, they, together
with many aggrieved Sunnis, found ideological solace and an anchor in Islamist
references. As the armed resistance against the US-led coalition escalated,
former army and police officers split along two differing ideological poles—
Islamist and nationalist. On one side, a small group of religiously minded
officers joined jihadist insurgents, including Al Qaeda in Irag. On the other,
General Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri, former Iraqi vice president, head of Hussein’s
Revolutionary Command Council, and one of his few confidants, was pivotal in
trying to resurrect the banned Baath Party by bringing thousands of former Iraqi
army and police officers and soldiers into the burgeoning Sunni resistance soon
after the US-led invasion in 2003. After Hussein’s execution in 2007, Douri
became the leader of the banned Baath Party and a coalition of insurgent groups
known as the Nagshabandi Army, a Sufi group of ex-Baathists and their
supporters.

This nationalist-Islamist divide among former officers debunks a widespread
assertion that former Baathist officers have taken over ISIS. Unlike their
nationalist counterparts, who joined Douri’s banned Baath Party, the former
officers recruited by ISIS had already undergone a gradual conversion to
Islamism, a conversion that has substantive meaning and is not mere playacting.
Ever since, they have lent ISIS operational and battlefield skills learned in
Hussein’s architecture of terror, internal security control, and foreign wars.
While strengthening the organization’s military apparatus, these former officers
have not dented its ideological vision or worldview. Baghdadi has been too
faithful to Zarqawi, the founder’s bloody legacy, and his hypersectarianism, and
might have only surpassed him in the use of flamboyant violence, though



Zargawi pioneered many of ISIS’s vicious tactics, including beheading.
Ideologically, there is little daylight between Al Qaeda in Iraq and ISIS. So far,
the influx of former officers into the group has not brought any marked shift in
the construction of its Salafi-jihadist identity or its worldview. As discussed
previously, it is essential not to confuse the operational and military input of the
former officers with any sinister Baathist plot to either hijack ISIS or pull the
strings from behind. This would be a simplification, even a distortion, of a
complex reality. There is nothing surprising about ISIS’s recruitment of skilled
military and police officers of Hussein’s security services, a strategic decision
that allowed it to control a third of Iraq and almost half of Syrian territory. As
sociologist Charles Tilly notes, “Even when they organize in opposition to
existing governments, specialists in coercion typically adopt forms of
organization, external connections and sources of supply resembling those of
government-employed specialists.”'® For example, although initially Douri’s
Baathists and ISIS’s jihadists cooperated against the Iragi security forces,
particularly in Mosul, once ISIS consolidated its control of the city, it persecuted
the Baathists and forced them to repent or be killed (more on this later).

More importantly, the hypothesis of an unholy Baathist-ISIS union hardly
touches on internal and local conditions in Iraq and the social transformation that
the country had undergone after Hussein was forced to withdraw his occupying
forces from Kuwait following the 1991 Gulf War. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait
in 1990 and the subsequent defeat motivated a sizable segment of the Shia
community, who felt marginalized and persecuted, to revolt against the Baghdad
regime in 1991, a rebellion that was brutally suppressed but left deep scars on
state and society. As discussed in the previous chapter, after 1991 Iraq became
increasingly plagued by divisive identity politics and sectarianism along Sunni-
Shia lines.!” The subsequent punishing UN-led sanctions exacted a heavy toll on
Iragis and led to increased religiosity in society. Trying to pacify Sunni and Shia
opinion and counterbalance US efforts, Hussein instrumentalized religious
references and symbols and announced in 1993 his Faith Campaign, which
involved a more socially conservative agenda. Hussein was not a born-again
Muslim, however, and his Faith Campaign was merely a propaganda stunt
designed to project the image of a pious president. Hussein continued to brutally
suppress radical Islamists, showing tolerance only toward his deputy, Douri, who
turned into a Salafi and established close relations with Salafi groups.'8



Long before the US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq, a marked shift to
communal identity occurred in a country weighed down by war, social turmoil,
and economic sanctions. Religious and other parochial identities began to be
asserted alongside Iraqi identity, but not as a replacement for it, except in the
case of the Kurds.!® These shifting forms of identification cemented with the
removal of the Baathist regime in Baghdad in 2003, the culmination of a decade-
old social trend in which many junior police and army officers shed their
nationalist uniforms for more sectarian affiliations. While in the army, some
junior officers had had Salafi-Islamist leanings and were under surveillance by
Hussein’s security forces. When these officers began to show signs that they
could pose a threat to the inner workings of the regime, they were either arrested
or expelled from the military. For example, people who knew Bakr say he was a
Salafi before the fall of Baghdad in 2003, and, soon after, he and like-minded
officers joined Al Qaeda in Iraq and other conservative Salafi insurgent groups,
holding positions of leadership within these organizations. Like other Sunni
families, Bakr’s split into Salafi and Baathist wings, a trend that sheds further
light on the social transformation that has occurred within the Sunni community
from the 1980s until the present. The Sunni Arab identity has been reconstructed
due to wars, social turmoil and, ultimately, the destruction of the state in 2003.
After the US-led invasion of Iraq and the onset of the armed resistance, more
and more Sunnis, including former officers, migrated from Baathism to Salafism
and Salafi-jihadism. Iraqi academic Saad Jawad argues that there was no clear
indication of deep sectarian divisions in the country before 2003. But after the
US-led invasion, social conditions rapidly changed and deteriorated. As the old
regime was branded Sunni, Sunnis were marginalized and excluded from the
nascent political process. Sectarian-based Shia parties and militias dominated the
political space and abused power by flagrantly violating the human rights of
Iragis. The most important factor, in Jawad’s estimate, was the dismantling of
state institutions, particularly the summary dissolution of the armed forces,
without any compensation or regard for nationalist sentiments. In the absence of
cross-sectarian civil society organizations, the majority of officers had no
alternative but to join their own communities, sowing the seeds of communal
polarization and segmentation. As the Iranian-led, -trained, and -protected
militias hunted down pilots and army officers, a sectarian divide began to take
shape and solidify into what it is today. As was the case with the Baath Party,



Shia-led militias and parties are seen to function as a social ladder, providing
protection and economic profits for former Shia officers of Hussein’s army and
police. In contrast, Jawad asserts that, with the exception of hard-core ideologues
who have joined Al Qaeda in Iraq and now ISIS, the majority of former Sunni
officers regard the group as a powerful instrument to exact revenge against the
sectarian-dominated central government in Baghdad and its Iranian patron.?

In my conversations with former Iraqi officers, they caution against the
generalization and simplification of a complex phenomenon. These officers tell
me that a small but important segment of their comrades joined ISIS and other
Salafi-jihadist groups because of either ideological conviction or disillusionment
with nationalist Baathist ideology. But they hasten to add that the value of
former officers who joined ISIS lies more in their talents for command and
control, battle plans, organization, intelligence gathering, and internal security
than in their ideology and theology. The story is familiar: America’s invasion
and occupation of Iraq and its swift disbanding of the military turned patriotic
and proud army officers to armed resistance and underground subversion. Years
of prolonged fighting and incarceration in US-run prisons radicalized some of
these officers and led them either to ISIS or to other insurgent groups.
Particularly abhorrent to Sunni officers was the fact that they were not only
disfranchised but also hunted down by the nascent post-Hussein regime in their
homes in the so-called Sunni Triangle. Adding insult to injury, the US-led
coalition used Iraqi officers to pursue their former Sunni comrades, a ruinous
experience, and authorized the Shia-dominated police to arrest suspects accused
of resistance to the occupation. Thousands of Sunnis were arrested by the US-led
coalition and many were brutally tortured and humiliated, leaving a bitter legacy
that still haunts post-Hussein Iraq.?! As discussed in chapter 3, Sunnis believed
that the Shia-dominated government used and abused de-Baathification to
victimize their community and exclude them from decision making and power.
Abu Mutlak, a staff lieutenant general under Hussein, is a case in point. He said
that he has been reduced to driving a taxi to support his family, and that the
bitterness over their treatment drove some former colleagues to fight the US
coalition and the Shia-led government in Baghdad. “How do you want me to
take part in building a new political system that dismissed me from everything
and robbed me of everything?” he asked.??

Iragi sociologist Walid al-Saad notes that after the fall of Baghdad in 2003, a



religious tide gradually swept Iraq, including Baathists who discovered
religiosity and piety—mnot all out of genuine belief, as for some it was simply to
protect themselves against the clampdown by post-Hussein authorities: “Many
shifted from nationalism and secularism to Salafism and fundamentalism.”?> The
migration of these officers from Baathism to Salafism and jihadism is a
testimony to the breakdown of Iraq’s state institutions and the transformation of
the new ruling elite and social classes.?* If ISIS is a product of the US-led
invasion of Iraq, it is not then surprising that scores of officers from Hussein’s
army joined the jihadist caravan. Hussein’s officer corps was a microcosm of
Sunni and Shia society in general, which fragmented along communal,
ideological, and social lines. As mentioned above, Baathism was less of a
coherent ideology than a hizb al-Sulta, a ruling party that distributed rewards to
stakeholders based on loyalty to the head of the party. In a way, Baathism in Iraq
and Syria degenerated into a cult of personality of Hussein and Hafez al-Assad,
former Syrian president and father of the current president Bashar, a label devoid
of ideological meaning.?> Therefore, the transition by some former officers of
Hussein’s army from Baathism to Salafi-jihadism is not that transformative.

Shia members of the security establishment also experienced changes. The
majority of the armed forces were young Shia draftees. Following the US-led
invasion, they found themselves in a situation that allowed them to either remain
part of the newly formed armed forces or join one of the many autonomous Shia
militia groups that functioned independently of the post-2003 Iraqi state. Many
of them were, in fact, sympathetic to Shia opposition movements, both before
and after the 2003 invasion.?® This included the Sadrist movement, which
mobilized Irag’s Shia underclass and gained such prominence during the brutal
sanctions era of the 1990s that its founder, Mohammed Mohammed Sadiq al-
Sadr, Mugqtada al-Sadr’s father, was assassinated by the Baath regime.

The extent to which Shia members of the armed forces joined militia groups
like the Sadrist movement’s Jayish al-Mahdi (Mahdi Army) or the Badr Brigade
—established in Iran in the 1980s as the armed wing of ISCI—is difficult to
ascertain precisely. Although the picture is initially somewhat blurry, it becomes
clearer when some of the realities of the post-2003 security environment are
considered. Iraq’s armed forces were reorganized after 2003 in a fundamental
way to ensure that its members were loyal or sympathetic to the post-2003
political order. There was considerable political pressure to do so, not least



because of the army’s role in oppressing and persecuting Iraq’s population, in
particular its Kurdish and Shia communities, whose leaders became the most
dominant actors after 2003. Iraqg’s Shia ruling elite also directly controlled or had
influence over the country’s Shia militia groups, just as they dominated the
judiciary and other institutions. In other words, whether or not Shia members of
the armed forces joined militia groups after 2003 becomes irrelevant. There was
and remains considerable overlap between these militias and the Iraqi state.?” It
is a widely established fact, for example, that Shia members of the Iraqi army
and police force sometimes doubled as militia members, as already alluded to
above. The Interior Ministry was run by a senior member of the Badr Brigade
and still is today. The overlap between these institutions and militias like the
Mahdi Army and Badr Brigade provided a crucial strategic advantage during the
sectarian civil war of 2006.%8 It is, at the same time, worth pointing out that the
nature of the relationship between the Sadrists and the Shia-controlled and -
dominated post-2003 Iraqgi army is contentious and at times strained. The Sadrist
movement and the Mahdi Army have traditionally challenged the power and
legitimacy of the Shia establishment that reorganized and controlled the armed
forces and that came to dominate the Iraqi state after 2003, having spent decades
in exile. At some points, as has already been noted, the Sadrists fought the Iraqi
army, as well as other militia groups like the Badr Brigade.

These circumstances were not lost on Irag’s Sunni population. The
considerable overlap between the security forces and Shia militia groups not
only delegitimized the Iraqi state in their eyes but significantly helped create an
environment conducive to the aims and objectives of Salafi-jihadists and the
Sunni armed resistance at large.

As discussed previously, Baghdadi maintained continuity with his two
predecessors and their blood-drenched legacy. His ritualized violence is based on
their template, though on a bigger scale. As vicious psychopaths, Zargawi and
his two successors, Abu Omar al-Bahdadi and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, used
violence systematically and strategically to instill fear and terror in their enemies
and awe and adoration in the eyes of their followers. There is nothing unique or
mysterious about ISIS’s savagery, which would be a false measure by which to
draw conclusions about the nature and structure of the group.

In this respect, context is important. After the violent confrontation between
Jabhat al-Nusra, the official arm of Al Qaeda Central, and ISIS at the end of



2013, each camp tried to discredit the other by claiming it was Baathist. Each
has waged a fierce struggle for the soul of the global jihadist movement. Each
has aspired to inherit the jihadist torch and depict itself as a theologically pure
custodian of the faith while accusing its rival of being morally contaminated and
polluted. As discussed above, for more than a year, the mysterious Twitter
account of the whistle-blower(s) who goes by the name @wikibaghdady posted
more than a thousand tweets claiming that ISIS is led by former Baathist officers
and that Baghdadi is just a figurehead. Similarly, Reuter’s article in Der Spiegel
asserts that ISIS is more of a Baathist-like organization than a Salafi-jihadist
one.? An influential scholar of Salafi-jihadism and a mentor to the late Zarqawi,
Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, blamed ISIS’s viciousness on former Baathists who
dominate its ranks, an indictment of the group’s jihadist credentials.’® This
hypothesis has gained wide traction in the global press and media. In a similar
vein, ISIS accused al-Nusra’s senior commander, Abu Marya al-Qahtani, of
having been a member of Fida’iu Saddam (Saddam’s Martyrs), in an effort to
delegitimize its rival. This disparaging remark elicited a response by Qahtani in
which he called ISIS’s chiefs “Baathists-Saddamists.”>!

Obviously, the claims and counterclaims by the two warring jihadist camps
are politically motivated. More importantly, despite the bitter and bloody rivalry
between Baghdadi and Joulani, the latter never accused his former boss of either
having Baathist sympathies or being a figurehead leader controlled by Baathist
officers. Joulani was a junior commander in ISI under Baghdadi, who sent him
to Syria at the end of 2011 to establish a jihadist base. Joulani served closely
under Baghdadi in Iraq between 2010 and 2011, and he would have publicly
exposed any links or ties that Baghdadi might have had with former Baathist
officers. In a widely watched TV interview on Al Jazeera’s satellite station,
Joulani, while challenging ISIS’s authority in Syria, praised the group’s success
against the Shia-led government in Baghdad. He said he refuses to
excommunicate his current rival even though ISIS excommunicated al-Nusra, a
decision that puts to rest claims of an unholy Baathist-ISIS union.3? In another
interview with several Arab journalists at his headquarters in Idlib, Syria, Joulani
refused to indict Baghdadi and said that both of them wage a war against the
enemies of Islam in Syria and Iraq.>? Similarly, if there is anyone with a score to
settle against Baghdadi, it would be Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leader of Al Qaeda
Central, whose leadership of the global jihadist movement has been seriously



contested by the Iraqi upstart. Zawahiri has never questioned Baghdadi’s
Islamist or jihadist credentials while disputing the legitimacy of his caliphate and
accusing him of sedition for encouraging Al Qaeda members to abandon their
pledges and switch their allegiance to ISIS. Despite Zawahiri’s blistering
criticism of Baghdadi’s “big mistakes,” he has called on his followers and ISIS’s
to cooperate against the US-led coalition: “If I were in Iraq and Syria I would
cooperate with them [ISIS] in killing the crusaders and secularists and Shias
even though I don’t recognize the legitimacy of their state, because the matter is
bigger than that,” he said in an audiotape statement in 2015.3* Zawahiri
repeatedly insisted that the conflict between ISIS and Al Qaeda Central has more
to do with Baghdadi’s political ambitions and unwillingness to confine his
authority to Iraq than with any ideological disagreements. He has never uttered
an accusatory word alluding to a Baathist-ISIS conspiracy or suggesting that
Baghdadi was not the real power behind the organization.

Instead of reducing the cause of the rebirth of ISIS to a fallen Baathist Party,
the influence of one great man, or conspiracy theories, any explanation calls for
a complex examination of the power structures in Iraq and Syria and beyond.
The Sunni community now in Iraq (and in Syria, to a lesser extent) is torn
mainly between two ideological poles—religious nationalism and Salafi-
jihadism. An important Sunni segment has adopted a purely sectarian identity.
There also exists a hard-core Baathist segment that acts independently (more on
this below), though most Sunnis want to get on with their lives and find a place
within the new order.?®> Of all the Iragi communities, the Sunnis have suffered
the most, and ISIS’s resurgence has aggravated their predicament, pressed
between the extremist organization and the central government and its Shia
militias. The durability of ISIS will depend on the struggle within the Sunni
community and shifting loyalties and political reconciliation at home. Still, in
almost four decades in power, the Baath Party failed to supplant Iraq’s traditional
religious and ethnic loyalties with an inclusive national identity.3®

Complicating matters is the fact that repression, tyranny, and foreign wars
created a rift within Iraqi society, one that is difficult to bridge. Many Iraqis find
more solace and security in local, provincial loyalties than in a greater national
identity. The postindependence, postcolonial state in the Arab world, particularly
Iraq, has nourished traditional institutions at the expense of a nationalist project
around which citizens could unite. Hussein is a case in point, although his forced



ouster by the United States neither healed the deep wounds caused by his
repressive rule nor ushered in a new social pact. The destruction of the Iraqi state
by the US-led invasion has had more everlasting consequences on the country
than any other internal cleavage or mutation. The result is that Sunnis and Shias
feel entrapped in narrow communal identities, and battles over identity rage not
only between communities but also within them. The fights within communities
are real and very serious. As stressed throughout the book, there is a civil war
raging within the Sunni community, which ISIS fully exploited, depicting itself
as its sole defender against the “other” Shias and the “apostate” Sunnis who sold
their souls to the devil. The Shia community is deeply splintered along social
and ideological lines, with a fierce power struggle among leading stakeholders.
Although united on the surface, the Kurds are divided over the future direction
of their community. The war within the Salafi-jihadist camps, especially ISIS
and al-Nusra, is ugly and vicious, dwarfing those of the three major
communities. The difficult questions to answer are, when will these internal
struggles break outside, and what form will they take? As a hypersectarian,
identity-driven organization, ISIS effectively tapped into the clash of identities
and internal cleavages that have almost wrecked the social fabric in Iraq and
now Syria.

BAATHISTS AND JIHADISTS: ACCOMMODATION TO CONFRONTATION

Another point regarding the role of former officers of Hussein’s army and police
in ISIS deserves critical scrutiny. ISIS not only co-opted a sizable segment of
former army and police officers to its ranks but also briefly collaborated with
other officers, a majority of whom have not shed their Baathist nationalist skin.
General Douri, one of Hussein’s few confidants, is a case in point. As mentioned
above briefly, Douri tried to resurrect the banned Baath Party soon after the 2003
US-led invasion by organizing army and police officers and soldiers into a
coalition of insurgent groups known as the Nagshabandi Army. The United
States linked him to Ansar al-Islam, a militant Iraqi group with ties to Al Qaeda,
and accused him of being a major financier of armed groups. Despite repeated
claims of his death by the Iraqi authorities and Shia militias and continual
attempts to capture him, with the authorities even listing him as the sixth most
wanted of fifty-five Iraqis after the US-led invasion, he has survived and
emerged as the leader of the banned Baath Party. Douri is one of the most



prominent fugitives to have evaded capture by American and Iraqi forces and
battled the US coalition and the Iraqi government while in hiding. Composed
mainly of former Baathist military and police officers and hard-core nationalist
supporters, the Nagshabandi Army established important social networks in
major Sunni-dominated cities like Mosul and Tikrit, according to local residents,
and collaborated briefly and intermittently with Salafi-jihadists, including Al
Qaeda in Iraq and then ISIS. Arguably, neither city would have fallen like
ripened fruit to ISIS in summer 2014 without ISIS’s collaboration with the
Nagshabandi Army’s Baathist followers. For example, when Tikrit was overrun
in June 2014, local residents said fighters raised posters of Hussein and Douri.
Units loyal to the Nagshabandi Army as well as former members of Hussein’s
Baath Party were the dominant forces in Tikrit at the time of its capture,
according to local residents.3” In an audiotape that was released a month after
the fall of Mosul, Douri praised the “heroes and knights of Al Qaeda and the
Islamic State” as well as other groups fighting the “Persian, Safavid
colonialization” of Iraq, a reference to the Shia-led government of Nuri al-
Maliki. Douri called on all Iragis to overcome their differences, hinting at
increasingly evident divisions among various armed groups fighting Maliki’s
forces, and to join efforts to “liberate” the country.?® There is also tentative
evidence that indicates that the Baathists had a role in infiltrating and exploiting
the mass rallies and social mobilization throughout 2013 and early 2014 that
corresponded with the Arab Spring. These social protests quickly became more
militant and uncompromising as a result of the brutal tactics used by the central
government in Baghdad as well as the militarization of these rallies by the
Baathists and other radicalized elements. In a way, the Baathists and their allies
played a dangerous game by handing the area to ISIS on a silver platter. The
protesters included many in the local governments and tribal leaders who were
erstwhile allies of Maliki, but they succumbed to the mood and gradually fell by
the wayside until ISIS took over completely. Between the takeover of Fallujah
and the fall of Mosul, there were explicit local declarations of war by the so-
called revolutionary military councils, which clearly had a Baathist tinge.
Douri’s first audiotape message after the fall of Mosul alluded to this unholy
alliance among ISIS, the Baathists, and like-minded factions.?”

Unsurprisingly, within three weeks of taking over Mosul in June 2014, ISIS
began arresting senior ex-military officers and members of the Baath Party,



according to residents and relatives. The honeymoon period between the
Baathists and ISIS’s Salafi-jihadists was short-lived, with initial accommodation
turning to confrontation. Douri’s Baathists and Islamic State jihadists clashed
with one another as their initial tactical cooperation did not withstand a deep
ideological gulf and a power struggle as well. Despite assertions to the contrary,
there exists an unbridgeable doctrinal divide between ISIS’s Salafi-jihadists and
the Baathists of the Nagshabandi Army. The confrontation between the two
groups was inevitable because ISIS would never accept any challenge to its
authority in areas under its control. ISIS derogatively refers to its nationalist
rival as “the devious Baath” and similarly calls Douri a “scheming infidel.”*? A
tribal Sunni sheikh, Uns al-Jabarra, from Salah al-din province, says that after
government forces retreated from Mosul and Tikrit in summer 2014, Douri
attempted to manage the cities by placing his Baathist men in governorships and
other key positions of authority. ISIS immediately removed Douri’s appointees
and gave them an ultimatum: either pledge allegiance to Baghdadi or face
persecution. In two audio recordings that were released in April and May 2015
(one on social media and the other broadcast by Iraq’s al-Taghyeer television
station after yet another premature report of his death), Douri verbally assaulted
ISIS for holding about a third of the top Iraqgi leaders of the Baath Party captive,
including Seif al-din al-Mashdani and Fadel al-Mashhadani. He noted that takfiri
groups like ISIS pose an existential threat to the Arab nation because they do not
recognize its existence, and reiterated his commitment to Arab nationalism. This
was the same fugitive who, nine months earlier, had praised Islamic State
extremists as “heroes.” Douri went on to criticize ISIS for the massacre in June
2014 of hundreds (more than a thousand, according to some reports) of mainly
Shia cadets at Camp Speicher, a former US military base near Tikrit. Moreover,
the Nagshabandi Army censured ISIS’s persecution of religious minorities and
the burning of a Jordanian coalition pilot in Syria.*' Some Baathists have gone
to the other extreme by cooperating with the Iragi government and the
Americans in an effort to organize resistance to ISIS in Mosul along the
Awakening movement lines.*?> The divisions among the Baathists mirror those of
Iraq Sunnis in general, a development often overlooked by writers who analyze
the role of former Baathist officers who joined ISIS. Leaderless and fragmented,
the Sunni community is pulled and pushed in multiple directions and suffers
from a severe identity crisis. In the past two decades the fierce social struggle in



Iraq has led to the reconfiguration of the Sunni Arab identity there. Exploiting
the leadership vacuum and the sense of victimhood felt by Sunnis, ISIS offers a
utopian vision for Sunnis, the caliphate, around which to unite, as well as
protection—a triple feat of salvation, security, and empowerment. As discussed
previously, there is no evidence that shows ISIS’s ideology of Sunni pan-
Islamism to be the adopted identity in Sunni areas in Iraq and Syria. Many
Sunnis fight under the ISIS banner because they see the group as a protector
against the Shia-led government in Baghdad and the Shia militias as well as a
defender of their interests. ISIS’s dark cloud has a silver lining. Salafi-jihadists
have not colonized Sunni minds or lands yet. In Syria and Iraq, there is a
convergence of interests between rebellious Sunnis and ISIS’s Salafi-jihadists, a
marriage of convenience as opposed to an ideological affinity. This gulf between
ISIS’s hard-core ideologues and its ordinary fighters spells trouble for the group
in the midterm and the long term, especially if and when its military fortunes
decline.

There was nothing surprising about ISIS brutally suppressing the Baathists in
Mosul and Tikrit after the cities had fallen. Time and again ISIS had shown
tactical toleration and acceptance of like-minded armed groups in Iraq and Syria,
only to crush them when they did not submit to its dictate. Fallujah is a case in
point. As the first major Iraqi city seized by ISIS in January 2014, local
witnesses testify that initially the group worked with and co-opted prominent
Sunni clerics and tribal leaders and fellow jihadists and displayed flexibility and
teamwork, a radical departure from the conduct of its predecessors, AQI and ISI.
But after ISIS consolidated power in Fallujah, it purged the city of all potential
rivals and imposed a reign of terror against its former allies. Credible evidence
shows that ISIS used deceptive tactics to win over Iraqi and Syrian communities
under its control and then systematically purge these areas of dissidents and
independent activists. In Syria, activists widely reported on ISIS’s arbitrary
arrests, kidnappings, and summary executions of journalists, dissidents, students,
and other political suspects (see chapter 6, on Syria). Far from concealing its
vicious deeds, the organization has produced massive incriminating evidence
designed to terrorize the public and deter the formation of any institutionalized
opposition. Although it is misleading to assert that the Baathists have stealthily
taken over the organization, ISIS seems to have adopted the Baathists’ system of
repression and control of the population. On the one hand, ISIS excommunicated
the Baathists and ordered them to repent and pledge allegiance to its caliph,



Baghdadi. On the other hand, it imitates the Baathists’ vicious methods while
dressing them in Islamic garb, though this dichotomy is easily explained by the
fact that the group inherited the bloody legacy of Al Qaeda in Iraq.



HOW THE SYRIAN WAR EMPOWERED ISIS

Two of the key driving forces behind the resurgence of ISIS were the
dysfunctional political system in Iraq that developed after the US-led invasion
and occupation of the country, and the exclusionary policies of Prime Minister
Nuri al-Maliki. But Syria’s descent into all-out war is a significant variable in
explaining ISIS’s expansion. Maliki’s second term in office coincided with a
political earthquake in the region: the Arab Spring. Beginning in December
2010, millions of Arabs took to the streets to protest decades of political
authoritarianism and developmental failure and to call for justice, dignity, and
freedom. The phenomenon, which had gradually materialized during decades of
economic, social, and political hardship, reached its climax in Tunisia when the
self-immolation of a street vendor named Mohamed Bouazizi provided
motivation and inspiration for millions of Arab citizens to rise up against their
dictators. In a concerted effort, the people mobilized to remove their leaders
from power, including in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain. The
subsequent derailment of the aspirations of Arab protesters established a
contentious environment that proved to be the catalyst for ISIS’s subsequent
success and expansion into Syria after the country’s uprising in 2011.

THE SOCIOPOLITICAL ORIGINS OF THE SYRIAN REVOLUTION

Initially, the large-scale popular uprising in Syria was socially and politically
driven, originating in rural areas—like Dara’a—that were hit hard by years of
drought and a decade of neoliberal policies that siphoned resources away from
the pressed agrarian sector toward the tertiary sector. Former Syrian president
Hafez al-Assad (1930-2000) and his son and successor Bashar restructured the
country’s socioeconomic landscape, distributing social, political, and economic
power strategically in a manner meant to divide Syrians along both



socioeconomic and sectarian lines. Although seen as a Shia minority in Syria,
the Alawites often dominated key military and security posts, and Assad was
able to co-opt and cultivate urban Sunni elites from the middle and upper classes
of society, specifically the business and merchant classes of the leading cities of
Aleppo and Damascus. From the late 1980s until the outbreak of the
revolutionary uprising in 2011, the Syrian regime forged capital networks that
allied business elites from the country’s large cities with state officials, thus
transforming the country, in a twenty-year period, from a state-controlled to a
capitalist economy characterized by cronyism.! The liberalization policies of the
1990s led to private sector growth but were accompanied by the gradual decline
of public jobs, subsidies, and other welfare-enhancing economic measures that
for millions of Syria’s citizens had been a real safety net.” Such regressive
policies inherently led to a widening of the conspicuous gap between the rich
and the poor. While regime loyalists, businessmen, and politicians harvested the
rewards of economic liberalization and greatly profited from new economic
opportunities, people in rural areas and small cities faced accrued poverty and
displacement, fostering social polarization.> Accelerated neoliberal reforms
during the Bashar regime (2000-2010) neglected the agricultural sector, leaving
rural people ostracized and increasingly forced to rely on communal solidarity
networks and the informal market. According to the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAQO), by 2009, 18.2 percent of the Syrian
population had fallen below the poverty line, with the rural Damascus, Idlib,
Homs, Dara’a, al-Sweida, and Hama governorates among the most affected.*
Additionally, the rural areas had to cope with devastating droughts from 2006 to
2010 and increasing food insecurity, with farmers being severely deprived of the
resources of their livelihoods.

It is no wonder, then, that protests and social restiveness originated in rural
areas and on the fringes of large cities and commercial hubs. Unlike Bashar al-
Assad’s close circle of businessmen and the urban elite in general, the rural
population had gained few benefits from the regime’s economic opening and
liberalization. Having previously been economically prioritized by the Baath
regime in the 1970s and early 1980s,” this ironic turnaround was heavily felt by
the rural population. The tragic irony is that initially the large-scale popular
uprising in Syria was neither sectarian-driven nor violent. Protesters in Syria
braved bullets in order to send a message to the authorities and dared to call for



legitimate political and social reforms, not even regime change. It was not until
six months later that the uprising became militarized, taking on a sectarian
facade. However, that development should not blind us to the universal
aspirations of the protesters and their struggle to bring about change.

I vividly recall many conversations with Syrian activists of all ideological
colors inside and outside Syria at the onset of the revolt; they talked about taking
ownership of their country and building an open and tolerant society in which
ethnic and religious communities peacefully coexist under the rule of law.
Despite early warnings of a massive clampdown by Assad’s security forces
against protesters, activists said they did not lose hope that Syria could be
rescued and that Assad, like his Tunisian and Egyptian counterparts, would
ultimately submit to the will of the people. Sadly, Assad’s desire for power and
domination triumphed over this hope. As mentioned in the introduction, civil-
military relations in Syria are radically different from those in Tunisia and
Egypt, and the Syrian military sided with the Assad regime against the
protesters. This was partly due to the sectarian makeup of the senior echelons of
the military, and partly due to the fear of Islamist extremism that found receptive
ears among many Syrians. In fact, the Syrian armed and security forces’ loyalty
to the Assad regime and their involvement in its crimes have been extensively
documented by human rights groups and international organizations. In 2012,
the United Nations stated that gross violations committed against the civilian
population in Syria “have been committed in line with State policy, with
indications of the involvement at the highest levels of the Government, as well
as security and armed forces.”® As the security forces brutally clamped down on
peaceful protesters and accused antiregime dissidents of being sectarian-inspired
and -motivated, the uprising rapidly turned violent and eventually radicalized.
Protesters increasingly adopted religious symbols and references, with armed
Islamist factions and gangs in rural villages exploiting the tumult to advance
their ultraconservative Salafi-jihadist worldview and agenda. By May 2012, the
UN estimated that ten thousand people, mostly civilians, had been killed in
incidents related to the uprising,” and by July 2012, the fighting in Syria had
officially become an internal armed conflict, according to the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).® At the same time, human rights
organizations such as Amnesty International charged the Assad regime with
committing state-sanctioned war crimes and crimes against humanity.” A number



of human rights and humanitarian organizations pressed hard for the
international community to step in and put an end to the “increasingly
widespread attacks against the civilian population, including crimes against
humanity and war crimes, committed by government forces and militias with
utter impunity.”1°

The Syrian uprising quickly mutated into war of all against all—along the
lines of the Lebanese civil war in 1975, a confrontation that lasted for fifteen
years. As the Syrian conflict escalated, scores of armed groups proliferated and
professed Islamist ideologies, ranging from the moderate to the Salafi-jihadists.
Even nationalist rebels such as the Free Syrian Army (FSA) used Islamic
symbols in their rhetoric as a way to gain legitimization in the eyes of the public
and to compete with emerging Islamist groups for funding from donors in the
Gulf States. In an interview with France24 in November 2013, an FSA fighter
confirmed that funders mostly donate to groups that are aligned with their
religious affiliations and interpretations, asserting, “That’s why, in the videos
made by our brigade, we like to recite verses from the Koran and to include
Islamic symbols in the background.... We are all salesmen, in a way: we must
bend in any direction to fit our potential donors, whatever our actual beliefs, and
the donor is always right.”!! In turn, Islamist armed groups and the Islamist
rhetoric of jihad were empowered, their existence becoming somewhat justified
in the eyes of a significant proportion of Syrians due to the regime’s violent
crackdown on civilians. In a replay of the strategy of militant Islamists in Iraq
since 2003, Islamist groups in Syria positioned themselves, and were often seen,
as the tormentors of the Alawite-dominated and Shia-backed Assad regime.

As the conflict in Syria spiraled out of control, the country’s socioeconomic
fabric and fragile institutions were inevitably destroyed. Calls for jihad against
Assad and his Shia supporters resonated among many Syrian rebels and their
foreign sponsors, who contributed to the sectarian overtones and religious fervor
of the political struggle. In a similar vein, Assad and his supporters at home and
in neighboring countries invoked an existential struggle, depicting themselves as
the protectors of cultural diversity and a secular way of life. “We are engaged in
an existential war which knows no compromise or concession” is a refrain
frequently uttered by Assad.!? Similarly, the leader of Lebanon’s Shia-dominated
Hezbollah, Hassan Nasrallah, a pivotal supporter of Assad, defined the fight in
Syria in stark terms: “Today we are facing a kind of danger that is unprecedented



in history, which targets humanity itself,” he stated, speaking before the
anniversary of the withdrawal of Israeli troops from Lebanon in 2000.'3

THE ISLAMIC STATE OF IRAQ ESTABLISHES AL-NUSRA IN SYRIA

Feeding upon each other, the conflicts in Syria and Iraq provided Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi and his inner circle with a golden opportunity to build new social
networks—and revive old ones—in both countries that championed the
grievances of disaffected Sunnis. What seemed like an impossible mission in
2010 was accomplished two years later: a mafia-like network transformed into a
powerful, lethal insurgency that captured huge swathes of eastern Syria and
western Iraq, with the exception of only the Kurdish region. This feat did not
come about haphazardly or accidentally. Credible evidence points to Baghdadi
and his top commanders, many of whom were former Sunni military leaders
under Saddam Hussein’s regime, meticulously planning to appeal to Sunni
communities in both Iraq and Syria and gain their trust in a systematic effort to
build a solid foothold and to expand their influence. ISIS’s chiefs boast that long
before the Syrian crisis escalated into a full-blown confrontation, they had
already plotted to expand their operations there. Taking advantage of the jihadi
power vacuum that followed Osama bin Laden’s death in May 2011, Baghdadi
and his inner circle sent two trusted lieutenants, Abu Mohammed al-Joulani and
Mullah Fawzi al-Dulaimi, to Syria in late 2011 to set up a jihadist operative cell
there and battle the Assad regime.

For more than a year ISIS did not promote its participation in the Syrian
conflict. Instead, it provided al-Nusra with a few skilled former Iraqi army
officers, money, and arms, thus allowing the jihadists to insert themselves among
the armed rebels in 2012 and partner with local groups. In fact, in a confession to
his supporters, Ayman al-Zawahiri, emir of Al Qaeda Central, admitted that he
and Baghdadi had indeed agreed “to not announce an official presence in
Syria.”!® In an audio recording released by Al Qaeda’s As-Sahab Media in May
2014, Zawahiri asserted that from the onset a decision was made to blend in with
the local population in a bid to avoid alerting the Americans to Al Qaeda’s
presence in Syria—a move that subsequently allowed al-Nusra to grow, expand,
and build coalitions with various Islamist factions. In a statement announcing the
formation of al-Nusra in January 2012, Joulani stated that “the appeals for the
people of Jihad have risen, and we could only respond to the call and to return to



our people and land from the first months of the outbreak of the revolution.”'®

Joulani presented his group as an extension of the Syrian mujahideen rather than
that of AQC or ISI. In the first year of its existence, al-Nusra in Syria practiced a
form of taqqiya (a religious lie, permitted in circumstances where there is a fear
of persecution), hiding its real jihadist identity and portraying itself as part of the
legitimate Syrian opposition. During this early phase Baghdadi and his cohorts
avoided flooding Syria with Iraqi fighters and relied instead on Syrian Sunni
recruits and local and tribal coalitions, together with foreign volunteers and a
few skilled and trusted Iraqi lieutenants. Even the name chosen by Joulani
(Jawlan or Golan) indicated the desire to situate al-Nusra as a Syrian nationalist
group.

As they did in their operations in Iraq, the jihadist organization appealed to
the Sunni community and acted as a vanguard for Sunnis who felt persecuted
and victimized by the sectarian regime in Damascus. Its strategy was to “break
the barriers” and get rid of the “colonialist” borders separating the two
neighboring countries by assembling Sunni coalitions across Syria and Iraq. This
coalition of Sunni forces was assembled as a counterweight to Iran’s expanding
influence in the region, specifically its backing of the regimes in Baghdad and
Damascus. A close look at the map of armed groups in Syria clearly shows that
the rise and expansion of the Salafi-jihadist group was fueled by local social and
tribal networks painstakingly built all over Syria from one province to another.
In addition to these networks, many of the jihadist organizations’ commanders
and field lieutenants were former members of the Free Syrian Army and other
armed factions who switched sides, either because of financial incentives or
following the success of the more radical armed groups who appeared to be
better funded and more highly trained and organized. Other rebel factions
flocked to join al-Nusra, and included members from the al-Tawhid Brigade in
Aleppo and Liwa’ Daoud in Qalamoun and Idlib, while jihadists released from
Assad’s prisons also became key players.!” A number of prominent members of
al-Nusra, and later ISIS, had been imprisoned by Assad until a general amnesty
in May 2011, including Awwad al-Mahklaf, who later became an ISIS emir in al-
Ragqah, and Abu al-Athir al-Absi, a member of ISIS’s Shura Council and the
head of ISIS’s media council.'® Some argue that the amnesty, which was
intended to cover political prisoners but instead led to the release of a number of
prominent Islamists, was a deliberate and strategic calculation on behalf of the



Assad regime in an attempt to transform the protest movement from a legitimate
political and nonmilitarized uprising into a radicalized extremist attack on the
“secular” state of which Assad saw himself as a guardian.'®

THE RURAL AND URBAN POOR

From the start, al-Nusra found a receptive constituency in rural districts and
provinces, such as Deir al-Zour, al-Hasakah, and al-Ragqah, where high
unemployment and abject poverty were aggravated by a devastating war.
Unemployment in opposition-held areas increased from 60 percent to 90
percent’? following the outbreak of the armed conflict, and inflation increased
drastically, with areas such as Idlib reaching 400 percent.?! Losing their sources
of income and property, eleven million people—half of the country’s population
—became destitute, and many were forced to join armed groups, particularly
those that paid them salaries and took care of their families.?? Deir al-Zour,
historically Syria’s poorest province, was a particularly fertile ground for
Islamist groups such as al-Nusra, having been a prominent base for jihadist
networks operating in Iraq in the years following the 2003 Iraqi invasion.?? Of
all the armed factions in Syria, al-Nusra and subsequently ISIS recruited the
most fighters, hundreds of poor Sunnis who lacked the means to feed their
families, and whose grievances allowed them to become somewhat politically
disposed to the groups’ sectarian narrative, if not their jihadist ideology.
According to Syrian sources, ISIS pays its fighters $400 a month and, if married,
a fighter received an additional $50 per child and $100 for every wife, as some
fighters had more than one wife.?* In addition to a regular salary, the jihadist
organization also provided housing for homeless fighters, with heating oil and
fuel for their cars covered through their control of oil fields in Deir al-Zour.>> By
the end of 2015 there exists increasing evidence that the group can no longer
sustain its current spending as a result of the decline in its financial resources
and has been forced to tighten its belt. In January 2016 a leaked internal memo
by the group said that “it has been decided to reduce the salaries that are paid to
all mujahideen by half without exception and regardless of one’s rank” from
$400 to $200.%°

Nevertheless, for poor Sunnis who feel hopeless and desperate, the ISIS
project reflects their hopes and fears and provides answers to their existential



queries triggered by all-out civil war. They view the Islamic State as a viable

alternative to the corrupt armed factions that butchered each other over the spoils

of war and developed a reputation for thuggery, thievery, and moral corruption.?’

In Iraq and Syria, ISIS invested heavily in poor Sunnis and tried to co-opt them
through employment and empowerment, putting many in charge of policing,
security, surveillance, and field command, an investment that has secured the
organization’s control of its newly captured territories in Deir al-Zour, al-
Ragqah, Mosul, Fallujah, and elsewhere. For example, many ISIS and al-Nusra

field commanders come from manual labor and blue-collar backgrounds such as

street vendors, farmers, construction workers, shopkeepers, and mechanics.?®

This tactic also played a key role in empowering Sunnis and adding to the image
that ISIS was trying to create for itself as the only force willing to stand up to
Shia expansion and allow Sunnis to take control of their own lives. As one
opposition fighter put it, “I have heard my voice for the first time,” implying that
even under the exceptionally difficult circumstances of war, he celebrated the
voice that was once stifled by the ruling regime.?

Following years of drought, economic decline, and the growing gap between
cities and rural areas,° farmers had been forced to move from the countryside to
the suburbs in search of economic opportunities, leaving behind their established
support networks. Religion provided a communitarian narrative for the
disenfranchised, anchoring them in a community and providing a bridge between
tradition and modernity. Bolstered by donations from wealthy Arab Gulf donors,
ultraconservative Salafi movements, which until then represented a fraction of
the Islamist opposition, stepped up their rhetoric and took advantage of the
social cleavage that had been growing in Syria. As the country descended into
all-out war and chaos, Salafi groups held an appeal comparable to that of the
Taliban in Afghanistan in the early 1990s by providing simple answers anchored
in identity, which attracted members of disadvantaged and poor rural and urban
communities. They proposed a system of government that was justified in
religious terms and rooted in a traditional interpretation of shariah. The conflict’s
increasingly sectarian dimensions also bolstered the Salafists’ claim. While
Salafi religious scholars such as Adnan al-Aroor, Salim al-Rafei, and Ahmad
Assir had long accused Assad of sectarianism and decried his subservience to
Iran, the support given to the Syrian regime by Iranian, Lebanese, and Iraqi Shia
groups only further reinforced the Salafi rhetoric. Other developments that



converged to empower Salafists and Salafi-jihadists who depicted the conflict in
Syria in sectarian terms included the escalation of armed hostilities in Iraq and
the Syrian regime’s use of the Alawite-dominated security forces and the so-
called Shabiha (paramilitary groups) to crush demonstrators and attack villages.
The Shabiha led by the president’s brother, Maher al-Assad, were often deeply
imbedded with Syrian armed forces during ground offensives and are believed to
have been responsible for a number of massacres against Sunni civilians,
including the Houla massacre in May 2012, in which one hundred people were
killed, mostly women and children.?! Furthermore, the persistent regime
propaganda that claimed that Alawites and other minorities would be massacred
by armed opposition groups only worked to solidify the divide. In Syria, ISIS,
together with al-Nusra, was able to take advantage of feelings of desperation that
engulfed the country following the Assad regime’s savage response to peaceful
demonstrations. With a fragmented opposition and a regime that was willing to
crush peaceful protesters and activists on a daily basis, hopes for a quick
resolution or for regime change rapidly receded. As many Syrians felt
abandoned, the conflict became a regional war by proxy between Turkey, Qatar,
and Saudi Arabia on the one hand and Iran, Iraq, and Hezbollah on the other.
Arms, money, and foreign fighters flowed freely to Syria, and soon a plethora of
rebel groups emerged, including al-Nusra and then ISIS, as well as scores of
Islamist factions.

THE IRAQ AND SYRIA CONFLICTS FEED UPON EACH OTHER

The first phase of the ISI-al-Nusra connection, from 2012 until April/May 2013,
should not be overlooked. The connection proved to be pivotal in establishing an
important jihadist base as well as a durable and resilient infrastructure, even
though it subsequently fractured into two warring camps. There is a tendency
among observers of ISIS to focus exclusively on the period following the violent
breakup between ISIS and al-Nusra in summer 2013, to the detriment of a more
encompassing approach. Before the split, Baghdadi and his lieutenants invested
heavily in strengthening al-Nusra and received massive financial and logistical
returns on their investment. These resources, coupled with the disintegration of
Syria’s social fabric and governance, provided motivation and inspiration for
ISIS jihadists to embark on the offensive and conquer Mosul and other Sunni
provinces. For example, in late 2012 Haji Bakr, a top ISIS commander and a



former officer in Hussein’s army, reportedly traveled to northern Syria as part of
a small advance party to help al-Nusra, which was, until late 2013 and early
2014, ISIS’s front in Syria.??> The strategy at this time was to consolidate its
power and secure as much territory as possible.

As discussed in chapter 5, Christoph Reuter’s report in the German magazine
Der Spiegel, based on documents uncovered by Syrian rebels opposed to ISIS in
Tal Riffat, a small city in the province of Aleppo, details Haji Bakr’s meticulous
planning and brutal tactics to recruit followers and silence dissenters. By
focusing too much on Bakr’s previous Baathist background during Hussein’s
rule and his obsession with espionage and intelligence gathering, Reuter
overlooked a significant point in the files: ISIS went to great lengths to back al-
Nusra’s expansion in many towns in northern Syria, particularly in rural areas in
the provinces of al-Raqgah, Idlib, Deir al-Zour, and Aleppo. The documents
show that ISIS used a number of techniques to help al-Nusra establish itself in
the war-torn country. These tactics included the gradual infiltration of villages
and towns; the mapping of social, regional, and tribal groups (heads of clans,
influential personalities, businessmen, activists, clerics, and dissidents); and
Islamist indoctrination camouflaged as the opening of al Dawa (the call to
religion) offices.3® ISI-al-Nusra spared no effort to secure areas under their
control, using methods including assassination, terror, and instilling fear among
inhabitants. The files obtained by Der Spiegel focus almost exclusively on ISI-
al-Nusra’s use of coercive means to spread their influence and terrorize their real
and imagined enemies in Syria.

However, there is a missing link in this narrative: from late 2011 until late
2013, ISI-al-Nusra was not distinguished from other rebels and armed factions
that proliferated in Syria’s chaotic environment except by its fierceness and
hypersectarianism. During the summer of 2012, Salafi and Salafi-jihadist
organizations intensified their presence on the battlefield and participated in
large-scale attacks against the Syrian army. Al-Nusra was a case in point. From
November 2011 to December 2012, it carried out more than six hundred attacks
across the country, targeting security branches, the army, and the Shabiha.3* The
group positioned its military assets in rural areas, an environment hospitable to
Salafi ideology and difficult for hostile forces to storm, while concentrating its
guerrilla tactics and suicide bombings in urban areas.

Part of al-Nusra’s “paced global”®® strategy was to promote itself as the



defender of Syrians against the Assad regime and to gain as much support from
local communities as possible. Heeding Ayman al-Zawahiri’s warning from 2005
that “in the absence of [this] popular support, the Islamic mujahid movement
would be crushed in the shadows,”3% Joulani showed great sensitivity to public
sentiment in Syria and positioned his organization and its foot soldiers as a local
group rather than a transnational jihadist movement. Al-Nusra’s active efforts to
recruit Syrian fighters during this time worked to improve this public image and
gained them significant support from local communities that now had men
fighting with the group. From the beginning, al-Nusra successfully infused itself
with indigenous Syrian insurgents and groups, masking its jihadist identity. In
fact, it did this so well that when in December 2012 the United States declared
al-Nusra a terrorist organization, protests erupted within Syria’s moderate
opposition groups, with twenty-nine of these signing a petition condemning the
United States for this decision.>” The extent to which al-Nusra was able to co-
opt local communities in Syria is astonishing, and it contrasts significantly with
how these same communities viewed ISIS. Time and again, intellectuals in Syria
opposed to Assad have defended al-Nusra as moderate and locally rooted, which
they contrast with ISIS’s borderless, extraterritorial ambitions and extremism.
Syrians tell me that al-Nusra will ultimately shed its jihadist skin and become
Syrianized, reflecting a blind faith in Joulani’s wisdom. After spending six hours
interviewing Joulani, together with three other colleagues, a Syrian broadcast
journalist came out convinced that the man was redeemable. Moussa al-Omar,
who works for an Arab-based television station called al-Ghad al-Arabi, told me
that Joulani is moderate and does not share Al Qaeda’s extremist ideology. I
reminded Moussa that Joulani fought with Abu Musab al-Zargawi, the founder
of AQI, and served as a loyal commander under his successor, Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi, and swore baiya to Ayman al-Zawahiri, head of Al Qaeda Central.
Moussa retorted by saying that Joulani came across as rational and cognizant of
the complexity of regional and global politics. He is clear-headed and a realist,
Moussa assured.?® As recently as March 2015, following the significant gains
made by ISIS, a Financial Times article explored the potential of al-Nusra to
unite Syrian opposition forces in an effort to defeat both the Assad regime and
ISIS in Syria, stressing that “the group’s core force is made up primarily of local
Syrian fighters rather than foreign militants and it has shown a willingness to
ally with groups that do not share its ideology.”>® Indeed, al-Nusra itself has



attempted to explain and justify Joulani’s previous relationship with ISIS by
claiming that the baiya that Joulani had given Baghdadi was a war baiya, rather
than a Khilafah one, meaning that it was a temporary military alliance rather
than a long-term, ideological one.*°

After his cover was exposed by Baghdadi in April 2013, Joulani not only
publicly swore baiya to Zawahiri, emir of Al Qaeda, but also reiterated his
pledge of allegiance in May 2015 in an Al Jazeera TV interview, watched by
millions of Syrians and Arabs, in which he stated that he receives “instructions”
from Zawahiri.*! The interview itself was an attempt by Joulani to better define
what al-Nusra stood for and to differentiate it from Baghdadi’s ISIS, a move that
may have helped al-Nusra to appear somewhat more moderate and obtain future
funds from certain donors in the Gulf.*> Joulani, however, has yet to express
how he plans to balance his group’s transnational jihadist identity with the
imperative of Syrian sovereignty. The two projects are mutually exclusive, yet
many in the Syrian opposition give him the benefit of the doubt and have teamed
up with al-Nusra on the battlefield against Assad’s forces. Joulani’s local
strategy seemed to have allayed the fears of many in the Syrian opposition,
despite the fact that al-Nusra has a Salafi-jihadist worldview that is similar to
that of ISIS, with the two only differing tactically and operationally.

From the beginning of its operations in Syria and before it was revealed that
al-Nusra was an extension of ISI, al-Nusra’s spokespeople sought to convey a
different image from that of their parent organization and repeatedly indicated
that they wanted to avoid its past mistakes. In an interview with Time magazine
in December 2012, one of al-Nusra’s chiefs, Abu Adnan, even denied any links
with ISI, saying, “We are not like al-Qaeda in Irag, we are not of them.”** Al-
Nusra’s pronouncements emphasized this strategic message. For example, in
January 2012 al-Nusra posted a statement claiming that it did not intend to
enforce shariah in Syria, but rather wanted to bring “the law of Allah back to His
land,” essentially meaning the same thing. The statement also portrayed the
jihadist group as the protector of the Sunni community against the al-Nusayrin (a
derogative term for Alawites) enemy.** In March 2012, al-Nusra carried out a
double car bombing of an air force intelligence building that killed forty-four
people in Damascus. The targeted area was primarily residential and contained
many Christian families. Soon after news of the attack and the civilian casualties
surfaced, al-Nusra released a statement noting that its sole target was the



intelligence base, not the Christian residents, saying, “We notify the Nasaraa
[the Christians] that they had not been targeted in the bombing of the Air Force
Security building [in their district]. Whatever damage the district incurred was

an effect caused by the aftermath of the explosion. We appeal for all to avoid
45

living near security buildings and hotbeds of the regime.
Moreover, al-Nusra has been willing to cooperate with other Islamist factions
as well as the FSA in the fight against Assad’s forces.*® A report by the
International Crisis Group points out that al-Nusra and the FSA shared bomb-
making facilities in Deir al-Zour and Idlib, citing an al-Nusra leader in Deir al-
Zour as saying, “We meet almost daily. We have clear instructions from our
leadership that if the FSA needs our help we should give it. We help them with
IEDs and car bombs. Our main talent lies in bombing operations.”*” But al-
Nusra kept its strategic cards close to its chest and positioned its battalions along
strategic supply lines leading from east Aleppo to Turkey and from Aleppo and
al-Hasakah to Irag. Al-Nusra also infiltrated significant parts of the eastern and
northern countryside, which offer access to the oil-producing governorates of al-
Raqqah, al-Hasakah, and Deir al-Zour and considerable economic resources.*?
At first al-Nusra mainly attacked the Syrian government’s military
infrastructure and avoided civilian targets in order to avoid alienating the
population. By doing so, al-Nusra amassed a vast military arsenal, including
equipment and ammunition. In December 2012, for instance, al-Nusra, together
with other Islamist factions, captured the Sheikh Suleiman army base, about
twenty-five kilometers (fifteen miles) northwest of the city of Aleppo.*® These
military gains provided the jihadist organization with a critical advantage over
other antiregime factions, such as the FSA, which relied on foreign support for
arms and finance. Al-Nusra’s military advantage on the battlefront brought it
notoriety and more Syrian recruits, including fighters who defected from FSA
brigades. As an FSA commander in Aleppo told the Guardian in May 2013,
“Fighters feel proud to join al-Nusra because that means power and influence....
Al-Nusra fighters rarely withdraw for shortage of ammunition or fighters and
they leave their target only after liberating it.” He added, “They compete to carry
out martyrdom [suicide] operations.”50 Other brigades in Hama, Idlib, Deir al-
Zour, the Damascus region, and al-Raqqah also made similar moves.°!
According to a commander of the FSA brigade called al-Tawhid Lions, al-Nusra
had infiltrated FSA with undercover members in order to target potential



recruits.>?

What distinguished ISI-al-Nusra from armed competitors was its impressive
military performance on the battlefield against Assad’s forces, which brought it
notoriety, helping it attract local and foreign recruits. Carrying out hundreds of
attacks in major cities, al-Nusra deployed suicide bombings to great effect and
impressed friends and foes through its muscular, offensive posture, with its
Chechen fighters earning a legendary reputation. Less than a year after its
appearance, al-Nusra established itself as one of the most powerful anti-Assad
armed groups and controlled an important segment of the population. The
jihadist group also set up religious courts, usually run jointly with other armed
opposition groups, to arbitrate disputes in the towns and cities where it held
influence or control, as well as to try to administer punishment to captured
prisoners, alleged collaborators, and those accused of criminal acts. By
attempting to create an administrative system that competed with the Assad
regime, al-Nusra presented a picture of order and legitimacy while filling the
vacuum that was left behind by the devastating tide of war. The strategy of al-
Nusra and then ISIS has consistently been one of “first build and then later
leverage influence,”? establishing state-like institutions, providing essential
services, and delivering order. For instance, in a Vice News documentary
following ISIS in al-Ragqa, members are seen operating a day nursery where
they take care of children.>* Moreover, al-Nusra has organized “fun days” aimed
at entertaining children affiliated with its organization.”> In Aleppo, activities
included “tug of war, hands-free ice-cream-eating competitions for boys and
Qur’an readings for girls.” Another video, released in August 2013, shows a
family fair that was organized in Aleppo as part of Eid celebrations, where, after
listening to Islamic sermons, children were handed out toys, including
Teletubbies and Spider-Man dolls.>®

Similar to publicity methods previously used by groups such as the Muslim
Brotherhood and Hezbollah, al-Nusra’s use of a media network called al-Manara
al-Bayda (the White Minaret) to publicize its charitable acts clearly shows
strategic messaging designed to court Sunni favor and blend in with local
communities. The group established its own relief department, Qism al-Ighatha,
aimed at providing food and aid to the poorest, a hearts-and-minds initiative. In
December 2012, al-Nusra posted a video where members are shown preparing

bread rations to be distributed to residents in Deir al-Zour.°” In addition to



distributing bread, the group also set up a free clinic in Shahadi, giving health
care to residents, and ensured a free and constant electricity supply across the
city.>® Another video posted online contains footage of a fire truck recently
acquired by al-Nusra and shows the group involved in garbage collection in the
city of Dara’a, demonstrating its capability to run the city.>® In Hama, the group
reportedly opened a “modesty charity shop” that provides free Islamic clothing
for women.®°

Al-Nusra won Syrian hearts and minds by acting more as a defender of the
locals than as a criminal gang like other armed factions. In approximately one
year, al-Nusra managed to establish itself as one of the most powerful rebel
groups; its leader, Joulani, gained popularity and emerged as a key player within
the armed opposition, earning the distinguished title Al Sheikh Al Fateh (the
conqueror sheikh). By 2013, al-Nusra was active in eleven of Syria’s thirteen

provinces.5!

POWER STRUGGLE BETWEEN BAGHDADI AND JOULANI: THE RISE OF ISIS

Al-Nusra’s surge, coupled with Joulani’s rise to stardom, threatened the
ambitions of Baghdadi and his inner circle, who swiftly acted to assert control
over what they perceived as their men and their project in Syria. In an audio
recording in April 2013, Baghdadi publicly divulged the connection between the
Islamic State of Iraq and al-Nusra, stating that al-Nusra was an extension of ISI
and that al-Nusra’s strategic goal was to establish an Islamic state in Syria.
Unilaterally dissolving the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Nusra, Baghdadi
announced a merger, a new entity, called the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS) in April 2013.%> Baghdadi’s declaration threatened not only Joulani’s
leadership of al-Nusra but also other armed Islamist groups in Syria. In his
proclamation of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, Baghdadi had warned that
Islamist groups who refused to swear allegiance to ISIS would be considered
enemies. Less than twenty-four hours after Baghdadi’s ultimatum, Joulani fired
the first shot in an internal jihadist civil war that is still raging today by
strategically involving AQC as a way of circumventing Baghdadi’s order.®>

In a response to his Iraqi nemesis’s statement, Joulani insisted he had only
learnt about the merger announcement through the media, before adding, “If the
attributed speech is true, then we weren’t consulted or issued requests.”®* Trying



to reassure his local Syrian allies, Joulani noted that his alliance with Al Qaeda
would not shift the group’s policies or priorities, which remained focused on
toppling the Assad regime. While this claim rings true in the short term, it is
untenable in the long term. For instance, in his interview with Al Jazeera in May
2015, Joulani was asked how al-Nusra might react if the United States and its
Western allies continued to target his group in Syria, to which he answered, “The
guidelines we received until now were to refrain from attacking the West and
America from Syria. And we abide by the guidelines of Dr. Ayman [al-Zawahiri]
... but if this situation continues like this I believe that there will be outcomes
which will not be in the benefit of the West and not in the benefit of America.”®°

Joulani’s response left out two important points, the absence of which shed
further light on the relationship between al-Nusra and AQC on the one hand and
al-Nusra and Baghdadi’s ISI on the other. As mentioned before, from the
beginning al-Nusra was conceived as a jihadist outfit by Baghdadi and his inner
circle, although its identity was kept secret until Baghdadi exposed the link in
April 2013. Zawabhiri revealed that Baghdadi’s declaration of ISIS “was a clear
violation of the orders of the Al-Qaeda leadership ... to not announce an official
presence in Syria.” He also called Baghdadi’s decision catastrophic because it
triggered fitna (sedition) within the jihadist camps: “The announcement caused a
sharp split within the same group which led to infighting ... and a stream of
blood.”®® Therefore, Joulani’s pledge of allegiance to Zawahiri was more the
product of an internal jihadist rivalry, a ploy to avoid subordination to Baghdadi,
than a radical ideological shift. Nevertheless, seasoned Islamists said they were
surprised by the al-Nusra—ISI connection and feared that Joulani’s pledge of
allegiance to Zawahiri might have negative reverberations for the unity and
ranks of rebels in Syria, an important development that will be discussed in
further detail later.”

Additionally, contrary to Joulani’s claim that he learned of Baghdadi’s
announcement from the media, the mysterious Twitter account that goes by the
name @wikibaghdady, discussed in depth in chapter 5, has posted over a
thousand tweets, starting in 2013, documenting a sinister struggle between the
two ambitious emirs. According to the whistle-blower(s), who had access to
Baghdadi’s inner circle long before the formal announcement of ISIS, Baghdadi
and top associates, particularly Bakr, had pressured Joulani to annex al-Nusra to
the Islamic State of Iraq. Baghdadi and Bakr even allegedly conspired to



assassinate Joulani because he procrastinated. Fearing for his life, al-Nusra’s
leader went underground and plotted his next move.%8

Two months after Baghdadi’s announcement of ISIS and Joulani’s pledge of
allegiance to Zawabhiri, the latter attempted to mediate between his two warring
emirs and end the military escalation. Both camps, together with their respective
followers, had written to Zawahiri imploring him to take sides and stop the
spread of fitna. Zawahiri subsequently revealed that Baghdadi had contacted him
and warned against supporting “what this traitor has done [Joulani’s refusal to
merge with ISIS],” cautioning that “even hinting [at] support will cause greater
fitna.” Zawabhiri added that Baghdadi had bluntly threatened “that any support
towards al-Nusra or delaying what he sees to be the ‘Right Position’, will lead to
a stream of blood.”%® Zawahiri said that Joulani’s spokesman, Abu Mohammed
al-Adnani, had written to him pleading that he intervene before more harm was
done to the radical Islamist project in Syria. Zawahiri stated that he had sent a
letter to Baghdadi and Joulani in which he “confirmed that this verdict was from
a leader about a problem between his soldiers and not a verdict from a judge,”
signaling his desire to maintain leadership of the global jihadist project.”®
Zawahiri’s “verdict” called for the cancellation of the merger and for Baghdadi
and Joulani to preserve their independent emirates in Iraq and Syria,
respectively, effectively siding with al-Nusra against ISIS.”! Putting his authority
on the line, Zawahiri later noted that Baghdadi’s declaration of ISIS did “more
damage than good” because “the elements of a state are now not available in
Syria.” He acknowledged that he had written to Baghdadi highlighting for him
the fact that “if you had asked our opinion before announcing the state, we
would not have agreed.””> Zawabhiri’s decision put him in direct confrontation
with Baghdadi and his inner circle, and the die had now been cast for a bloody
struggle for leadership of the global jihadist movement.

Baghdadi had a two-pronged response to Zawahiri’s verdict that defied and
challenged his superior’s authority and unequivocally stated that ISIS would
continue to exist and expand. Baghdadi sent a letter to an official of AQC, not to
Zawahiri, in which he stated that after consultation with ISIS’s Maijlis al-Shura
(consultative council), it was decided that “obeying our leader would be
disobeying God and destruction for our Mujahideen. Especially the Mujahideen,
so we sought the pleasure of our Lord over the pleasure of the leader.””3
Baghdadi’s statement coincided with a massive attack launched by ISIS against



al-Nusra and its Islamist allies in Syria, a response to al-Nusra’s decision to go
on the offensive against Baghdadi’s men in Syria in an effort to neutralize the
newly declared entity.

ISIS EXPANDS AT THE EXPENSE OF AL-NUSRA AND ISLAMIST RIVALS

Joulani’s insistence on al-Nusra’s independence posed a serious operational
problem for ISIS. In Syria, al-Nusra had adopted a different strategy from that of
the Islamic State in Iraq. By allying with other antiregime organizations during
battles and co-opting rather than alienating the communities that fell under its
control, by 2013, al-Nusra had become the leader of the Islamist organizations
fighting the Assad regime. Joulani’s defiance meant that ISIS had to reestablish
itself as one of the key players in the Syrian conflict. As a result, the Joulani-
Baghdadi power struggle turned into a bloody mini-war in Syria, Kkilling
thousands of skilled fighters and culminating with ISIS inflicting a hard blow
against al-Nusra and its Islamist partners and consolidating its territorial
conquests. ISIS started to rebuild an independent base in Syria with the help of
former al-Nusra foreign fighters who, following the ISI-al-Nusra split, had
decided to side with Baghdadi. To expand its control, ISIS first had to impose
itself on the nucleus of forces that battled the Assad regime, and it targeted zones
that had fallen under al-Nusra’s command in northern and eastern Syria.
Interestingly, ISIS first prioritized the fight against al-Nusra and other opposition
militias rather than against Assad’s forces. Although ISIS’s move was met by
retaliation from Islamist factions that shared power and governance with al-
Nusra, the group, with the help of former al-Nusra fighters, was able to infiltrate
the city of al-Raqgah soon after it came under the control of the rebel opposition.

In March 2013, rebel groups, mainly al-Nusra and the Ahrar al-Sham
Brigade, an ultraconservative Islamist militia, had captured al-Raqqgah, a city in
northeastern Syria with approximately one million inhabitants that was once the
capital of the Abbasid caliphate, from the Syrian government. As the first major
city to be seized by the opposition, al-Raqgah earned the label “icon of the
revolution,” though this honor was short lived. Soon, however, al-Nusra
retreated from the city and moved the bulk of its forces to the town of al-Tabaqa,
west of al-Ragqgah. Ahrar al-Sham followed suit by moving many of its foot
soldiers to the city of Tal Abiyad, north of al-Raggah. In May 2013, with the
FSA focusing its effort on fighting the Syrian regime’s Seventeenth Battalion



and with most of the al-Nusra and Ahrar al-Sham forces out of the way, ISIS
marshaled its forces and asserted control over al-Raggah. Under al-Nusra and
Ahrar’s command, activist and youth groups in al-Ragqah had been allowed to
operate in the city, as long as they focused on humanitarian rather than political
work, but the arrival of ISIS marked a distinct and drastic change.

Soon after seizing control of al-Ragqah, the group publicly executed three
men in the city center, one of whom was wearing a military uniform. This action
set the tone of its governance of the city: obey us or die by us.”* By the end of
the summer, the group was also able to drive other Islamist factions out of the
city. In August, for example, it targeted a train station that was used as the
headquarters for the Ahfad al-Rasul (Grandsons of the Prophet) Brigade, a Sunni
armed opposition group affiliated with the FSA. The move was efficient, and the
Ahfad al-Rasul Brigade, which had until then been very active on the front in
battling ISIS, fled the city.”> In September, al-Nusra, bolstered by an alliance
with some of the FSA brigades, made a return to al-Raqgah,’® but within days
some of its leaders were targeted, including one of its top commanders, Abu
Saad al-Hadrami,”” who was executed in January 2014, and ISIS remained in
control of the city.”®

In the meantime, Baghdadi’s group also expanded its control to other parts of
the country and made advances in eastern Syria. In February 2014, al-Nusra and
Ahrar al-Sham intensified fighting operations to stop ISIS’s advances in Deir al-
Zour and killed a top ISIS commander.”® ISIS was able to consolidate its
position by bringing fighters in from al-Ragqah, and in April it launched a two-
month-long offensive against al-Nusra and Ahrar to take control of Deir al-Zour,
a battle that significantly contributed to the forced displacement of many
residents.?? Despite fierce fighting by its opponents, by the summer ISIS had
been able to seize control of 95 percent of the resource-rich Deir al-Zour
province.?! The capture of Deir al-Zour, with its fertile agricultural land and
crude petroleum, provided ISIS with critical resources to finance its war and
governance and buy the loyalty of hard-pressed tribes and local communities.
Indeed, ISIS’s seizure of more than 80 percent of Syria’s oil fields allowed it to
recruit more local and foreign fighters and secure areas under its control.?? Its
monopoly on resource-rich areas in Syria has also forced other actors and armed
groups to concede to ISIS’s demands in return for fuel and other everyday
necessities. For instance, even groups like al-Nusra in rural Aleppo and Idlib



depend on crude oil from ISIS-controlled areas in northern Syria, and in turn
they allow ISIS fighters to use the strategic Bab al-Hawa crossing on the Turkish
border with Aleppo.?3

In Syria, where ISIS had consolidated its conquests and shattered rival rebels,
it earned a reputation for boldness, military prowess, fanaticism, and
organizational efficacy. As an exclusionary organization, it is uncompromising
and unwilling to tolerate dissent or rivalry by even like-minded Islamist factions.
Like most monarchs and sultans before them, Baghdadi and his top commanders
have chosen the sword to impose their political will, regardless of the costs. This
strategy of blood and demolition impressed both friends and foes and convinced
many wavering Syrian rebels, together with foreign activists, that ISIS is a
winning horse. In turn, the rise and success of ISIS generated more recruits,
often from other Islamist groups, who joined Baghdadi and his army. New
converts to ISIS say they were impressed by its military might, resilience, and
financial solvency; in contrast, their own groups did not regularly pay their petty
salaries, despite obtaining plenty of foreign assistance, and did not build a
sustainable organization or potent identity.®* These personal testimonies point to
structural defects, such as factionalism, parochialism, and warlordism, that
hindered the ability of Syrian rebels to offer a viable ideational alternative to the
Assad regime, as well as to provide for the material needs of its fighters.

What turned the tide in ISIS’s favor was its ability to learn and adapt in the
face of fierce internal and external opposition. Specifically, it drew lessons from
the experience it acquired in the decade-long battle against the US-led coalition
in Iraq, and, as a result, it succeeded in forming a solid military command and
control in both Syria and Iraq. More importantly, ISIS defined the struggle in
Syria and Iraq through the framework of identity rather than ideology,
developing a distinct pan-Sunni identity, a deliberate contrast to the pan-Shia
identity represented by the sectarian-dominated, Iran-backed regimes in
Damascus and Baghdad. In the case of ISIS, there is a synergy between ideology
and praxis. Of all the Sunni armed groups in Syria, ISIS’s brutal clarity allowed
it to monopolize the identity narrative (deliverance of the Sunnis from Shia
domination) and appeal to downtrodden and marginalized Syrians.?°
Ideologically and militarily, ISIS was seen as a powerful force that could deliver
Syrians from bondage by toppling Assad and establishing a centralized Sunni
rule in Damascus and Baghdad, a feat that none of its Islamist rivals could



accomplish.

BREAKING DOWN THE BORDERS BETWEEN IRAQ AND SYRIA

Making large advances on the Syrian front, ISIS was then able to turn its
attention back to Iraq, where, in January 2014, it carried out strategic attacks in
the Anbar province. The Anbar tribal leaders had become increasingly resentful
of the Iraqi government, which, they insisted, had not followed through on many
of its promises related to Sunni grievances. In an interview given in a bid to calm
their anger, then prime minister Maliki assured these tribal forces of his
willingness to reward them and recognize their help in working for the security
of the country. Maliki said he had personally asked the Council of Ministers to

agree to give the long-neglected Sahwa forces®® a salary of up to $430 per month
as well as more weapons and equipment.?”

A huge turning point came in June 2014, when ISIS seized Mosul, cementing
its control across parts of Aleppo, through the Syrian desert, and into Iraq’s
Anbar and Nineveh provinces. ISIS would not have been able to achieve this had
it not quickly learnt to exploit the growing tensions between the government and
the Sahwa forces and the impact of such tensions on the Sunni communities in
Irag. In an interview just after the fall of Mosul, the then governor of Nineveh
province, Atheel al-Nujaifi, attempted to explain why the atmosphere in Mosul
was conducive for a group like ISIS: “People were under the heavy pressure of
the army and the regime. They didn’t like the army and they needed someone to

protect them from the army. Also, the police and the army resorted to sectarian
attitudes when doing their duties.”88

In Mosul, in a bid to co-opt members of the security forces that now fell
within its territory, ISIS reportedly offered them a “repentance card,” which
promised pardon to those who would not defy its authority.?? ISIS also
reportedly entered into negotiations with Jayish Rijal al-Tariq al-Nagshbandi, or
the Nagshbandi Army, a Sunni group led by ex-Baathists that remained opposed
to the Iragi government. In an interview, Ghanim Al-Abed, a former spokesman
for protesters against the central government in the city, said, “There are
discussions between the Nagshbandi Army and ISIS regarding their [ISIS’s]
withdrawal via the left side [of the city], in preparation for their [complete]
withdrawal from Mosul.... The presence of the Nagshbandi is the strongest on
the ground and among the people, because they are peaceful and do not have a



culture of violence and revenge.””"

By allying with other Sunni armed groups, ISIS showed a new willingness to
co-opt Sunni communities. Initially it also allowed local forces to control their
territories and made its own forces less apparent in the streets; importantly, ISIS
showed it had learnt from al-Nusra’s tactics in Syria. It also created its own
“moral police,” known as hisbah, whose role is to make sure that shariah is
respected across the cities under ISIS control. The hisbah has a wide range of
tasks, from making sure both men and women abide by the strict dress code, to
ensuring that the prices in local shops correspond to imposed market regulations.

ISIS’s successful comeback in Iraq was greatly bolstered by its victory over
al-Nusra in Syria. Following its takeover of important Syrian cities, the group
was able to dissolve the international border that separated the two countries,
making the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria a reality. By doing so, it showed that
its tactic of kasr al-hudud (breaking down borders) had worked. ISIS used its
breakthrough in Iraq and Syria as a bridgehead to expand to neighboring
countries and beyond. In Iraq the group was able to reap the benefits of the
deteriorating relationship between the central government and the Sunni
community. Maliki’s failure to co-opt the Sahwa members led many to switch
sides and turn against Baghdad. In an interview, the fugitive Iraqi vice president,
Tariq al-Hashimi, warned, “We have many groups beside ISIS. I am not going to
deny that ISIS exists, that ISIS is not influential. No, they are influential, very
strong, they could be a vanguard even in the whole operation in Mosul and other
provinces, but they are not representing the whole spectrum of the groups.... If
we leave things developing on the ground there will be a possibility for wide-
scale sectarian warfare.””!

Syria’s descent into all-out war led to the criminalization of its war economy,
in which armed factions and warlords began to acquire funds from a variety of
sources such as kidnapping, smuggling, looting, drug trading, trafficking in
cultural artifacts, corruption at border controls and checkpoints, and, of course,
oil, which provides a significant percentage of ISIS’s budget.%> The funds
generated through this war economy, as well as through external sources, were
used wisely by al-Nusra and then ISIS, as they recognized that their swift
military expansion depended on their ability not only to terrorize enemies but
also to co-opt Sunnis, including the poor and the tribes, using economic
incentives and networks of patronage and privilege, such as the protection of



contraband trafficking activity and the provision of a share of the oil trade and
smuggling in eastern Syria. Tribal leaders backed ISIS because they shared
common interests and a realpolitik political culture. For instance, driven by
material interests, the prominent Albu Ezzedine tribe of Deir al-Zour decided to
ally itself with ISIS after it engaged in a dispute with al-Nusra over revenue
generated from oil smuggling.® In exchange for their oath of allegiance, ISIS
also allowed tribes in al-Hasakah to trade in crude oil and refine it in ISIS-
controlled areas in al-Raqqah, Deir al-Zour, and Iraq.”* Many of these tribes had
also previously aligned themselves with Assad’s rule and constantly sought
protection and economic advantage. ISIS recognized the role of the tribes and
the importance of their backing in cementing the geographical gains made by the
jihadist group. In fact, ISIS took tribal issues so seriously that it set up its own
tribal affairs department in order to liaise with tribal leaders and mediate
intertribal disputes.’> As mentioned previously, initially ISIS tried to gain the
support of local communities for its cause and utilized various tactics, not just
coercion, to consolidate its power. It would be misleading to argue that ISIS
could have secured allegiance by sheer domination, even though fear and terror
are frequently used. ISIS’s capture of al-Raggah from al-Nusra in 2013 is a case
in point.

Similar to the Taliban in Afghanistan in the 1990s, ISIS developed a
rudimentary infrastructure of administration and governance in captured
territories. It aimed to provide the inhabitants of these territories with basic
services, physical security, and daily subsistence, including bread, water,
electricity, trash collection, policing, and shariah-based justice. Al-Ragqgah’s
residents acknowledge that ISIS preserved the bureaucracy and relied on
qualified foreign technocrats to deliver basic services, and most ordinary citizens
have come to terms with the new political order. In order to ensure a continuing
stream of external funding and to maintain a certain level of support from the
local communities, ISIS had to strike a “critical balance between the reputation
of rebel leaders as good providers for their communities and their reputations as
effective warlords leading successful battles.”®® The organization has at times
been extremely successful in achieving this. For instance, residents in Deir al-
Zour reported a noticeable increase in services such as electricity following
ISIS’s takeover of their city, noting that before the jihadist group arrived,
electricity was often cut off for several days at a time, but after the group arrived,



residents would get electricity for at least ten hours a day. ISIS even managed to
fix water pipes and provide water to rural villages that had not had this service
for years, though by the end of 2015, residents in the areas under the group’s
control reported that they were being financially squeezed by ISIS as it is
pressed financially.%”

The jihadist organization instituted a division of labor between its military
and civilian operations, appointing competent civilian deputies to local sectors,
including those of education, health, economy, electricity, and
telecommunications.”® According to a resident opposed to ISIS, Baghdadi
selected a Tunisian with a doctorate in communications who joined the militant
organization to manage that sector and develop it further.”® The civilian arm of
ISIS includes several administrative departments, such as a religious and
proselytization bureau, an education bureau, a judiciary system, and a security
apparatus. The religious (al Dawa) bureau is in charge of establishing shariah
institutes and Qur’anic study groups as well as organizing religious outreach
events where pamphlets are distributed,'?° often along with food and beverages.
The education outreach program is in charge of restructuring the educational
curriculum by placing Qur’anic and religious sciences at its core to, according to
Baghdadi, “eradicate ignorance and disseminate Shari’a sciences.”!0!

These “guidelines” seem to borrow heavily from Saudi Arabia’s
ultraconservative Salafi curriculum, especially that taught in public middle and
high schools, which is strict and puritanical. According to an al-Raqqgah activist,
after capturing the city, ISIS withdrew several modules from the education
curriculum, including music, arts, history, and philosophy, and imposed a weekly
shariah course for teachers.!%2 It enforced a similar education program in Mosul
and other areas under its control and segregated males and females in the
classrooms, including teachers and faculty. In September 2013, ISIS posted a
video of around fifty children attending an Islamic class in al-Raqqah, and held
Qur’an memorization workshops in Mosul for children and teenagers between
the ages of ten and eighteen. After graduation, children would receive prizes and
attend military training camps, thus indoctrinating young minds and supplying
ISIS with the next generation of fighters.'%® Similar to what al-Nusra had
enacted, ISIS has extended the authority of its court system to civilian affairs,
such as divorces, inheritance, and family disputes. In al-Raqgah, residents can
allegedly use the courts to file a complaint against ISIS members or even local
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emirs,'% and hudud (religious punishments that include public executions
are regularly carried out. As noted previously, ISIS has a police force tasked with
maintaining security in the streets and ensuring that court orders are executed.
Much of the organization’s administrative and educational strategy in the cities it
controls depends to some extent on support from the local populations.

The key point to highlight is that ISIS established a hadanah sha’biyya (a
social base)!%° in Syria, as well as in Irag, among poor Sunnis and tribes, and
several factors lie behind this popular support for the jihadist organization. The
ISIS narrative found acceptance in socially traumatized rural areas and urban
poverty belts devastated by drought and war. Baghdadi and his cohorts benefited
considerably from the severe social contradictions that exist in Syrian and Iraqi
society, particularly the abject poverty and abandonment of the rural areas that
led to a vacuum of legitimate authority. As stressed throughout this book, ISIS
exploited Sunni madhloumiya (a sense of victimization and injustice that many
Sunnis felt in relation to the Shia ruling elite) and used the revolt of the poor,
particularly agrarian, populations against authority as an integral part of its
ideological project. In this sense, ISIS differs fundamentally from Al Qaeda
Central by nourishing a social constituency rooted in a pan-Sunni identity that
provides it with a plentiful source of potential recruits.

ISIS has also instituted strict rules and punishments in a bid to prevent mass
mobilization against its rule and to ensure absolute loyalty. According to
Amnesty International, in al-Raqqah and Aleppo provinces ISIS has several
detention facilities where torture and extrajudicial Kkillings are conducted
indiscriminately.'%” In a testimony in an Islamist newspaper, a member of ISIS
who spent several months in an ISIS jail in Aleppo recounts horror stories of
summary execution and torture by a security clique without regard to any
religious, legal, or moral code. According to the Yemeni fighter who says he
escaped from captivity, most of the detainees are ISIS members who were
arrested because they had lodged complaints about corruption or misuse of
authority by fellow commanders. His final verdict is damning: “ISIS
excommunicates anyone who disagrees with it.” Anyone who enters ISIS’s
prisons is kafir until he proves otherwise, as his jailers bluntly put it.'% Other
accounts corroborate his testimony. For instance, Amnesty International
documented the case of a married man in his forties who was initially detained
by ISIS because he was accused of dealing with forged currency; however, when



searching his home, ISIS fighters found a memory card containing images that
led ISIS to accuse the man of zina (unlawful sexual relations). The man was then
tortured and sentenced to death by a shariah court judge in al-Raggah. The man
had protested that he had recorded the images in 2006 or 2007, years before ISIS
was established in Syria.'%°

ISIS also forces residents in the areas under its control to abide by its strict
implementation of shariah, including a strict dress code, closure of shops during
prayer times, and a ban on smoking.'!? Its hisbah, initially made up of only men,
announced in February 2014 the creation of an all-women division, the al-
Khansa force. At first, the aim of al-Khansa, whose female members are said to
be paid just over $200 a month, was to prevent male dissidents and subversives
from infiltrating ISIS-controlled territories by verifying the identities of women
entering ISIS territory. Now the role of al-Khansa has expanded to encompass
the policing of morality and public behavior, including ensuring that women
abide by ISIS’s strict dress code and that they are accompanied by a male
relative when they leave their homes.!™ ISIS also has set up its own system of
taxation in al-Raqqgah, which extracts 2.5 percent of shopkeepers’ revenues as a
form of Zakat or alms, and a monthly fee of just over $8.00.!'> Christians are
allowed to live in the city, but only if they agree to pay jizya twice a year. Even
those held in ISIS detention reported being forced to adhere to strict religious
rules. According to Human Rights Watch, a number of the released Kurdish
students who were detained in Kobane in 2014 said that those who performed

badly in compulsory religious lessons were beaten.!!3



MISAPPROPRIATING THE ARAB SPRING
UPRISINGS

Social and political circumstances in Syria and Iraq presented ISIS with a fertile
opportunity to exploit legitimate Sunni grievances in both countries. ISIS could
not have expanded without the breakdown of state institutions and the deepening
communal rift, which has been wearing down the social fabric of Arab countries
in the Fertile Crescent for decades. Although only a minority adheres to ISIS’s
ideology of Salafi-jihadism, by depicting itself as the sole defender of authentic
Islam and the sole representative of persecuted Sunnis, the group has filled a
governance and ideational void created by the absence of solid national identity
and security.! While it is imperative to unpack ISIS’s ideology, worldview,
recruitment tactics, and sources of finance, the driving forces behind its surge
stem from the accumulated failures of Arab political authoritarianism over the
past four decades that span both the political and the economic spheres. On one
level, the tyranny of the political regimes suffocated society and sowed the seeds
of nonstate, identity-driven radical movements. On another level, autocratic
Arab regimes failed to develop their economies and meet the rising expectations
of their growing and increasingly youthful populations, causing a severe social
crisis of abject poverty and double-digit unemployment rates among the young.
This convergence between political authoritarianism and economic
developmental failure was the fuel that powered the uprisings of the Arab
Spring.

A REVISIONIST INTERPRETATION OF THE ARAB SPRING

In early 2011, millions of Arabs across the Middle East and North Africa burst
out onto the streets and called for social justice, freedom, and a life of dignity.



On the whole, these large-scale protests were peaceful, including people from all
social classes, men, women, and children. The world watched with romanticism
and astonishment as the “veiled Arab” became visible and broke his or her
chains. Al Qaeda’s black flags remained notably absent’ as the Arab revolts
gathered steam in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Bahrain, and Syria. The calls
echoing from various mayadeen revolved around human rights, respect, and
other universal aspirations, not identity politics or parochial interests.

Contrary to what Al Qaeda’s proponents claim, Osama bin Laden and Ayman
al-Zawahiri, together with their supporters, did not—and do not—have their
finger on the pulse of the Arab masses. Salafi-jihadists and even Islamists in
general did not play a prominent role in the large-scale popular uprisings,
although mainstream religious activists did eventually join the protesters and
raise similar banners. Despite claims by both Al Qaeda’s supporters and its
detractors that attempt to establish a link between the revolutionary moment that
erupted in 2011 and the contentious and violent transition that has since unfolded
in post—Arab Spring countries, the uprisings were neither religiously driven nor
Islamist based. For example, in a book published in 2015, the former deputy
director of the CIA, Michael Morell, asserts that “the Arab Spring was a boon to
Islamic extremists across the Middle East and North Africa.... From a
counterterrorism perspective, the Arab Spring had turned to winter.”> Morell
points out that the US intelligence establishment failed to anticipate the Arab
revolutions when it offered optimistic assessments that these uprisings would
undermine Al Qaeda’s ideology and worldview: “We thought and told policy-
makers that this outburst of popular revolt would damage al-Qaeda by
undermining the group’s narrative.”*

In a similar vein, bin Laden and Zawabhiri, together with their cohorts, were
stunned by the political earthquake that rocked the Middle East and North
Africa. After recovering from the shock, Al Qaeda’s leaders fully embraced the
Arab uprisings and welcomed the downfall of their ideological rivals, the
arguably secular and often Western-backed Arab rulers in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya,
Yemen, and Syria. More importantly, they hoped to ride the Arab revolts and
take ownership of them. Bin Laden, a month before he was killed in a US Navy
SEAL team raid on his compound in May 2011, described the Arab Spring
uprisings as a “tremendous event,” according to a cache of letters and documents
seized from the Al Qaeda leader’s hideaway and recently released by American



authorities, and he urged his deputies to seize the narrative of “revolution” and
rally Muslim youth.” Bin Laden suggested launching a media campaign to incite
“people who have not yet revolted and exhort them to rebel against the rulers”
while hoping to guide them away from “half solutions” like nationalist
democratic politics. In his posthumously revealed message, bin Laden expressed
his “happiness” and “delight” with the demonstrators, saying that the umma had
been waiting for this revolution for decades. He said he hoped the “the winds of
change [would] spread over the entire Muslim world” and liberate it from
“Western domination.” In an undated letter released by US authorities after the
raid on bin Laden’s compound, he urges his followers to “make best use of this
great opportunity” and to keep these revolutions “alive,”® reiterating his belief
that these developments were opportunities that should not be missed. Bin Laden
goes on to plead, “To the children of my Muslim umma, [I tell you] this is a
crossroads and a historic moment to get out of the chains of slavery. So, make
best use of it and break the shackles of Zionism. It is ignorant as well as sinful to
waste this long-awaited opportunity.” In another letter, which was also seized in
the raid, bin Laden repeats this rhetoric: “When revolutions erupt, they must be
supported, or else the opportunity will pass.”” In a letter to Egyptians, he said
that “your revolution is a definitive one between Al-kufr al-‘alami [world
atheism] on one hand and the Islamic nation on the other hand.”® In other
statements, bin Laden was clear about what he meant by this “opportunity,”
linking it to the existential conflict that he had long portrayed between Islam and
the West, the far enemy.

Bin Laden’s successor, Zawabhiri, celebrated “the fall of corrupt and
corrupting agents of America in Tunisia and Egypt, and the shaking of their
thrones in Libya, Yemen, and Syria.” In his eulogy for his predecessor, Zawahiri
affirmed his support for the uprisings in Yemen and Libya and called upon the
people not to be “tricked” by American and Western support for the uprisings,
particularly the NATO mission in Libya. Trying to jump on the bandwagon of
the Arab Spring and appeal to the protesters, Zawahiri, Al Qaeda’s current emir,
reminded Egyptians that before he escaped from the country, he “had
participated in many popular protests and demonstrations,”
Tahrir Square in 1971.”9 Strategically, Zawahiri avoided any mention of an
ideological difference during the 1970s protest movements, which had been led
by Marxists and leftists. As Anwar Sadat had used Islamists to demolish these
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leftist movements in the 1970s, Zawahiri heaped praise on “those honourable
brothers” who took part in them.'® The overlooking of such ideological
differences demonstrates Zawahiri’s opportunism in the aftermath of the Arab
Spring. Several of Zawahiri’s contemporary associates told me in the 1990s that
he never believed in political activism as a means to overthrow the secular
Egyptian regime and did not even use the mosque for recruitment or
mobilization. From a very young age, growing up during a period of profound
socioeconomic and political change in Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s, Zawabhiri
rejected the political process and waged a crusade against the Egyptian
government, a crusade that took him from a high school in an upper-middle-class
neighborhood in Egypt to the killing fields of Afghanistan and Pakistan. The
truth is that mass protesters in Egypt succeeded in toppling an autocrat by
peaceful means, whereas Zawahiri, who dedicated his life to such a task, failed
to do so by violent means.

Aware of inherent contradictions between Al Qaeda’s ideology and that of the
protesters, Abu Yahya al-Libi, Zawabhiri’s right-hand lieutenant, described the
uprisings as an extension of Al Qaeda’s prolonged struggle to expel Western
influence from the Muslim world. To Libi it was simply “a step of many efforts
to reach the goal.” In a 2011 videotape, Libi hailed the revolutions in Egypt,
Tunisia, and Libya as a considerable step on the path toward fighting “taghut al-
asr [the despot of the age], America, the source of terrorism and the
destruction.”'! He argued that the mujahideen’s fight created a weaker United
States, which was incapable of stopping the flow of the revolutions toppling
tyrants such as Hosni Mubarak of Egypt.'? In a similar vein, Anwar al-Awlaki,
the infamous American-Yemeni militant preacher killed by a US drone strike in
2011, was candid and realistic, conceding that Al Qaeda had nothing to do with
the historical developments remaking the region. In an article titled “Tsunami of
Change,” which appeared in his Inspire magazine in May 2011, Awlaki said,
“We do not know yet what the outcome would be, and we do not have to. The
outcome doesn’t have to be an Islamic government for us to consider what is
occurring to be a step in the right direction.”!3

What all these statements show is that bin Laden, Zawahiri, Libi, and Awlaki
were caught off guard by the storm that was the Arab Spring, and labored to
understand its impact. They celebrated the downfall of Arab rulers, hoping to
capitalize on a subsequent power struggle and security vacuum to advance the



jihadist cause. Today Al Qaeda chiefs attempt to rewrite the history of the Arab
Spring by claiming that the organization backed it and even encouraged Al
Qaeda members to be actively involved. In a widely watched satellite television
interview with Al Jazeera in May 2015, the emir of Jabhat al-Nusra, the official
arm of Al Qaeda Central in Syria, Abu Mohammed al-Joulani, openly stated that
Zawahiri, his superior, counseled members to support the Arab Spring uprisings,
which, he asserted, they did.

Al Qaeda’s new Arab Spring narrative is part of its attempt to rewrite Arab-
Islamic history from the birth of Islam to the present day. If the organization has
tried so hard to convince the public of its support and involvement in the
uprisings, it is first and foremost because they constitute one of the greatest
movements of civil resistance the region has known since decolonization. By
overthrowing long-seated autocratic regimes, the people proved that together and
without being united by a common political or religious ideology, they could
achieve what Islamist and opposition movements had been trying to do without
success for decades. In doing so, they not only defied prevalent conceptions of
the region as being “dormant,” but also debunked Salafi-jihadists’ depictions of
acts of civil resistance as weak, ineffective, and hopeless. They undercut Al
Qaeda’s claim that only an Islamist vanguard would spearhead revolutionary
change in Muslim societies, thereby directly challenging the standard jihadist
narrative on political change in the Arab and Islamic world. The millions of
Arabs who took to the streets openly performed a political act par excellence and
grounded their aspirations and interests in the earthly world, in contrast to Al
Qaeda and other Salafi-jihadists, who have put rhetorical emphasis on the world
beyond earth. They proved that oppression is a sign of weakness rather than
strength, as regimes rapidly crumbled in the face of mass popular rebellion. In
addition, the uprisings also defied prominent claims of Islam’s incompatibility
with democracy by showing that “the compatibility or incompatibility of Islam
and Democracy is not a matter of philosophical speculation, but of political
struggle; it is not as much a matter of texts as balance of power between those
who want an authoritarian religion and those who desire a pluralistic,
progressive version.”'# On the whole, the revolts were peaceful, nonideological,
and inclusive, composed of a coalition of men and women of all ages and
political persuasions: liberal-leaning centrists, democrats, leftists, nationalists,
and mainstream Islamists who accept the rules of participatory politics. While



the middle class remained an important component of the protests, these were
multifaceted and also included laborers, peasants, factory workers, civil servants,
intellectuals, unions, political parties, and, in some instances, members of the
security services and police force. The social and political mosaic initiated an
important political process and an opening up of the public space that included
negotiations and re-modulations of the protesters’ diverging societal visions,
which had never been embraced by the security-dominated state. “Bread,
Freedom and Social Justice” was the rallying cry, which echoed from the squares
of Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria, and elsewhere. The large-scale
popular uprisings defied al-istibdad (repression), fear, and bullets and called for
effective citizenship and more representative and egalitarian political and
economic systems.'® Scholars drew links between these uprisings, revolts, and
revolutions (using different labels) and the earlier “secular” waves of dynamic
open debate in burgeoning civil societies in the 2000s.!6 Others took these Arab
Spring actions out of their localities, claiming that they were part of a group of
transnational movements that employ similar symbiosis.!” Whether they have
their origins in local circumstances or transnational circumstances or both, the
Arab Spring uprisings have formally inscribed the people of the region in the
global narrative of resistance through civil movements. Indeed, in their analysis
of the lead-up to the uprisings, what some political scientists and all Salafists had
in common was their propensity to overlook the history and role of contentious
politics and civil resistance in the region. In particular, Salafi-jihadists of all
persuasions insisted that political change would only come about by
revolutionary means, not through civil resistance or the ballot box.

Al Qaeda’s chiefs, including bin Laden, Zawahiri, Abu Musab al-Zargawi,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, and Joulani, preached that only violence, armed struggle
could bring about their heavenly utopia—Qur’an-based states and a caliphate.
Their subsequent attempt to take credit and even ownership of the 2011 uprisings
is a preposterous, political act. One of the key terms that emerged out of the
uprisings’ discourse was not caliphate but al-dawla al-madaniyya (the civil
state). Although the term has various meanings and is used by nationalists,
secularists, and mainstream Islamists, it clashes fundamentally with the utopian
religious vision of the state articulated by Al Qaeda Central and ISIS. Moreover,
the struggle by both nationalist and Islamist movements over the appropriation
and ownership of the civil state shows that the concept of the civil state resonates



much more powerfully with the majority of the Arab-Islamic masses than does
the concept of the caliphate. Indeed, central to the discourse of the protesters was
their call for a new political, progressive vision and a political restructuring of
the state along inclusive and transparent lines. The protesters’ emphasis on social
justice rather than individual rewards indicates that while they wanted to break
away from autocracy, their demands did not fit a neoliberal agenda. The subtext
of the uprisings, therefore, should be interpreted as that of a struggle against the
oppression, whether secularist or religious, that had stripped citizens of their
political identity, and a fight for civil rights and citizenship.

TRANSITION ABORTED

Despite the exaggerated claims from Al Qaeda’s leaders, they did not spearhead
the Arab uprisings. However, Salafi-jihadists did benefit from the post—Arab
Spring chaos that erupted as a result of the collusion between
counterrevolutionary forces at home and abroad, a chaos that led to the abortion
of the transition from authoritarianism to pluralism. Writing in 2012, I warned
that if the “transition is aborted in Arab countries, Al Qaeda local branches
might exploit the ensuing turmoil and spread their tentacles near and far.”'8 As a
subversive social movement, Al Qaeda feeds on mayhem and breeds in conflict
zones. Instead of addressing the legitimate demands of the Arab masses for
social justice, freedom, and effective citizenship, Arab rulers, together with their
foreign patrons, used delaying tactics; violence; the divisive policies of
sectarianism, regionalism, and tribalism; and financial bribery to preserve the
authoritarian status quo. They squandered a precious opportunity to structurally
reform and rebuild dysfunctional institutions and give their citizens a stake in the
new order. The rallying cries of the Arab Spring uprisings fell on deaf ears and
in many cases were met with more repression, rather than political restructuring
and real change. In Libya, Yemen, and Syria, and to a lesser extent in Iraq, the
brutal suppression of protesters militarized the largely peaceful uprisings and
caused a breakdown of state institutions, particularly in the security sector. Al
Qaeda Central and like-minded local factions found a receptive home in
disaffected local Sunni communities in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen gradually
replacing peaceful collective action with an armed collective insurgency. The
failure of formal opposition movements to unify, engage, and work with the
popular groupings behind the protests also benefited armed and violent factions.



In Iraq, for instance, a decade of political turmoil, state-sanctioned sectarian
policies, and Sunni political alienation played a significant role in the rise of a
plethora of smaller groups (ranging from Salafi-jihadists to Sunni nationalists) in
Sunni provinces, which in turn paved the way for ISIS.! In this sense, what the
uprisings showed is the inability of political opposition parties to break away
from politics based on state sovereignty and move toward popular sovereignty.
Therefore, it is misleading and disingenuous to attribute the surge of ISIS solely
to the Arab Spring uprisings, as both Al Qaeda’s advocates and its detractors do.
In fact, Al Qaeda’s chiefs have tried to hijack and claim popular agency.
After the large-scale peaceful uprisings of the Arab Spring became militarized in
Syria, Iraq, and Libya, Al Qaeda made a concerted effort to infiltrate the armed
revolts and dominate them militarily as well as to appeal to and win the hearts
and minds of local Sunni populations. In concert with their military campaign,
Al Qaeda leaders have exploited the violent upheaval and social turmoil that
followed the Arab Spring to promote their ideological narrative, a narrative that
dismisses nonviolent political activism as useless and stresses that violence is the
only means to oust authoritarian rulers. For example, at the beginning of the
uprisings in 2011, Al Qaeda’s powerful deputy, Libi, cautioned the protesters
against “wasting the fruits of liberation” by pursuing democracy, describing it as
a “road to hell,” calling instead for the establishment of an Islamic emirate based
on Qur’anic laws. In another speech, in 2012, he urged support for overthrowing
the Assad regime not only because of its oppressive nature, but also because of
the need to “establish the rule of [Islamic] law” in Syria.20 A few years later, the
leader of al-Nusra reiterated the same message live on Al Jazeera’s satellite
television station. Joulani took credit for backing the Arab uprisings and
dismissed politics and peaceful protests as futile. Only armed militias formed by
the people (jihadist groups) would topple the rulers, he stated.?! Another Salafi-
jihadist radical, Abu Qatada, whom successive British home secretaries tried to
deport to Jordan on terror-related charges, ascribed the Arab Spring revolts to
divine will and depicted the struggle in binary terms, as one between Islam and
its enemies—albeit an interpretation of Islam as defined by the jihadists.??
Jihadist leaders from various factions have all savagely criticized mainstream
Islamists, mainly the Ikhwan (Muslim Brotherhood) in Egypt and al-Nahda in
Tunisia, for playing by the rules of the democratic game and for participating in
elections and joining parliaments. The ouster of Mohamed Morsi, the first



democratically elected president in Egypt’s contemporary history and a
prominent member of the Ikhwan, provided Salafi-jihadists with a perfect
opportunity to attack mainstream Islamists as unauthentic and portray their
commitment to electoral politics as un-Islamic. According to Baghdadi, Joulani,
Zawahiri, and Abu Qatada, political change could only come about through the
barrel of a gun, not through the electoral box. Al Qaeda leaders point toward
events in Egypt as a warning to religious activists and the public at large against
political engagement and democratic participation. Joulani is a case in point. He
is considered a “moderate” Salafi-jihadist, and he borrows from similar
theological sources to those of the Muslim Brothers. Yet, while acknowledging
doctrinal ties with the Ikhwan, Joulani accused them of forfeiting jihad and
putting their faith in democracy and parliament, which are, in his opinion, un-
Islamic. Neither the military nor its superpower patron, the United States, would
allow the Islamists to rule, stated Joulani. He claimed that then defense minister
Abd al-Fatah al-Sissi would not have carried out his coup against the Muslim
Brothers without a green light from the Americans.?? In contrast to Joulani and
his emir, Zawahiri, who limit their disagreement with the Muslim Brothers to
public criticism, ISIS excommunicates fellow Islamists and consider their
participation in electoral politics in Iraq, Egypt, and Tunisia as blasphemy, thus
sanctioning the killing of Ikhwan members. In April 2015, a statement by Beit
al-Maqds (now known as Wilayet Sinai or “Sinai Province”), a Sinai-based
Salafi-jihadist group that pledged allegiance to ISIS, stated that the Muslim
Brothers “were dragged into humiliation and shame as they had diverted from
obeying the rules of Allah and as they had adopted democracy instead of
Jihad.”?* The clampdown on the Muslim Brotherhood by the Egyptian
authorities is divine will, assert ISIS’s advocates, because the Muslim Brothers
worship “democracy” over God’s laws.?> In a new twist nine months later,
“Sinai Province” called on the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi movement, to
abandon “peaceful means” and do jihad. “We call upon Egyptians to fight for the
sake of god. We invite you to take arms against tyranny,” says a militant in a
video, wearing a Jalabyia and gun holster and speaking in colloquial Arabic. The
“soldiers of the Caliphate” have proven loyal in countering “tyrants,” added the
speaker.2°

Criticism of the Muslim Brotherhood by Salafi-jihadists is designed to show
the utter failure of fellow Islamists who participated in democratic politics while



highlighting the success of their own violent path. As Syria and Iraq plunged
into civil strife and social turmoil, Baghdadi, Joulani, and Zawahiri commanded
Muslims worldwide to join their jihad, and, indeed, recruitment swelled. At the
zenith of its power in 2001, the membership of bin Laden’s Al Qaeda was
between two thousand and three thousand fighters. In contrast, Baghdadi now
has a growing mini-army of between thirty thousand and one hundred thousand
members. By becoming the major beneficiary of the breakdown of state
institutions in the Fertile Crescent, ISIS, together with like-minded Al Qaeda
factions, was able to hijack the people’s calls for freedom, justice, and dignity
and turn popular as well as intellectual opinions against the Arab Spring
uprisings.

In the eyes of people from across the political spectrum, the Arab Spring has
become synonymous with ISIS and the unleashing of a sectarian war that
threatens state and society alike. Arab commentators and civil society leaders,
along with many in the West, now refer to the Arab Spring as the Arab Winter,
comparing this moment in history to a virus and a curse that has afflicted the
region and poisoned it socially, destroying its fragile institutions and
undermining its political stability. For example, Adonis, a prominent secular
Arab poet and public intellectual, dismisses the Arab uprisings as vacuous,
lacking a vision or a plan to structurally transform Arab society. “What is
important are the results, not the beginnings,” argued Adonis, accusing
reactionary regional powers, such as Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar, together
with the Islamists, of driving and subverting the Arab revolts. Adonis has been
relentless in his criticism of the Arab Spring, offering a conspiratorial
interpretation of its violent aftermath.?” He is in good company on the left and
the right of the political spectrum in the Arab world. Such critics do not
recognize that the failure to structurally transform society and politics in the
Arab countries resulted not from the lack of political cohesion at the popular
level, but from the lack of real engagement among the popular, intellectual, and
political elites.

Moreover, hoping to turn back the wheels of history, supporters of the old
regime portray the large-scale popular uprisings as a conspiracy hatched by the
Western powers, together with their Islamist cronies at home, to divide the Arab
peoples into warring tribes and factions.”® Noticeably, conspiracy advocates
include historians, cultural critics, and public intellectuals, such as Egyptian



historian Assem Desouki, who contended that the “Arab revolutions are a clear-

cut American industry.”?? Other writers called the Arab Spring the “second

Sykes-Picot,”?" referring to the secret British-French agreement that defined

their spheres of influence and control in the Middle East after the demise of the
Ottoman Empire during the First World War. This conspiratorial view of the
Arab Spring not only dismisses agency altogether but also implicitly absolves
the old regime of responsibility for pauperizing Arab societies and sowing the
seeds of extremism. For example, in his book, Islam and the Arab Awakening,
Tarig Ramadan, a Muslim philosopher and academic, comes dangerously close
to suggesting that these uprisings were a foreign conspiracy instigated from the
outside to facilitate Western control of the Arab world. This is disappointing
coming from the pen of an influential Muslim writer, who sadly contributes to a
preponderant tendency in the political culture of the Arab-Islamic world, a
tendency that seeks to explain the politics in the region as result of ongoing
foreign conspiracies, thus denying moral and political agency to local actors.3!
Despite differences among these voices on the left and right, they share a
common tendency: a lack of confidence in popular movements. These narratives
of differing ideological persuasions show that whether the Arab peoples
challenge authoritarianism or not, they are rarely conceived of as a potentially
powerful force for change, a viewpoint reminiscent of the discourse propagated
by the colonial narrative framework that aimed to maintain an autocratic
conception of power. The European Enlightenment, in contrast, is pregnant with
writers and texts that praise popular will and agency as a vehicle for change.

The Arab Spring uprisings did not occur in a vacuum. Millions of Arabs
reached a breaking point after decades of political tyranny and developmental
failure, and rebelled against oppressive conditions. The Arab state system had
broken down long before the uprisings. Thus, it would be false to blame foreign
conspiracies for the ruptures that have shaken the old regimes to their
foundations, because that would overlook the real struggles the people faced and
the valid demands they made. Equally important, these narratives confuse cause
and effect; they entangle an emancipatory moment with still-unfolding
contentious and violent transition. They project a vision of change as linear and
straightforward, excluding constitutive elements of change such as violence,
chaos, and digressions. It is too early to pass an indictment on the Arab Spring
because such historical developments cannot be measured in a short time span.



In reality, the Arab Spring was sabotaged by a multitude of actors, including
autocratic rulers and their regional allies, the military-security apparatus in each
of the countries, al-fulul (elements of the old regime), and Salafi-jihadists of the
ISIS variety. All of these actors had a common interest in blocking peaceful
political change. Despite their various pronouncements to the contrary, Al Qaeda
and ISIS, along with Salafi-jihadist groups, are counterrevolutionary movements
par excellence. From Zarqawi to Baghdadi, leaders of jihadist organizations such
as AQI and ISIS have been quick to show that they have no qualms about
resorting to terror and unabated brutality to discourage, prevent, and stop
popular dissent against their rule. ISIS’s self-declared caliphate is a utopia rooted
in seventh-century Arabia that is divorced from the realities and complexities of
fourteen centuries of Muslim history and society. In fact, ISIS’s caliphate is a
mythology masquerading as law and imposing the past on the present wholesale.
Baghdadi and his cohorts’ new Islamic mythology is used to reflect an
ontological cultural and historical unity that binds a community together; they
also assert their absolute power by rejecting modernity while using its logistical
and propaganda techniques.

ISIS tolerates no dissent or diversity in the areas under its control and has
systematically engaged in cultural cleansing in both Iraq and Syria. It enforces
political and social uniformity and rigidity and viciously punishes dissent. It
asserts its power through various coercive and disciplinary methods, which
involve not only a rewriting of history but also socio-territorial remodulations
that are accomplished by creating rudimentary institutions, jobs, and hierarchies.
Its territorial advances are spearheaded by calculated and meticulous war
planning; it uses various propaganda means, including social media, radio,
television or Internet channels, forums, and leaflets to portray itself as a
civilizational force whose aim is to “educate” and uncover and reclaim the true
meanings of Islam. ISIS’s strategic goal is to establish a totalitarian system or
hegemony that is rooted in a reactionary interpretation of shariah. It considers
anyone who disagrees with its interpretation of shariah a murtad (apostate), a sin
punishable by death. Mincing no words, ISIS’s spokespeople and proponents
explicitly acknowledge that military might, the sword, gives them the right to
dictate the umma’s covenant.®? In turn, this very same interpretation of shariah
gives ISIS the perfect impetus for the justification of its establishment of a new
monocratic regime in the name of change, making religion the perfect tool to



obtain and maintain power.

In his explication of the reasons for the declaration of the Islamic State of
Iraq, one of ISIS’s key theological mentors, Othman bin Abdel Rahman Al-
Tamimi, said that battle-hardened jihadists have the final say because they
exercise military control and are better acquainted with the circumstances on the
ground, mimicking a Manichean-Hobbesian worldview.>> Tamimi’s philosophy,
which not only cancels agency but also eliminates the popular will, sheds light
on the mentality of ISIS. Baghdadi and his top lieutenants invest their authority
with religious legitimation and anoint themselves as the guardians of the Muslim
community worldwide. Thus the barrel of the gun matters more than the will of
the people, a violation of the spirit of the Arab Spring. Moreover, ISIS, al-Nusra,
and like-minded groups seem to have revived a controversial and contested
notion about Hakimiyya (God’s sovereignty or rule) made popular by Abul Ala
Mawdudi, an Indian-Pakistani theologian, and Sayyid Qutb, an Egyptian master
theorist of revolutionary Islamism. Hakimiyya means that God alone is
sovereign, not human rulers; laws or nations and political power in this world
exist in order to apply the divinely ordained principles of the shariah. In his
seminal manifesto, Milestones, Qutb said that the whole world, even Muslims,
“live in Jahiliyya [ignorance of the true path],” similar to the world of the pre-
Islamic age.3* According to Qutb, “Islam ... is in battle with Jahiliyya and its
surroundings.”3> Therefore, he emphasized the need to fight this Jahiliyya for
“Islam to end up the supreme singular rule,” a concept which he called
Hakimiyya.?® As had been the case in the pre-Islam era, Qutb said, such a goal
would be realized with the use of force. Indeed, Qutb was preceded by another
scholar who proposed the same conceptualization of confronting the jahili
society. Mawdudi, who founded the Jamaat-e-Islami in 1941, said that the
teachings of the Qur’an or Sunna should not be overrun by any laws or
constitutions. Mawdudi said that “no single individual, a family, a class, a party
or any individual living in the state has the right to Hakimiyya, as Allah is the
true ruler and holder of real power.”3” Mawdudi was against dividing up powers,
as he believed that they all should be concentrated within the prerogatives of
God. Qutb compared and contrasted God’s rule, an ideal type, with Jahiliyya,
which, in his opinion, includes all systems of governance based on man’s laws.
While in prison in Egypt in the 1950s and 1960s, Qutb called for the
replacement of Jahiliyya with Hakimiyya by force if necessary, and led a jihadist



vanguard whose mission was to lay out the foundation of an Islamic state. His
call resonated near and far and marked the beginning of the global jihadist
movement. In spite of differences among jihadists, all share in common a
profound commitment to reconstituting Hakimiyya as a governing principle and
getting rid of man-made laws and institutions, such as elections, parliaments, and
democracy in general.® Of all jihadist groups, ISIS is the only one to have
declared an Islamic state and then a caliphate, an ambitious imperial project that
is supported by its control of a wide swathe of territory in Iraq and Syria that is
roughly the size of the United Kingdom, with an estimated population of
between five million and eight million people. While many argue that the Arab
Spring’s aftermath gave rise to ISIS, it is more accurate to state that the jihadist
organization took advantage of an opportunity and conspired to infiltrate and
militarize a rocky and contentious transition by trying to hijack the popular will.
Moreover, the new regional cold war between the leader of Arabian Sunni
Islam, Saudi Arabia, and the leader of Shia Islam, (Persian) Iran, provided
ammunition to nonstate actors like Al Qaeda and ISIS by diverting the path of
the struggle away from social and political emancipation toward geostrategic and
sectarian rivalry. Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Yemen have become proxy theaters for
regional and global wars in which Saudi Arabia and Iran, together with Turkey,
Qatar, Egypt, and others, vie for dominance by financing and arming warring
groups, including Salafi-jihadists. As elaborated in the introduction, neither ISIS
nor al-Nusra could have expanded without the existence of an unholy alliance
between authoritarian Arab rulers and their regional and global patrons to
preserve the old regime. In particular, Saudi Arabia and Iran acted as
counterrevolutionary powers and tried to stem the tide of political change at
home and in the neighborhood. In a similar vein, although US policymakers
belatedly backed regulated change in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria,
they were more reluctant to do so in Bahrain lest they lose the support of Gulf
allies. The unfolding of regional and global wars by proxies, together with the
derailment of the Arab Spring by counterrevolutionary powers, provided fuel
that powered al-Nusra, ISIS, and other Al Qaeda local factions in general. These
nonstate actors exploited the chaos and armed clashes that followed the
dislocation of the Arab Spring in the Fertile Crescent to indirectly gain finances,
arms, and a religious cover from neighboring Sunni states.>® This precious social
and material capital has been decisive in the growth and success of these Salafi-



jihadists.

ISIS AND THE CLASH OF IDENTITIES

Of all variables empowering ISIS and like-minded Salafi-jihadi groups in Iraq
and Syria, the anti-Shia, anti-Iranian factor tops the list. ISIS has successfully
developed a narrative rooted in a pan-Sunni identity that is intrinsically opposed
to what it portrays as an aggressive and expansionist Shia ideology that has
infiltrated and is engulfing the Islamic world. ISIS’s anti-Shia, anti-Iranian
program is the most powerful card it has played in Iraq and Syria, and it has so
far proved to be a potent recruiting tool. Salafi-jihadists have exploited a
creeping communal rift that deepened and widened after the US-led invasion of
Iraq in 2003. This dispute spiraled out of control after the Arab Spring was
aborted and after Syria and Iraq descended into war and chaos. It is this clash of
sub-Islamic identities, a mini intra-Islamic war, that has fueled ISIS’s spectacular
growth. After the fall of Mosul in June 2014 and the declaration of the Islamic
State, time and again the organization’s spokespeople asserted their leadership of
the umma and Ahl al-Sunna (the global Muslim community) and dismissed
existing and potential rivals to this honor as pretenders. Baghdadi and his inner
circle are severely critical for the leadership of Saudi Arabia, the historic
birthplace of Islam and a bastion and leader of Sunni Islam. In his few
pronouncements after his appointment as the newly anointed caliph in the
summer of 2014, Baghdadi presented ISIS as the sole guardian of Sunni interests
worldwide, not just in Iraq and Syria. He went on to accuse Saudi leaders of
forfeiting their responsibility to defend Sunni Islam. “The Arabian Peninsula’s
rulers have been exposed and disgraced and have lost their supposed
‘legitimacy,” ” said Baghdadi in a thirty-four-minute audio recording in May
2015. He has consistently called on Saudis to rally around the Islamic State
against their “apostate tyrannical rulers,” who fail to defend the Sunni faith and
community against the Rafidah (a pejorative term for the Shia meaning
“rejecters”). Only the caliphate will bring back to Muslims “glory, honor, rights
and leadership,” Baghdadi preached.*® Bringing down Saudi Arabia would
provide an opportunity for Baghdadi to try to assert his authority over the Sunni
community by ruling over one of the most important places of Sunni Islam,
solidifying his pan-Sunni caliphate. For ISIS, the politics of identity is a ladder
that has enabled the group to climb to new heights.



Conceptually and operationally, there exist important differences between Al
Qaeda Central and ISIS, even though they belong to the same Salafi-jihadist
family. Bin Laden and Zawahiri never wavered from viewing America as the
real enemy and consistently reminded their followers that “the focus should be
on killing and fighting the American people and their representatives.”
According to another cache of letters and documents seized from the Al Qaeda
leader’s hideaway and released by American authorities in May 2015, bin Laden
urged his deputies and lieutenants to avoid diverting jihad away from the far
enemy (the United States) to the near enemy (Middle Eastern rulers or the Shia).
“We should stop operations against the army and the police in all regions,
especially Yemen,” bin Laden wrote in one of the newly revealed documents,
imploring Al Qaeda affiliates to only defend themselves if they are attacked. He
argued that the most effective means to defeat Arab and Muslim rulers is to alter
US foreign policy and level the playing field in the region. This could not be
achieved, in bin Laden’s view, without systematically “striking America to force
it to abandon these rulers and leave the Muslims alone.” It is clear that bin
Laden, Zawahiri, and other top deputies preferred to attack America and its
European allies and avoid Muslim infighting. “Uproot the obnoxious tree by
concentrating on its American trunk,” bin Laden wrote in a letter urging Al
Qaeda affiliates in North Africa to follow his advice.*! There was a strategic
logic to bin Laden and Zawahiri’s focus on the United States, which, in their
opinion, maintains the political status quo in the Middle East and North Africa.
For them, the road to Cairo, Riyadh, Algiers, and Jerusalem will be open after
the expulsion of US influence from the region.

Zawahiri’s correspondence with Zarqawi, the founder of Al Qaeda in Iraq,
illustrated a conceptual dissonance in their worldview. While Zawahiri urged his
subordinate Zargawi to attack the US coalition and desist from attacking the Shia
and Iranian interests, Zarqawi doubled down on the Shia and by 2006, just
before his death, had embroiled Iraq in civil war. In contrast to bin Laden and
Zawabhiri, who prioritized the struggle against America, Zargawi and his
successors, particularly Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, view the Shia and Iran as the
primary enemy. In an interview on Al Jazeera, Joulani revealed that Zargawi was
the godfather of ISIS and had pioneered the shift in focus from the far enemy to
the near enemy. According to Joulani, Zargawi consciously sucked Iran into
Irag’s killing fields by repeatedly attacking the Shia. Ironically, Joulani, who



fought alongside Zargawi in Iraq and became part of his inner circle, compared
Zargawi’s strategy toward Iran to that of bin Laden’s toward the United States.
According to Joulani, while Zarqawi sucked Iran into the shifting sands of Iraq,
bin Laden sucked the United States into the killing fields of Afghanistan and
Iraq, a statement that perfectly contrasts the two jihadists’ worldviews. Zarqawi
and Baghdadi (ISIS) are driven by a clash of identities between Sunni and Shia
Islam, a conflict that fuels their movement and provides them with recognition
and acceptance among aggrieved Sunnis. Ethnically and religiously diverse
countries such as Syria and Iraq were particularly vulnerable to this kind of
identity-driven conflict due to decades of dictatorship and failed governance, a
fact that was not lost on ISIS’s planners. Therefore, the derailment of the Arab
Spring, not the Arab Spring itself, was a godsend to Salafi-jihadists, particularly
ISIS.



ISIS VERSUS AL QAEDA:
REDEFINING JIHAD AND THE TRANSITION
FROM THE GLOBAL TO THE LOCAL

There is a common tendency among supporters and detractors of ISIS to impose
the framework of the present on the past in order to make sense of the recent
spectacular resurgence of this organization in Iraq and Syria. While this is a
standard narrative, it overlooks the structural constraints and different social
conditions that its predecessor, the Islamic State of Iraq, faced between 2006 and
2011. The constraints included the hostile Sunni Iragi opinion and the co-option
of leading Sunni tribes by the United States, centrifugal fault lines among Sunni
armed groups that clashed with one another, and the shrinking pool of foreign
recruits. As discussed, by 2010 the attacks by the Sahwa councils, composed of
Sunni tribes and backed financially and militarily by the United States, had
forced ISI to retreat from many Sunni areas and pushed it to the brink of
collapse. When the last American soldiers exited Iraq in December 2011, they
left behind a fairly battered ISI, which was only to reemerge as the most
powerful Salafi-jihadist group on the planet within the span of three years.

Therefore, one of this book’s aims is to explain the social and political forces
and causes behind the resurgence of ISI and its final metamorphosis into ISIS.
The previous chapters contextualized ISIS’s surge within Iraq’s dysfunctional
political system and deepening sectarianism following the US-led invasion and
occupation of the country in 2003 and the dismantling of state institutions, the
militarization of the largely peaceful Syrian uprising, and the regional wars by
proxies that poured gasoline on raging fires in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, and
elsewhere.

Arguably, the spectacular rise of ISIS, and other armed Islamist nonstate



actors in general, is linked to the organic crisis of the Arab state, a crisis of failed
political and economic governance decades in the making. However, it is
important to focus on the similarities and dissimilarities between ISIS and Al
Qaeda Central. Doing so will shine light on how ISIS has made a break from
traditional approaches to the Salafi-jihadist movement, turning into the most
powerful and wealthiest nonstate actor with potent and active affiliates in the
greater Middle East and beyond.

One point must be made crystal clear: Al Qaeda and ISIS belong to the same
family—Salafi-jihadism—and share a similar worldview. The idea of an Islamic
utopia lies at the heart of this Salafi-jihadist ideology, which aims to replace state
sovereignty with God’s rule. A common thread that runs through the Salafi-
jihadist universe, which includes Al Qaeda and ISIS, is a belief in the
establishment of Qur’anic-based states and a rejection of human-made laws.
This is central to the worldview of all Salafi-jihadists. While Al Qaeda is
characterized as an underground, transnational, borderless organization, ISIS
managed to blend in with local Sunni communities, functioning within the
concept of statehood. Additionally, ISIS is a group firmly rooted in the Sunni-
Shia divide, sometimes referred to as geosectarianism, a fierce rivalry between
Sunni-dominated Saudi Arabia and Shia-dominated Iran.! However, Al Qaeda,
despite being an organization steeped in Salafi-jihadist doctrine, cautioned its
members and divisions against targeting the Shia. In contrast, ISIS is not a mere
terrorist or even an insurgent organization; rather, it is a quasi-state entity, that
aspires to build a pan-Islamic state, a caliphate, and to tear down the
“colonialist” borders erected by the European powers after the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire at the end of World War 1. Moreover, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
offers an alternative to the discredited, “over-stated” Arab state and taps into a
reservoir of bitterness created by the “ruling castes” over the last four decades.?
More than a terrorist threat, ISIS challenges the foundation of the postcolonial
order and distinguishes itself from other jihadist groups by its territorial and

statist ambitions.>

AL QAEDA CENTRAL VERSUS ISIS: CHANGE AND CONTINUITY

Comparison between Al Qaeda Central and ISIS will help us understand the
poignant similarities and differences between these two jihadist organizations,
which will illuminate ISIS’s worldview and conduct. The comparison highlights



the tactics and strategies used by ISIS that allowed it to seize the ideological
narrative from Al Qaeda Central and make a serious bid for leadership of the
global jihadist movement. Examining the operational, structural, and ideological
differences between the two organizations and the resulting split within the
Salafi-jihadi movement will also help us assess the potential durability and
resilience of ISIS in the long term. My contention is that ISIS represents a post—
Al Qaeda generation whose obsession with the politics of identity differs
dramatically from that of its parent organization, Al Qaeda Central, which
targets the far enemy. There are considerable differences in tactics, amounting to
a huge variance in regard to geopolitical threats and opportunities that
consequently alters the environment and context in which the two groups
operate. For example, as ISIS faced punishing military pressure in Iraq and Syria
at the end of 2015, it had begun to increasingly attack foreign targets, including
spectacular operations against Western homelands and Russian interests.

OPERATION CALIPHATE

Operationally, Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri mainly targeted the
United States and its European allies (the far enemy) and never controlled
territory and population, dispersing their cells underground in many theaters
after the United States invaded and occupied Afghanistan in 2001. Carrying out
hit-and-run attacks against American and European interests, Al Qaeda Central
was, until recently, an underground transnational movement. In contrast, from
the beginning, ISIS and its forerunner, ISI, aimed to capture territory and
establish a protostate in the Sunni areas under their nominal control in Iraq and
then in Syria. Although Al Qaeda Central and ISIS share the strategic goal of
establishing a caliphate, bin Laden and Zawabhiri advised patience and argued
against hastily declaring either an Islamic state or a caliphate. The West would
strangle such a baby before it grew up and could defend itself, bin Laden and
Zawabhiri told their supporters.* Moreover, after the United States expelled Al
Qaeda Central from its home base in Afghanistan, the idea of establishing a
caliphate became a distant goal because Al Qaeda’s operators were scattered in
small groups far away from the Arab core of the Muslim world. The jihadist
organization prioritized the physical safety of its leaders over the operational
leadership of the movement as a whole, thus relinquishing direct control over
local divisions like Al Qaeda in Iraq and then ISI.



In contrast to Al Qaeda Central, AQI and ISI were located at home in Iraq
and put down roots by exploiting the geosectarian conflict between Iran and
Saudi Arabia. Despite serious opposition from within the jihadist community to
the establishment of an Islamic State of Iraq, including by bin Laden and
Zawahiri, Baghdadi’s predecessors overruled dissenters and declared a state in
2006, forcing critics to accept their decision as a fait accompli (for background
and context, see chapter 2). Moreover, facing armed resistance from within and
without, Baghdadi and his cohorts formally declared the establishment of the
caliphate worldwide, not just in Iraq and Syria, in June 2014.” As mentioned
previously, more than a year after the declaration of the caliphate, ISIS still
controls a wide swathe of territory in Iraq and Syria that is as large as the United
Kingdom, with a population estimated at over five million people.®

Although the resurrection of the lost caliphate is Al Qaeda’s ultimate goal,
bin Laden and Zawahiri wanted to take a gradualist approach. Both leaders of Al
Qaeda argued that the establishment of a caliphate had to be timed correctly,
following the elimination of global enemies and the construction of a secure and
prosperous Islamic state. Bin Laden and Zawahiri believe that the establishment
of the caliphate would be the last stage in the development of Islamic rule or
governance, not the first. In a letter to his supporters in 2010, less than a year
before his death, bin Laden warned them against repeating the error of
establishing Islamic emirates before conditions are ripe, lest the United States
should crush them; he cited the Taliban, Hamas, and Islamic State of Iraq as
examples.” Al Qaeda believed that the presence of the caliphate could not be
virtual and that it required territorial authority for its establishment and
continued existence. The bottom line is that AQC failed to conquer and retain
territory and declare a caliphate, whereas ISIS succeeded in both goals. One
could cynically argue that Al Qaeda’s gradual approach toward declaring a
caliphate was driven by its inability to capture and hold territory as ISIS did in
Syria and Iraq. Capacity, not ideology, lies behind Al Qaeda’s reluctance to
proclaim an Islamic state.

The allure of the caliphate has taken hold of the imagination of some Sunni
Islamists who see it as redemptive, a means to salvation, and a worthy cause for
which to do jihad. The establishment of the caliphate has brought ISIS thousands
of local and foreign recruits as well as pledges of allegiance from Al Qaeda
affiliates in Egypt, Libya, Somalia, Nigeria, and elsewhere.? ISIS has even made



inroads in Yemen, home to Al Qaeda’s strongest affiliate, Al Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), in the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip, and it is beginning
to challenge the Taliban in Afghanistan and several prominent figures among the
Al Qaeda-linked Pakistani Taliban factions have pledged allegiance to
Baghdadi. It announced in January 2015 the creation of a council for the
province of Khorasan—the historic name of the territory covering modern-day
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and surrounding areas.

Although it appears that ISIS has gained much support from the Sunni
Muslim community in Iraq, and Syria to a lesser extent, many of its separate
Salafi-jihadist counterparts have been anxious about rifts opening up within their
ranks. In response to the move into Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the surrounding
areas, the Taliban published a rare open letter to ISIS, warning the jihadist
organization to “stay out of Afghanistan” and for the first time indirectly
acknowledging the threat ISIS posed to its control of the insurgency in
Afghanistan, which has spanned fifteen years. Signed by the second in
command, Mullah Akhtar Mohammad Mansour, the letter said the group’s unity
was its biggest success and warned, “If there are attempts to create separate jihad
fronts, it will become the cause of in fighting and division within the ranks of
Mujahedin.”® In April 2015 the Taliban released a biography of their reclusive
leader, Mullah Muhammad Omar, who had been in hiding for thirteen years. The
move was reportedly designed to sway the attitudes of commanders in
Afghanistan and Pakistan who were beginning to look to ISIS for inspiration and
leadership.!? But with the subsequent announcement of Omar’s death in July
2015, a unifying historical figure and the glue that kept the movement together
for almost twenty years, the Taliban faces a serious threat of poaching by ISIS.
There was reportedly a fierce opposition by military and political heavyweights
among the Taliban to the selection of Mansour as Omar’s successor. Mansour,
Omar’s longtime deputy, is seen as subservient to Pakistan and favors peace
talks with the Afghan government. A key challenge facing the new supreme
leader is whether he will be able to unify the ranks of the Taliban and stop the
defection of field lieutenants to ISIS. If Mansour fails to fill the shoes of Omar—
who in 1996 draped himself in a cloak believed to have belonged to the Prophet
Mohammad, giving him religious legitimacy—and to consolidate his authority,
the current trickle of defections to ISIS might turn into a flood.!!

Similarly, Hamas faces a problem in the Gaza Strip from ISIS’s followers,



who, feeding off the miserable social conditions, have grown in number.
Although Hamas tried to downplay the ISIS challenge, there have been reports
of armed clashes and arrests of ISIS’s members.'> The challenge to Hamas in
Gaza is further aggravated by the fact that post-Morsi Egypt is experiencing a
Salafi-jihadist surge in the Sinai and even in the mainland. In an effort to silence
dissent by clerics sympathetic to Al Qaeda Central, ISIS also sent feelers to
about a dozen top-ranking Islamic scholars, inviting them to relocate to the
caliphate, where they could live in peace and prosperity with generous financial
rewards. '3

The creation of the so-called “Caliphate” occurred at a critical moment for
the state system in the Arab Middle East, which faced internal and external
trials. As long as ISIS controls territory and people, the group will continue to
attract a small segment of Muslims worldwide, and not just radical religious
activists who imagine that the establishment of the caliphate heralds a golden
age that could bring about cultural renewal and an Islamic renaissance. ISIS
appeals to members of constituencies that idealize a past that has not been
contextualized and explained in reference to its particular history and that, in
their eyes, must be resurrected wholesale. In all their pronouncements since the
declaration of the caliphate, Baghdadi and his chief propagandist, Abu
Mohammed al-Adnani, repeatedly exhort Muslims, particularly those with
prized technical skills, such as doctors and engineers, to travel to the caliphate
and help defend it and rebuild it. In the second issue of ISIS’s English-language
magazine Dabiq, the group called on Muslims to migrate to the lands of
caliphate lest they face the consequences on Judgment Day: “Rush to the shade
of the Islamic State with your parents, your siblings, your spouses and
children.”'# These calls have found receptive ears among thousands of men and
women in dozens of countries who have left everything behind, including their
families, and migrated to Syria and Iraq to build an Islamist utopia.
Fundamentally, ISIS is a youth movement. It is difficult for a Westerner to
understand why a person who lives in relative comfort and safety abroad would
join an extremist group like ISIS and risk his or her life. The lure of the caliphate
is that it imbues these recruits with a greater purpose in life: to be part of a
historical mission to restore Islamic unity and help bring about redemption and
salvation. It provides them with a strong sense of collective identity, a
transformative experience, particularly young Muslims who do not feel



integrated or who feel excluded in Western societies.!®

After the terrorist attacks in Paris in January and November 2015 in which
hundreds of civilians were killed and injured, a key analytic question repeatedly
raised is: Why are some Western youth attracted to ISIS’s ideology and willing
to revolt against their nations and kill their own countrymen? Although there is
no “one-fits-all” explanation of this phenomenon, it is possible to argue that the
personal experiences of a young person in a specific Western country tend to
underpin that person’s emotive response to ISIS’s propaganda, particularly
through social media, or, rather, a media war room. The ISIS social media
recruiting propaganda—videos, Facebook postings, YouTube videos, Instagram
photos, and so on—is high quality, slick, chatty, and youth friendly. While not
preaching, the ISIS message offers youth, especially unemployed, alienated,
disfranchised, and religiously confused Muslims, a higher cause to fight for and
a more promising life under the self-proclaimed caliphate. Of course, the
response varies from one Western country to the next. For example, US analysts
say the United States does not have a so-called Muslim problem, as some
European countries do, and thus relatively few young Americans have responded
to ISIS’s call for jihad. The reality is much more complex, as was made clear
when in July 2015 James B. Comey, the FBI director, said at the Aspen Security
Forum in Colorado that of all militant groups, ISIS poses the greatest danger to
the homeland. Comey revealed that the group was focusing on how to
“crowdsource” terrorism, by having thousands of its promoters reach out and
screen potential adherents on Twitter and other open social media. “They’re just
pushy,” Comey said. “They’re like a devil on somebody’s shoulders saying,
‘Kill, kill kill,” all day long.” A few days later, the attorney general, Loretta E.
Lynch, reiterated a similar message on ABC News, saying of ISIS, “It’s as
serious—if not more serious a threat—than Al Qaeda.”'®

Nevertheless, Europe faces a greater challenge than does the United States.
More European youth from Belgium, France, the United Kingdom, Germany,
and Sweden, for example, have gone to Syria to do jihad. Of all European
countries, Belgium and France have the largest contingent of young combatants
within ISIS as well as limited networks of radicalized youth or stay-at-home
groupies. ISIS would not have succeeded in allegedly carrying out a massively
complex operation in Paris, which included seven suicide bombers, without
having a foothold in France and Belgium. The attacks in Paris, in which young



Belgian and French radicals were involved, show clearly the vulnerability of
some European youth to ISIS’s new pointed message to kill those around them.
As ISIS came under sustained military pressure by the Western-led coalition, its
leaders began to devote more resources to the battle abroad by inciting
supporters to take action into their own hands. For example, after the United
States started airstrikes against ISIS in fall 2014, the group spokesperson and
Baghdadi’s right-hand man, Adnani, called for Muslims in the West to kill their
countrymen. “If you can kill a disbelieving American or European—especially
the spiteful and filthy French—or an Australian, or a Canadian, then rely upon
Allah and kill him in any manner or way however it may be.”!”

Western countries’ attempts to counter the ISIS message through “Countering
Violent Extremism” (CVE) strategies have not resonated with Muslim
communities in the West, especially in Europe and Australia. In order to respond
positively to the “See Something, Say Something” message, Muslim
communities will have to feel they are an integral part of the societies in which
they live. This requires a sustained effort at the integration of marginalized
Muslim communities in Europe. While this might have been partially
accomplished in the United States, unfortunately it’s not so easy in other Western
countries. Another reason why Muslim youths in the West join ISIS might be
that some of them feel betrayed by their adopted countries’ support of Muslim
autocrats across the Islamic world. Some disgruntled youth perceive Western
leaders’ advocacy of human rights while supporting Muslim dictators as
hypocritical, and they use it as a justification for embracing the jihadist message.
The danger these potential Salafi-jihadists pose to the societies in which they
live primarily hinges on whether they are willing to commit violence at home
rather than in faraway Syria or Iraq. The so-called lone wolf is a potential
jihadist who for whatever reason cannot travel to the Levant and therefore opts
to accept ISIS’s call to “kill wherever you are.” In addition, stay-at-home
groupies or a tightly knit cell have carried out spectacular operations worldwide,
such as the two attacks in Paris in January and November 2015; the two attacks
in Tunisia in 2015 that together killed more than sixty people, many of them
foreign tourists, at the National Bardo Museum in Tunis and at a resort hotel in
Sousse, about eighty miles south of Tunis; and the attack by a couple in San
Bernardino, California, who went on a rampage in December 2015, leaving

fourteen people dead.'® These cells, whose operators are either related by blood



or close friends, allow ISIS and divisions of Al Qaeda to strike in the heart of
Europe and beyond with far-reaching political and social consequences.
Although disconcerting and serious, the menace that ISIS represents to Western
security must not be exaggerated and blown out of proportion, as some pundits
and politicians do. A limited danger has been depicted as an “existential” threat,
sowing panic and fear among the public.

THE COERCION PARADOX

By establishing a caliphate and displaying spectacular violence, ISIS’s brand has
eclipsed that of Al Qaeda Central. Seen as invincible and unstoppable, both
hardened and wannabe jihadists now flock to Baghdadi’s caliphate. The
organization has nurtured a mythological narrative concerning its military
prowess in which actions speak louder than words and ISIS is portrayed as a
powerful vanguard that honors the umma and humbles its enemies. Its exhibition
and celebration of brutality and savagery are designed not only to terrorize
enemies but to appeal to a core Sunni constituency and inspire young recruits
who long for an identity, adventure, blood, and, most importantly, justice for
aggrieved Sunnis in Iraq and Syria and across the Arab-Islamic world. ISIS’s
viciousness is thus transformed into benign and divine justice against the real
and imagined enemies of Islam. It is worth mentioning that all jihadist groups
sanction spectacular violence for its political and psychological effects on foes
and friends alike. For example, until his dying days, bin Laden urged his
commanders to carry out large-scale attacks against America along the lines of
those carried out on September 11, 2001. According to the cache of letters and
documents seized from the Al Qaeda leader’s hideaway and recently released by
American authorities, notwithstanding his encouragement, bin Laden’s deputies
were finding it difficult to organize massive operations due to constant pressure
by US drone strikes and eavesdropping.!®

Although bin Laden wrought the most damaging attacks on American soil,
ISIS’s spectacle of ritualized violence and its display of viciousness and
savagery differ qualitatively from those of Al Qaeda Central, as it revels in
sadistic war crimes and builds a totalitarian reign of terror. For Baghdadi and his
lieutenants, persuasion (hegemony) and domination are two sides of the same
coin, extracting loyalty and submission through fear and naked power. ISIS
adheres to a doctrine of total war, with no constraints. For example, the group



metes out brutal punishment to Sunnis who show signs of dissent and disloyalty.
Punishment has ranged from the immolation of the captured Jordanian pilot
Muath al-Kasasbeh to the crucifixion of rival Islamists. The group is in a state of
perpetual war, incorporating the rules of seventh-century Arabia into its use of
modern technology and social media. It appears that its spectacular staging of
violence is a means to cleanse the land and purify it, bringing about a rupture or
the “final days,” when, after battling the “antichrist,” the Mahdi and Islam will
emerge victorious. This millenarian thinking is at the heart of the ideology of
Baghdadi’s caliphate. It was central to bin Laden’s concept of perpetual jihad
against the “enemies” of Islam, though not on the same grand scale.

Making ISIS even more distinct is its disdain for arbitration or compromise,
even with Sunni Islamist rivals like the Syrian-based Jabhat al-Nusra. Unlike Al
Qaeda Central, ISIS does not agonize over “Islamic pretext” to justify its violent
actions; its propagandists even dismiss opinions by prominent radical scholars
like Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, the Jordan-based mentor to Zargawi, as
“misleading” and deceptive.” In issue six of its magazine, Dabiq, ISIS
published a picture of Maqdisi and Abu Qatada, another senior Salafi-jihadist
preacher, with the caption “misleading scholars.” The magazine cites a hadith (a
punishment specifically for a crime considered to be against the rights of God) in
which the Prophet warned against those “misleading imams.”?! In May 2014
Magqdisi issued a fatwa (edict) against ISIS in which he stated that Baghdadi, his
commanders, and their religious officials were “deviants” who had “disobeyed
the orders of their leaders and head scholars.” He instructed ISIS’s soldiers to
defect to al-Nusra.?? In an audio statement released on June 23, 2015, ISIS’s
chief spokesperson and a confidante of Baghdadi, Adnani, warned Islamist
soldiers against taking seriously “the fatwa of the donkeys of knowledge,” a
reference to prominent Salafi-jihadist theorists like Maqdisi who support Al
Qaeda Central.?> In his audio statement, Adnani poured scorn and abuse on
Maqdisi and his entourage of radical Islamist scholars. It is worth citing at length
to show the disdain felt by ISIS’s propagandists and commanders for any notion
of theological pluralism:

Do not let their famous reputations deceive you, even if they have a long
history of writing and authorship, for they neither left the laps of the tawaghit
[tyrants], nor marched forth to jihad. They spent their entire lives remaining
behind with the women in their rooms, hunting the slips-ups and mistakes of



the mujahideen. If they perform ribat [doing jihad in defense of Islam], their
ribat is on the frontiers of Twitter, and if they take part in battle, their battle is
in the form of an interview on satellite TV. They have never fired a single
bullet for the cause of Allah, nor have they witnessed a single scene or
episode on the battlefield with the mujahideen.?

The significance of Adnani’s statement lies in prioritizing action (violent jihad)
over theory (theology), a distinctive characteristic of ISIS. “The only law I
subscribe to is the law of the jungle,” retorted Adnani, in response to a request in
2013 by rival Islamists in Syria who called for ISIS to submit to a shariah court
so that a dispute with other Islamist factions could be properly adjudicated. For
the top ideologues of Salafi-jihadism, such statements and actions are
sacrilegious, “smearing the reputation” of the global jihadist movement, in the
words of Maqdisi.

Maqdisi and other senior clerics of the Salafi-jihadist movement find ISIS’s
actions excessive and counterproductive, harming the reputation of radical
Islamism. Instead of examining the motivation and inspiration behind ISIS’s
brutality, Maqgdisi and Abu Qatada accuse the ISIS leaders of being khawarij and
newcomers to Islam, having recently been part of the Baathist struggle and
killing Muslims.?> On the other hand, Zawahiri insinuates that the fault might lie
with Baghdadi’s character, a defect that Zawahiri says had led Osama bin Laden
to have reservations about his selection of Baghdadi as top dog of the Islamic
State of Iraq in 2010.%° In either case, the violence used by ISIS and its total
rejection of theological diversity and pluralism produced a growing chasm
between ISIS and other Salafi-jihadist groups.

THE DEVELOPING SALAFI-JIHADIST SPLIT

Preoccupied with the future of the global jihadist movement, the old
theoreticians like Maqdisi and Abu Qatada have waged an aggressive
counteroffensive against ISIS; they belittle Baghdadi and his cohorts as
theologically and religiously ignorant and dismiss them as upstarts, pretenders,
and perpetual liars. Instead of coming to terms with the mutation and
fragmentation that has afflicted the movement as a whole, giving rise to ISIS,
Zawahiri, Maqdisi, Abu Qatada, and others bury their heads in the sand and
absolve themselves of the mass murders committed in their name. Top Al Qaeda



preachers are silent about the decline of their own narrative and the shattering
mutiny by this post—Al Qaeda generation, a revolt that originated with Zargawi
in 2004 and strengthened with his successor, Baghdadi, who inherited his bitter
legacy.

Al Qaeda Central’s hegemony and monopoly on transnational jihadism has
come to an end. Yet the old jihadist elite refuses to come to terms with the new
reality and hopes that Al Qaeda movement as conceptualized by bin Laden and
his inner circle two decades ago can still be revived and revitalized. For
example, dismissing the ISIS revolt as a “bubble,” Abu Qatada, a colorful
character known for his bombastic language, accused the Western intelligence
establishment and the media of exaggerating the importance of ISIS and building
it into a more prominent organization than it actually is. The ISIS phenomenon is
all part of a Western design, Abu Qatada told Al Jazeera, to eliminate “the
jihadist project that has found public acceptance.” According to this reasoning,
after al-Nusra had gained momentum, the West intervened and shone a light on
Baghdadi’s ISIS in order to sideline and undermine the jihadist project in Syria.
“We have fallen into a Western trap that inflates ISIS’s prowess, a strategy
known as building enemies as part of manufacturing victory,” stated Abu
Qatada, whom the British authorities deported to Jordan on terror-related charges
in 2013.%” The summation of Abu Qatada’s argument, and Magqdisi’s to a lesser
extent, is that ISIS is more of a media phenomenon, a public relations exercise
meant to dupe fellow Muslims, than a serious power to be reckoned with.

More than a year after the declaration of the caliphate, Maqdisi and Abu
Qatada, two of the most visible and vocal symbols of the old jihadist vanguard,
have slightly changed their tune; they now accuse ISIS of carrying out a “coup”
against Al Qaeda Central to destroy it from within and subvert the “radical
Islamist project” that they have long nurtured. No longer is ISIS seen as a media
spectacle constructed by the West. In June 2015, on the first anniversary of the
caliphate, the two radical Islamist scholars, together with some of their disciples,
spoke at length with the Guardian and fumed about ISIS’s treachery and
“cancerous growth” within the jihadist movement. Both expressed shock at how
ISIS uses their radical ideas to further its own separate interests at the expense of
their own transnational brand of Al Qaeda Central. “ISIS took all our religious
works,” Maqdisi said. “They took it from us—it’s all our writings. They are all
our books, our thoughts.” Now, Abu Qatada said, “they don’t respect any one,”



sounding like a CEO executive demanding rights for his intellectual property
and respect for his senior status within the jihadist establishment.”® The two
elderly jihadists bemoaned the passing of bin Laden because, in their opinion, no
one would have dared to challenge his authority, saying that his successor,
Zawahiri, does not command the respect or operational control to rebuff the
internal threat from ISIS.

Maqdisi and Abu Qatada got the story partially right. ISIS threatened not
only the failed Arab state system but also Al Qaeda Central and the old jihadist
elite, including Zawahiri, Maqdisi, and Abu Qatada. As a subversive post—Al
Qaeda organization, ISIS is waging a two-pronged offensive to demolish the
post—World War I “colonialist” borders and gain leadership of the global jihadist
movement. The rise of ISIS represents a generational and ideological rupture
with previous iterations of Salafi-jihadism. It is not just a “coup” or a petty
quarrel between Zawahiri and Baghdadi; this has been in the making for more
than decade. The first shot in this raging civil war was fired by the founder of
ISIS, Zargawi, at Al Qaeda Central in 2004, during bin Laden’s lifetime.
Zargawi not only defied bin Laden’s command but also established a separate
local grouping anchored in identity politics that revolve around Sunni-Shia
sectarianism. Bin Laden and Zawabhiri yielded to Zarqawi because Al Qaeda in
Iraq had already surpassed the parent organization in power and captured world
headlines. Although both sides avoided a public showdown and rupture, the
writing was on the wall. As discussed in chapter 2, Zargawi and his successors,
Abu Omar al-Baghdadi and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, had the upper hand, using Al
Qaeda’s brand while pursuing their own agenda, an arrangement that did
considerable harm to bin Laden’s organization. Zarqawi and his followers
benefited from the post-Baathist environment in Irag, one that is often described
as violently chaotic. On the other hand, bin Laden and his associates were trying
to remain below the radar in Pakistan, hiding from the world’s intelligence
agencies, and were therefore unable to leave a heavy footprint in the soil. As a
result, Arab and Muslim opinion turned increasingly against the radical Islamist
project, forcing bin Laden to publicly apologize for the mass murders
perpetrated by his subordinates. But neither his public apology nor his pleas had
the desired effect on Al Qaeda in Iraq, which persisted in its separatist ways.
Therefore, Maqdisi and Abu Qatada confuse rhetoric with reality when they
lament bin Laden’s death by saying, “No one used to speak against him.”%° In



fact, Zargawi and the two Baghdadis had indirectly rebuffed bin Laden, even
though they paid lip service to his seniority in the global jihadist movement. The
recently released documents seized during the raid on bin Laden’s hideaway in
Abbottabad, Pakistan, reveal that bin Laden and his deputies were anxious about
the recklessness and insubordination of their junior partners in Iraq. Iraqi jihadist
groups also pleaded with bin Laden and his deputies to intervene and put a stop
to the destructive tactics used by the Islamic State of Iraq, which weakened the
resistance against the US-led coalition, bin Laden concluded.>®

Abu Abdullah Mohamed al-Mansour al-Issawi, the leader of Jayish al-
Mujahedin (the Mujahedin Army), a Salafi-jihadist (Iragi) armed group, is a case
in point. In a recently published book, Al-Dawla al-Islamiyya: Bayna al-Hagqiqa
wa al-Wahm (The Islamic State: Disentangling Myth from Reality), Issawi, a
highly respected commander among radical Salafis, faults Al Qaeda Central for
sanctioning the conduct of ISI and providing it with legitimation. Issawi is
particularly critical of Zawahiri’s double-talk on ISI as well as his neglect of the
views of Iraqi armed groups who had urged Al Qaeda Central to disown the
organization.?! Issawi’s cohorts also pleaded with bin Laden and Zawahiri to
disinherit ISI for sowing divisiveness within jihadist ranks. A May 2007 letter to
bin Laden from the Jihad and Reform Front, an Iraqi jihadist faction, implores
him to disavow “the ongoing catastrophes and disasters” committed by Al Qaeda
in Iraq, the forerunner of today’s ISIS, which strayed from Al Qaeda’s orders
with its attacks on fellow Muslims: “If you still can, then this is your last chance
to remedy the jihad breakdown that is about to take place,” the letter warns bin
Laden.*

Bin Laden, however, viewed the disadvantages of taking a public stance
against ISI as outweighing the advantages, thus the pleas for reform and the
deconstruction of ISI fell on deaf ears. His decision not to actively engage in
opposition to ISI was strategic, as Al Qaeda did not have the capabilities to do
so. The relentless US drone attacks in Pakistan further hampered Al Qaeda
Central, killing both commanders and operators, forcing its leadership
underground, and severing communication. In fact, the central organization of Al
Qaeda became dependent on local groups, such as ISI and Al Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, for money and visibility. As chapter 2 discusses,
Zawabhiri pleaded with Zargawi to send him $100,000 for expenses, a request
that speaks volumes about the balance of power, which was tilting in favor of



local commanders.

ISI leaders were able to draw most of the funds from the global jihadist
financial pool, having skillfully positioned themselves as the sole defenders of
the Sunnis against the Shia and their Persian masters. Similarly, AQAP in
Yemen, which is still loyal to Al Qaeda Central, has evolved into a powerful
organization thanks to its continual activities, which keep its base of support
steady. In contrast to the new economic mobility experienced by ISI and the
sociopolitical strength of AQAP, Al Qaeda Central barely had enough to sustain
itself, much less run military operations. Although bin Laden and his deputies
fumed privately about ISI’s indiscriminate slaughter of Muslims in Iraq, they
kept a tight lip publicly. In a revealing communiqué, Al Qaeda’s frequent
spokesperson, Adam Gadahn, known as “the American,” voiced disgust with
ISI’s lack of respect and implicitly criticized Al Qaeda’s passive reaction. In a
letter to bin Laden in January 2011, Gadahn asked why ISI was allowed to sully
Al Qaeda’s reputation with its indiscriminate killing of Muslims when it could
not even bother to keep in touch with the group’s leadership. “Maybe,” he
suggested, “it is better for them not to be in the ranks of the mujahideen, as they

are just like a polluted spot that should be removed and sanitised and cleaned
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from the ranks.

Contrary to what Maqdisi and Abu Qatada would state, the ISI revolt against
Al Qaeda Central occurred during bin Laden’s lifetime, and ISIS subsequently
eclipsed the parent organization in 2014. Bin Laden’s death and his replacement
by Zawabhiri, a weaker and more divisive leader, facilitated ISIS’s full-fledged
rebellion in 2013-2014. But neither bin Laden nor Zawahiri had the foresight or
courage to push back against their junior partners in Iraq lest they lose a major
foothold in the heart of the Arab world. However, it is not solely a test of
courage. Bin Laden and Zawabhiri crucially lacked the means to oppose ISI due
to their forced seclusion while ISI could act independently in Iraq, capturing
territory and resources. Both continued to heap praise on ISI and defend it, even
though it had rejected their commands and had committed atrocities against
other Salafi-jihadists and Muslim civilians. In an online discussion with al-
Sihab, Al Qaeda’s propaganda arm, Zawabhiri flatly denied the existence of any
disagreement with ISI and deceptively praised its establishment as theologically
legitimate, based on consultation with and baiya by most Iraqi mujahideen and
tribes, a preposterous claim treated with derision by Issawi, the leader of Jayish



al-Mujahideen. Adding insult to injury, Zawahiri called on ISI’s jihadist rivals in
Iraq to join ranks and merge with it, squarely siding with ISI in the internal war
raging among Iraqi insurgent factions.>* In an attempt to save face, bin Laden
and Zawabhiri hid the fact that they had lost control of ISI.

After ISIS launched its blitzkrieg against Zawahiri’s partners in Syria in
2013-2014, Zawahiri fought back by saying that he and bin Laden were not in
favor of the establishment of ISI and privately advised their junior Iragi partners
against it. He argued that Al Qaeda’s top leaders were presented with a fait
accompli and had little choice but to acquiesce. Zawahiri also revealed that he
and bin Laden did not have a say in the selection of Baghdadi as emir of ISI and
that, when they inquired about him, they were told that Baghdadi was a
temporary choice selected hastily because of security risks.>> Zawahiri’s self-
serving account does not shed light on why he and bin Laden persisted in
publicly backing ISI, knowing full well its appalling record and irredentist
agenda. From the beginning, Al Qaeda in Iraq had gone rogue, directly defying
the authority of bin Laden and Zawahiri. The autonomy achieved under the AQI
banner only increased as the group developed into ISI and later ISIS.
Demonstrating their moral cowardice and cynicism, bin Laden and Zawabhiri
continued to reward their insubordinate junior partners by backing them against
other Islamist insurgents in Irag.

It would be mistaken to assume that bin Laden and Zawahiri were fooled by
ISI’s frequent rhetorical affirmation of fealty to them. The newly released
documents found in bin Laden’s hideaway show that bin Laden and his deputies
privately fumed over ISI’s defiance and imprudence. Yet their calculated
decision not to confront ISI was driven by realistic, pressing considerations of
survival and struggle against the far enemy—America. Facing a punishing
offensive by the United States, bin Laden and Zawahiri were determined to
maintain the unity of the global jihadist project at all costs and avoid dissension
and fragmentation. They prioritized unity over ideological uniformity and
absolute loyalty, even after ISI faced defeat by US and Iraqi forces between 2006
and 2010. The recently released documents show the fugitive leader voicing
worries that infighting among jihadist factions would weaken the family further
and could spell its demise.?® Moreover, after fleeing Afghanistan in 2001-2002
and dispersing in different theaters, Al Qaeda ceased to exist as a tightly knit,
centralized organization. The dispersal of Al Qaeda led to its devolution. No



longer able to impose its will on its member parties, Al Qaeda’s network became
a decentralized network, from which ISIS emerged.>’

Regional branches like Zargawi’s in Iraq gained world notoriety and power,
overshadowing those of bin Laden and Zawahiri. Geographically isolated in the
mountains on the Afghanistan-Pakistan border and hunted down by US drones
and Special Operations forces, bin Laden and his deputies could no longer
exercise operational control over a sprawling network. Their authority waned as
the center of jihadist activities and financial resources moved from Afghanistan-
Pakistan to the Arab heartland in Iraq, Yemen, and Syria. The execution of bin
Laden’s orders depended on the willingness and ability of regional commanders
to do his bidding, a voluntary exercise. Starved financially and undermanned,
bin Laden and Zawahiri’s organization was at the mercy of a rising vanguard that
did not play by the rules of the game and had grand ambitions of its own. As
stressed previously, while Zarqawi paid lip service to bin Laden’s leadership, he
disobeyed his commands and pursued his own separatist agenda in Iragq,
signaling the beginning of an insurrection against the parent organization. ISIS’s
revolt against Al Qaeda Central took place under bin Laden’s watch.

THE DEEPENING INTERNAL WAR

The killing of bin Laden, a charismatic, historical leader, in 2011 was the straw
that broke Al Qaeda’s back. His exit fatally undermined the authority of the
global jihadist movement in the eyes of ruthlessly ambitious commanders like
Baghdadi, who were biding their time and waiting for an opportunity to strike a
decisive blow. The moment could not have been better for Baghdadi, as bin
Laden’s death coincided with social and political turmoil in the Middle East,
North Africa, and beyond, providing particularly fertile soil for ISI to grow
beyond its original Iragi home. Soon after, ISI’s military expansion into Syria in
2012 considerably tilted the balance of power in its favor. Zawabhiri’s ascendance
to the helm could not have come at a worst time for Al Qaeda, undermining its
authority further. Unlike bin Laden, Zawahiri has never commanded the
undivided loyalty of jihadists and is seen by many as divisive, weak, and
quarrelsome, a reputation earned by waging theological and political battles with
fellow jihadists over the past three decades. As mentioned previously, America’s
all-out war on Al Qaeda Central has dismantled the organization’s military
capabilities and forced Zawahiri to go deeper underground, becoming more



isolated from regional commanders. Due to the changing environment, Zawahiri
has become more of a figurehead than a commander in chief, and his “advice” is
often perceived as voluntary, without the weight of executive authority. It would
be misleading to argue, as Maqdisi and Abu Qatada do, that the change of
leaders at the helm of Al Qaeda Central triggered ISIS’s takeover bid. Instead, as
the present book shows, there are structural causes behind ISIS’s rebirth and Al
Qaeda’s decline.

The clash of approaches and variance of resources between ISIS and Al
Qaeda Central are greater and deeper than in previous disputes within jihadist
ranks. In addition to a fierce power struggle and a clash of personalities between
Baghdadi and Zawabhiri, there exists a deeper conceptual fault line regarding the
future and identity of the Salafi-jihadist movement. Although both groups
belong to the Salafi-jihadist family and share a similar worldview, they have
differing interpretations of this ideology. Zawahiri and the old jihadist elite
oppose ISIS’s genocidal stance against the Shia as well as its indiscriminate
killing of Muslims. Bin Laden and Zawahiri repeatedly said they do not
excommunicate ordinary Shias and cautioned against shedding Muslim blood. In
contrast to ISIS, Al Qaeda Central takes a gradualist approach toward
establishing Islamic states and sees the caliphate as a distant goal, not an
immediate one. Since its creation more than two decades ago, Al Qaeda Central
has evolved and softened its attitudes, urging its followers to blend with local
communities and avoid offending Muslim opinion.®® While ISIS
excommunicates mainstream Islamist movements that participate in the formal
politics of their societies, like the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, al-Nahda in
Tunisia, and Hamas in Palestine, Zawahiri, in contrast, considers them to be
misguided and even potential allies. Learning from past mistakes, particularly in
Iraq, in September 2013 Zawahiri published a set of guidelines for jihadists that
prioritizes the fight against “the global head of apostasy” (America) and its
“local clients” and advises against indiscriminate attacks against noncombatants,
including the Shia and minorities in general.3® Placing limits on the use of
violence, these guidelines signaled an attempt by the leadership of Al Qaeda
Central to respond to widespread criticism and gain public trust, an effort by
Zawahiri to reshape the image and standing of the jihadist organization and
broaden its social constituency and base of support, a prerequisite for survival
and revival.



In contrast, ISIS hardliners believe that Zawahiri betrayed Al Qaeda’s legacy
and the martyrs who have died along the way. They have demanded that he
repent for his sins against the Salafi-jihadist community. This is exemplified in
an angry letter to Zawahiri written by Adnani. The letter poured abuse on the
elderly chief and accused him of causing fitna (sedition) among jihadists.
Adnani, part of Baghdadi’s inner circle, demanded that Zawabhiri repent for the
sins he had committed and apologize for his un-Islamic views. Insisting that
Zawahiri excommunicate all the Shia, Arab armies, and Islamist groups that
accept the political rules, Adnani went even further and questioned Zawahiri’s
commitment to bin Laden’s Al Qaeda, implying that he may have renounced his
jihadist identity. He concluded his diatribe by agreeing with Zarqawi that the
conflict between ISIS and Al Qaeda Central is philosophical and ideological and
not just a fight over territorial control and authority.*® Zawahiri’s jihadist
guidelines and Adnani’s letter succinctly display the depth of the differences
between their two groups and highlight the gigantic struggle for supremacy of
the global jihadist movement.

Never before has such a civil war raged among jihadists, on the Internet and
on battlefields, exposing the existence of severe contradictions between ideology
and action. While both sides voice their commitment to Islamic unity and
eschew parochial and organization affiliation, in reality they act like tribes with
flags. For example, ISIS and al-Nusra vowed to erase the “colonialist” borders
erected by the European powers a century ago under the Sykes-Picot agreement
in the Arab heartland and to unify the umma. Ironically, as soon as the two
jihadist groups controlled territories in Iraq and Syria, they fought more bitterly
with each other than the former Baathist regimes had in order to preserve the
very same colonialist frontiers that they had pledged to demolish. The fight
between Baghdadi and Joulani has become much bloodier than the conflict that
raged between the late Saddam Hussein and Hafez al-Assad, of Iraq and Syria,
respectively. When Baghdadi unilaterally declared the merger between the
Islamic State of Iraq and al-Nusra in Syria in 2013, Joulani promptly rejected
this takeover and insisted on maintaining the sovereignty of his Syrian fiefdom.

The subsequent civil war between ISIS and factions allied with Al Qaeda
Central has been fought along regional, tribal, ethnic, and even nationalist lines.
The current jihadist-jihadist rivalry mirrors the Baathist-Baathist clash of the
1970s and 1980s, with religious banners and references replacing secular-



nationalist flags and slogans. In spite of the rhetoric of Islamic harmony and
unity, Salafi-jihadists are as prone to bickering and infighting with one another
as are their nationalist foes. A major difference is that Salafi-jihadists veil their
struggle in religious terminology and existential overtones. For instance,
Baghdadi and his commanders used the caliphate as an effective weapon of
choice against fellow jihadist travelers. They attempt to silence opposition and
dissent by claiming to be the guardians of the faith and the defenders of the
umma, even though critics accuse Baghdadi and his inner circle of excluding
non-Iraqis from the executive decision making.*! Fighting within ISIS has also
been reported in al-Raqqa, Deir al-Zour, and Mosul between al-Ansar (foreign
fighters) and Syrians and Iraqis who feel that they should be put in charge of
running the liberated areas of their countries, not foreigners.

With that in mind, we must also consider the following: historically, the
global jihadist movement has suffered from ideological contradictions and social
divisions, which structurally undermined its unity and resilience. One of the key
arguments of my book The Far Enemy: Why Jihad Went Global, published in
2005,* was that Al Qaeda partly emerged as a direct result of the entropy of the
jihadist movement in the 1990s and its military defeat at the hands of Arab
regimes. Contrary to media and academic commentary, which treated jihadists as
one undifferentiated constituency, The Far Enemy examined the simmering and
hidden disagreements and contradictions within jihadist ranks that burst into the
open in the late 1990s. For example, soon after Egyptian jihadists assassinated
President Anwar Sadat in 1981, they split into two rival groups while in prison—
al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya (Islamic Group) and Tanzim al-Jihad (Jihad
Organization). Their differences over theological and operational matters were
so great that they even disagreed over whether a blind cleric could be selected as
the leader of the movement.

These deep divisions within the overarching jihadist movement and within
specific groups have a long history of playing out in the open and behind closed
doors. Throughout the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first century,
Algerian militants led by Armed Islamic Group (GIA), later replaced by the
Salafist Group for Dawa and Combat, were notorious for infighting and
bloodletting, a structural defect that allowed the Algerian government to crush
them. Similarly, Zawahiri faced a revolt from within Tanzim al-Jihad when in
2001 he, as the emir, merged it with bin Laden’s Al Qaeda as Qaeda al-Jihad.



One of the issues that created internal dissent was the decision of which enemy
to target. Many of Tanzim’s lieutenants and members did not join the new holy
alliance against the far enemy because they feared that striking America could
spell the movement’s demise. Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya kept its distance from
Qaeda al-Jihad and warned its followers not to enlist. Even the famed Al Qaeda
under bin Laden’s charismatic leadership was plagued with tensions and
disagreements.

Bin Laden spent considerable effort and energy trying to soothe the feelings
of combatants and bridge the divides among some of his lieutenants. Saudi and
North African fighters resented the significant influence that Egyptians exercised
over bin Laden. Although Egyptians were a minority within Al Qaeda, they
dominated bin Laden’s inner circle. Egyptians and others were critical of bin
Laden’s decision not to carry out big operations in Saudi Arabia, ascribing his
resistance to his being a Saudi. There was no love lost between Arab fighters and
the Taliban, and suspicion was mutual. Taliban leaders, with the exception of the
emir, Mullah Omar, feared that Al Qaeda acted like a state within a state and
damaged Afghanistan’s international relations, especially with Saudi Arabia and
the United States. Likewise, Arab fighters looked down on their Afghani
counterparts because, in their opinion, they lacked an authentic understanding of
puritanical (Arabian) Islam, and some of their practices, like revering shrines,
offended the sensibilities of Salafi Arabs.*3

Notwithstanding the ideological and political contradictions and
disagreements that have plagued the modern global jihadist project since its
emergence in the 1970s, the birth of Al Qaeda in Iraq after the US-led
occupation of Iraq in 2003 has dramatically intensified the internal rivalries
among Salafi-jihadists. Although ISIS’s founder, Zarqawi, fired the first shot in
this civil war in 2004 (see chapter 2), his successors have gone above and
beyond by severing the umbilical cord with their jihadist elders and making a bid
to inherit the spoils of bin Laden and Zawabhiri’s organization. In late 2013 ISIS
launched a two-pronged war to take over the jihadist movement and transform
its identity as well. There is no going back. Too much blood has been spilled and
the stakes are too high. Lodged in their trenches, both camps view the conflict in
existential terms. As Abu Qatada put it, “They [ISIS] are ruining the wider jihadi
movement and are against the whole ummah [Muslim nation].”** Likewise, ISIS
depicts the struggle in existential binary terms—Allah’s laws versus man’s laws



—and portrays its Islamists rivals as traitors and sinners who sacrificed jihad at
the altar of human ambitions and interests.*

Al Qaeda Central has ceased to exist as a federalized organization with
worldwide affiliates that are loyal to the leadership. As the weakest link in the
chain, the center has fallen and the movement has splintered into two warring
factions—the remnants of old Al Qaeda and the rising ISIS. For the moment,
ISIS has gained momentum at the expense of its parent organization as “the self-
styled leader of a global movement in the face of [its] rapid expansion and
proclamation of a Caliphate,” concluded the State Department’s annual report in
June 2015.46 Zawahiri has since struggled to weather the violent storm of ISIS,
which threatens to sink his ship. He is anxiously watching the defections of his
regional commanders to ISIS, powerless to stop the bleeding. In this sense,
Baghdadi is finishing what the Americans started—dismantling Al Qaeda
Central by subverting it from within. After Baghdadi delivered his hard blow,
Zawahiri was reduced to pleading with his junior upstart to “stop [the] shedding
of Haram [sacred] Muslim blood” and to sacrifice his right to the title of the
caliphate and focus only on Iraq. He urged Baghdadi to follow in the footsteps of
the Prophet’s grandson, al-Hassan, who waived his right to the caliphate to save
Muslim blood: “Is this glad tidings not enough? Does it not make you happy to
take a decision, which Allah will raise you higher in Dunya and Akhira [in this
life and hereafter]? ... O venerable Shaykh, follow your ancestor and be the best
successor for the best predecessor and you will win in Dunya and Akhira.”*’

However, Zawahiri’s plea fell on deaf ears. The ownership of the global
jihadist movement is at stake; this is not just a petty dispute between Joulani and
Baghdadi. Baghdadi’s grand design is to be the undisputed leader, a caliph, of
the whole Islamic world as well as the transnational movement. As mentioned
previously, his spokesperson Adnani demanded that all jihadist groups (and
Muslims worldwide), not just in Iraq and Syria, including Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda,
pledge allegiance to Baghdadi’s Islamic state, because the “legality” of their
organizations is now “null.” Adnani told ISIS’s fighters that “if anyone wants to
break your ranks, split his head with bullets and empty his insides, whoever he
may be,” a direct threat that dissent or opposition to the Islamic State would be
punishable by death.*?

As to Zawahiri’s command to ISIS to withdraw from Syria and focus solely
on Irag, Adnani dismissed the request as “impossible” because ISIS applies



God’s laws there, saying that handing Syria on a silver platter to the opposition
might please Al Qaeda, but it would not please God, a direct insult to Zawahiri’s
religious authority. Adnani also reminded Zawabhiri that ISIS had not intervened
in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, and Al Qaeda did nothing to stop the march of
these countries to electoral and parliamentary politics, seen by jihadists as un-
Islamic. Displaying contempt, Adnani questioned Zawahiri’s suitability to be the
leader of the global jihadist movement, citing some of Zawahiri’s followers who
had reportedly called the emir of Al Qaeda Central “senile.” Adnani, speaking
on behalf of ISIS, accused Zawahiri of subverting Al Qaeda Central and turning
it into a quietist political group that has nothing in common with its charismatic
founder, bin Laden.* His key points were that Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda had lost its
historical mandate, jihadist compass, and raison d’étre and that ISIS has
inherited the real legacy of bin Laden as the vanguard of transnational Salafi-
jihadism. He turned the arguments of ISIS’s detractors, like Maqdisi and Abu
Qatada, on their heads. Adnani blamed Zawahiri for being unfaithful to Al
Qaeda’s original worldview and for traveling down a slippery slope rather than
following bin Laden’s resolute and unbending path, an accusation designed to
discredit the elderly jihadist among his own soldiers and lieutenants. To justify
their revolt, Baghdadi and Adnani argued that Al Qaeda Central, to which they
had pledged fealty, had ceased to exist with the death of bin Laden.

ISIS COMING OUT ON TOP?

Zawahiri knows he is on the defensive. ISIS is ascendant and has gained the
military upper hand in Iraq and Syria while threatening Al Qaeda’s authority in
Yemen, Egypt, Libya, the Maghreb, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and beyond. Equally
important, ISIS has seized the ideological narrative from Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda
and won the hearts and minds of young, zealous Sunnis.”® There is more
ideological clarity, certainty, and potency in ISIS’s strategic message to Sunni
Arabs than in that of Al Qaeda Central and its local branches like al-Nusra in
Syria, Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen, and Al Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM), which operates in the Sahara and Sahel. It depicts itself as the
sole defender of Sunnis against the enemies of Islam and does not dilute or
compromise its strategic message by overtly aligning itself with regional powers.
For example, in Iraq and Syria, ISIS battles not only the minority-based central
governments but also the Kurds, who are seen as encroaching on territories



inhabited by Sunni Arabs and carving out land with the intent to establish a
separate state of their own. ISIS’s targeted message, in which it portrays itself as
the defender of Sunni Arabs against the Shia and Kurds, allowed the
organization to build a loyal social constituency in the areas under its control
while excluding others.>!

As mentioned previously, the declaration of a caliphate also appealed to both
seasoned and wannabe jihadists, thus undermining the ability of Zawahiri’s Al
Qaeda to compete with ISIS and stop the defection of commanders and fighters
to its rival. To date, far from crippling ISIS militarily, the US-led coalition has
augmented the ideological narrative of the caliphate that it is the protector of the
Sunnis against the near enemy and the far enemy alike.®> Although ISIS is
fundamentally an identity-driven movement, intrinsically anti-Shia, now
Baghdadi and his commanders devote just as much propaganda, together with
some military resources, to the fight against the far enemy—the Western powers
and even Russia. On October 31, 2015, ISIS allegedly placed an explosive
devise inside a Russian jet in Sinai and killed 224 people. On November 13,
2015, ISIS, together with local operators in Belgium and France, carried out
seven suicide bombings in the heart of Paris, killing and injuring hundreds of
civilians. A day earlier ISIS struck a shopping area in Beirut with two suicide
bombings that also killed and injured hundreds. These attacks represent a tactical
shift in ISIS’s modus operandi, not a strategic change of priorities. The group
still prioritizes the fight against the near enemy, and its key goal is to consolidate
its territories in Syria and Iraq. Nevertheless, ISIS’s planners no longer limit
their attacks to Syria and Iraq, and the distinction in the group’s rhetoric and
actions between the near enemy and the far enemy has been erased. As ISIS
loses ground in Iraq and Syria, the group will attempt to use spectacular attacks
on foreign targets to divert attention from military setbacks and reinforce its
narrative of invincibility. For example, at the end of January 2015, ISIS released
a video in which a French-speaking fighter threatens to launch attacks that will
“make the West forget” the 9/11 attacks and the Paris siege.”>

Reports and surveys from Syria and Iraq suggest that more and more Sunnis
believe that the airstrikes by the United States and its coalition partners target
Muslims (Sunni Arabs), not just ISIS. In a May 2015 audio statement, Baghdadi
reinforced this dominant perception among Sunnis: “And if the crusaders today
claim to avoid the Muslim public and to confine themselves to targeting the



armed amongst them, then soon you will see them targeting every Muslim
everywhere,” he said, adding, “This war is only against you and against your
religion.”®* In a way, Baghdadi, together with ISIS’s propagandists, tries to pull
the rug from underneath Zawahiri’s feet and take possession of his most
important asset—the fight against the Western powers, including the United
States. Young activists are attracted by the clarity of ISIS’s strategic message, as
well as its uncompromising overtones. As two seasoned Arab reporters in Syria
and Iraq aptly pointed out, ISIS had already won the war of narratives before it
won on the battlefields.”>

In this clash of narratives, Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda is at a disadvantage because
its narrative is more nuanced, fluid, and uncertain. Young religious activists find
ISIS’s warmongering, vicious tactics, and belligerent discourse appealing; in
contrast, Al Qaeda Central no longer satisfies their thirst for adventure, revenge,
and blood. The major challenge facing Zawahiri has less to do with his physical
proximity to the battlefields in Syria and Iraq, as his diehard supporters assert,
and more with a lack of capacity and his narrative, which does not provide
nourishment or mobilization in the wars of identity raging across the Arab-
Islamic world. The ground has shifted under Zawahiri’s feet, and he finds
himself at the mercy of powerful forces beyond his control. Al Qaeda Central
still battles the wars of yesterday, while today’s wars are identity driven and
local in character, though ISIS has recently begun to attack foreign targets, thus
erasing the distinction between the near enemy and the far enemy. It would not
be an exaggeration to say that Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda suffers from an identity
crisis. In the post—bin Laden environment, in an attempt to remain relevant, the
organization is torn between offensive jihad and defensive jihad, as well as
between focusing on the far enemy and the near enemy. As mentioned
previously, in September 2013 Zawahiri offered a set of guidelines or
instructions to his followers that showed tactical flexibility and maturity, an
attempt to broaden Al Qaeda’s social constituency.”® However, the flexibility in
Al Qaeda’s guidelines has since been used against the organization, particularly
to indict Zawahiri.

ISIS’s propagandists portray Zawabhiri’s flexibility as weakness and retreat,
offering instead scenes of slaughter of the perceived enemies of Islam—a more
appealing alternative for the jihadist base, one that erased distinctions between
offensive and defensive jihad and the far enemy and the near enemy, as seen in



his May 2015 audio statement. Here, Baghdadi cites from Qur’anic scriptures to
claim that offensive jihad is an obligation for all Muslims at all times: “O,
Muslims, Islam was never for a day the religion of peace. Islam is the religion of
war. Your prophet (peace be upon him) was dispatched by the sword.”>’
Baghdadi makes the further claim that offensive Islam is perpetual, unstoppable,
and eternal, an assertion that omits fourteen centuries of Islamic history and
society. He reminds Muslims that the Prophet’s companions and their followers
tirelessly carried out offensive jihad: “They did not soften and abandon war,
until they possessed the Earth, conquered the East and the West, the nations
submitted to them, and the lands yielded to them, by the edge of the sword. And
similarly, this will remain the condition of those who follow them until the Day
of Recompense.”® Baghdadi’s inflammatory rhetoric seems to be effective as a
mobilization tool, particularly for zealous religious activists and young recruits.

For instance, an important lesson I learned from interviewing radical
religious activists over the last two decades is that the youths are socialized into
a political culture of sacrifice, blood, and martyrdom—fitting nicely with ISIS’s
apocalyptic vision of war against all and for all time. It is no wonder then that
increasing evidence shows a steady flow of young men to ISIS at the expense of
Al Qaeda Central, thus augmenting its ranks with potential suicide bombers.

In the meantime, Zawahiri, together with senior backers like Maqdisi and
Abu Qatada, try to discredit Baghdadi and his cohorts by claiming that they are
“deviants” and “theologically illiterate.” In making his case against his nemesis,
Zawahiri reveals that until 2013, Baghdadi had pledged allegiance to him and
referred to him as “our leader and esteemed Shaykh.” Zawahiri also points out
that after bin Laden’s death in 2011, Baghdadi sent him a letter reaffirming his
oath and loyalty to him personally and Al Qaeda generally.”® By revealing
Baghdadi’s violation of his oath, Zawahiri hopes to impress on Islamists that
Baghdadi cannot be trusted, a difficult task due to the intoxication of the jihadist
base by ISIS’s dazzling military performance and expansion. Operationally, in a
bid to motivate the base and vie with ISIS, Al Qaeda’s affiliates have carried out
big attacks against Westerners, targeting shopping centers and hotels in Mali and
Burkina Faso and elsewhere. In his most recent audio statement released at the
beginning of 2016, Zawahiri sounded as rejectionist as his nemesis, Baghdadi,
disregarding his jihadist guidelines of 2013 and calling on his supporters to wage
all-out jihad to establish Islamic states.5°



The campaign led by Zawahiri to discredit Baghdadi is one that could prove
fruitful. However, circumstances exogenous to the discursive rivalry may
hamper Al Qaeda’s position even further. The US military campaign against Al
Qaeda over the past fifteen years has degraded the operational capabilities of
Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda, weakening it from the outside. ISIS is now subverting it
from within, a deadlier menace that seeks to finalize America’s operation of
destroying Al Qaeda, though the US national security community insists that Al
Qaeda still poses a potentially serious threat. Intelligence agencies warn that Al
Qaeda operatives in Yemen and Syria use the turmoil in those countries to plot
much larger “mass-casualty” attacks, including bringing down airliners carrying
hundreds of passengers.®!

Nevertheless, Al Qaeda Central has devolved into an ideological brand
tailored to fit the interests of regional commanders. The debate in Western
circles revolves around the degree of control that Al Qaeda Central exercises
over its worldwide network of affiliates, such as Al Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula in Yemen, al-Nusra Syria, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, and al-
Shabaab in Somalia. A more critical question is, To what extent does the survival
of Al Qaeda Central depend on the willingness of local divisions, such as al-
Nusra in Syria and Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, to heed Zawahiri’s
advice? A litany of reports in the Arab press in 2015 disclosed heated debates
among jihadist preachers and ideologues regarding an amicable separation

between Al Qaeda Central and local branches, particularly al-Nusra, as a means
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to change public perceptions toward the jihadist group in Syria.®

The idea of an amicable divorce between al-Nusra and Al Qaeda became a
proxy war between regional states, giving it momentum and further tearing away
Al Qaeda’s legitimacy. Turkey and Qatar reportedly lobbied hard for a split
between al-Nusra and Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda, which would make al-Nusra
palatable to regional powers and the West and thus eligible to receive foreign
military aid. Turkey and Qatar have invested considerable resources in trying to
build a broad coalition of opposition groups, including (indirectly) al-Nusra,
which is listed by the United States as a terrorist organization, to topple the
Assad government.®> However, against the wishes of Turkey and Qatar, the head
of al-Nusra, Joulani, did not sever ties with Al Qaeda. In a widely watched Al
Jazeera interview, together with subsequent interviews, Joulani publicly
acknowledged that his group is part of Al Qaeda and receives instructions from



Zawahiri.5* Joulani’s decision to stick with Al Qaeda for now is based on
calculations of gains and losses. Foremost in his mind is the struggle with ISIS
and how al-Nusra’s divorce with Al Qaeda could dilute its Salafi-jihadist identity
and strengthen its nemesis, ISIS. Particularly alarming to Joulani would be the
defection of skilled foreign fighters to ISIS, as al-Nusra’s foreign fighters are a
sizable, effective contingent, numbering around 40 percent of all combatants
within the group, though Joulani publicly acknowledged only 20 percent. Al-
Nusra is caught between nationalist and transnational forms of jihadism and is
pulled and pushed in two different directions. In an off-record meeting with an
Arab journalist, Moussa al-Omar, a presenter for an Arab-based television

station called al-Ghad al-Arabi, Joulani told Omar that cutting ties with Al
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Qaeda would be costly to al-Nusra, making him dependent on regional powers.
The basic fault line within al-Nusra is between a religious-nationalist wing—Ied
by Syrian members and backed by regional powers—that aspires to fully
integrate with the Syrian Islamist opposition, and a transnational bloc—Iled by
foreign fighters, particularly senior Jordanian commanders—that wages battle in
Syria, though its fighters’ hearts and minds are far away. Although for now
Joulani has put an end to the internal debates and infighting, the struggle is far
from resolved. In the past year al-Nusra dismissed several senior leaders for
insubordination and going rogue or supporting ISIS, including one of its first
seven founders, Abu Mohammed Saleh al-Hamwi, Iraqgi national Abu Marya al-
Qahtani, a chief propagandist, and a senior military commander, Abu Samir al-
Urdoni.%°

Nevertheless, while the world obsesses over ISIS’s savagery, a viciousness
that has already alienated average Arab and Muslim opinion, al-Nusra depicts
itself as a “rational” wing of the global jihadist movement and blends itself with
mainstream rebel groups and local Syrians. Joulani summons top Arab media to
his headquarters in Idlib, Syria, where he is given hours of prime time television
to propagate his worldview. Al-Nusra is seen as moderate in comparison to ISIS,
even though it belongs to the same Salafi-jihadist family and has a similar
worldview, a fact that testifies to its effectiveness and its potential to inherit its
rival’s spoils in Syria. In making such a comparison, Abu Qatada, a prominent
preacher of Salafi-jihadism, dismisses ISIS as “a bubble” and its leaders as
“misguided.” He pins his hopes on al-Nusra in Syria; its sister group in Yemen,
Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula; and jihadists in North Africa to deliver



victory to the umma. Abu Qatada and Maqdisi, together with the Salafi-jihadist
old guard, are still faithful to Al Qaeda Central, led by Zawahiri, who has
recently shown flexibility toward moderate Islamist groups and advised his
followers to avoid alienating local communities. “Despite all the contradictions
that exist in the ‘umma, I believe that victory is within our reach,” Abu Qatada
told his Arabic interlocutor after his release from prison in Jordan in 2014,
adding that he has never been as optimistic about the future of the jihadist
movement as he is today.®” Abu Qatada’s winning horse, Al Qaeda Central, does
not differ dramatically from ISIS, except in the degree to which ISIS had
flamboyantly used ritualized violence to subdue and terrorize its enemies and
inspire potential young recruits.

In addition to support from some regional states, Salafi-jihadist supporters
called on Zawabhiri to dissolve Al Qaeda Central and allow local divisions to go
their separate ways, a request that reflects the gravity of the crisis faced by the
parent organization.®® Even within al-Nusra, there have been vocal members
who proclaimed their desire to sever ties with Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda. According
to Maqdisi, who says he is a friend of Zawahiri, Al Qaeda’s leader would not
object if al-Nusra decides to go its separate way, but it is feared that ISIS would
be the main beneficiary. That is why Zawabhiri accepted the renewal of Joulani’s
oath to him and to Al Qaeda Central, Maqdisi told Al Hayat, a London-based
Arab newspaper. At this stage, a majority within al-Nusra feels that the Syrian-
based organization “would have committed suicide if it had severed ties with Al
Qaeda, even though Zawahiri would not have objected.”%

The strategic arrangement between al-Nusra and Al Qaeda against ISIS
reveals that Al Qaeda Central has become a liability. Joulani’s decision to
maintain ties with Zawahiri was voluntary, not obligatory, a fact that shows the
erosion of the authority of the most senior leader of the global jihadist
movement. In the jihadist culture, an oath of allegiance is sacred, and once it is
sworn, it is religiously enforced. There is nothing voluntary about it. Moreover,
Al Qaeda Central no longer exercises control over the scattered regional
commanders who use the brand to advance their own agendas. As stressed
before, although Zarqawi, the progenitor of ISIS, pledged allegiance to bin
Laden in 2004, he pursued a unilateral path against the expressed wishes of bin
Laden and almost succeeded in embroiling Iraq in all-out communal Sunni-Shia
war. His successors in Iraq not only preserved his bloody legacy but also



launched a full-fledged bid to take over the Salafi-jihadist tribe. Baghdadi, who
swore baiya to bin Laden in 2010 and then to Zawabhiri in 2011, made a mockery
of Zawahiri by subverting Al Qaeda from within and going as far as to give his
propagandists instructions to publicly humiliate this jihadist elder. For the
moment, Zawabhiri’s Al Qaeda seems to be swimming against the tide, struggling
in rocky waters. With the wind at its back, from late 2013 until mid-2015 ISIS
was on a winning streak, spreading near and far. Its utopian project resonates
with young converts to its cause from Russia to China and beyond, though at the
time of writing in late 2015 ISIS’s momentum is blunted, facing a reckoning on
nearly every front.

While the political and social conditions of the Arab world in recent years
have not been favorable to Zawahiri’s Al Qaeda, it would be misleading to pen
its obituary. In fact, the struggle is far from over. Time has a different meaning
for jihadists of Zawahiri’s variety; it is measured in decades, not years or
months. Zawahiri is biding his time, hoping that Baghdadi’s recklessness will be
his downfall. In comparison to Zawahiri’s careful approach, ISIS is
overextended and fights simultaneously on several fronts, a condition that it
cannot sustain indefinitely. The weight of evidence suggests that ISIS is
squeezed and on the defensive in both Syria and Iraq, losing as much as 40
percent of the Iraqi territory it conquered in 2014 and between 5 percent and 20
percent in Syria, including Kobani and key towns on the Syrian-Turkish border,
which threatens to cut off its last direct access to the Turkish border, hampering
its ability to attract new foreign recruits. Significant losses have also occurred in
Tikrit and Baiji in the “Sunni Triangle” north of Baghdad, and in Ramadi, the
capital and the largest city in Anbar, Western Iraq. The territorial losses have
shattered the group’s aura of invincibility and exposed the fragility of its
“Caliphate.””? ISIS’s message of triumphalism and empowerment resonates less
and less with Sunnis as the wheels of fortune turn against the group. Its finances
are faltering at a fast rate, forcing the organization to cut its expenditures and
heavily tax and fine the population under its control. By attacking Western,
Russian, and Middle Eastern targets, Baghdadi united the world against ISIS.
The skies of Syria and Iraq are crowded with Western and Russian jet fighters
hunting down ISIS’s senior and middle-level operators and destroying its
oilfields and economic assets. Intensifying its airstrikes against ISIS in Iraq and
Syria, the US-led coalition carried out more than 3,000 sorties in November



2015 alone and has carried out more than 10,000 in total.”! The coalition has set

up a local grouping called the Democratic Forces of Syria, which is made up of
Syrian Kurds and Arab rebels with the aim of dislodging ISIS from Raqqga, its
self-proclaimed capital, which would be the beginning of the end of the group.
There is no tipping point, but ISIS is bleeding and faces increasing pressure in
both Syria and Iraq. As the military tide turns against ISIS, it is forced to reduce
its expenses and tighten its belt and struggle to survive. Although it is early to
pen the obituary of ISIS, it can no longer live up to its slogan “to remain and
expand.” The writing is already on the wall with the group losing its popular
appeal.

Clearly, there is a causal link between ISIS’s impressive military
achievements on the battlefield and the attractiveness of its utopian project.
Nothing succeeds like success, a cliché aptly applied to ISIS. The durability and
resilience of the ISIS narrative are organically tied to its continued ability to hold
onto the territories and peoples under its control in Iraq and Syria. The caliphate
will eventually disintegrate if ISIS loses its grip on these areas, an important
point that must be kept in mind, especially when the organization is at the height
of its influence. To think the unthinkable, a collapse of the “Islamic State” might
not be imminent but it is conceivable in the near future.

A cunning survivor who has outfoxed the world’s security services since the
1970s, Zawabhiri ironically might be pinning his hopes on the US coalition to roll
back ISIS before it devours the remnants of his organization. In the meantime, he
plays the long game, showing that his local divisions are actively attacking
Westerners and expanding their control over territory in war-torn Syria, Yemen,
and beyond. Trying to outbid its bitter rival, ISIS, Al Qaeda’s affiliates took
responsibility for an assault in Paris in January 2015 that killed twelve people,
including journalists from a French satirical newspaper, and another attack in
November 2015 at the Radisson Blu hotel in Mali’s capital of Bamako, in which
militants took 170 hostages, twenty of whom were killed. Al Qaeda’s North
African affiliate, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, together with allied
militants, targeted a Western symbol in Mali days after ISIS claimed an attack in
Paris that killed 130 people. AQIM also took responsibility for an assault in
January 2016 on a luxury hotel in Burkina Faso that killed 29 people.
Preempting any attempt by ISIS to seize territory, AQAP captured much of
Hadramaut, Yemen’s largest province, and also seized key towns in the southern



Abyan province, where it briefly established an Islamic emirate in 2011 and has
a strong following.”

Declaring all-out war against his nemesis, Zawahiri dismissed Baghdadi as
illegitimate while expressing his willingness to cooperate with his rival in their
fight against the Western-led coalition. “We don’t recognize the caliphate of Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi,” he said in an audiotape recorded in spring 2015 and released
by al Qaeda’s official media wing in September 2010. In an appeal to the Salafi-
jihadist base, Zawabhiri pointed out that Baghdadi caused fitna, or sedition within
the ranks. “We have endured a lot of harm from Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his
brothers, and we preferred to respond with as little as possible, out of our
concern to extinguish the fire of sedition,” Zawahiri said in only his second
public message in 2015. “But Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his brothers did not
leave us a choice, for they have demanded that all the mujahedeen reject their
confirmed pledges of allegiance, and to pledge allegiance to them for what they
claim of a caliphate,” he added. Showing magnanimity and pretending to rise
above the painful history and forget and forgive, Zawahiri called for unity
against the common enemy. “Despite the big mistakes [of the Islamic State], if I
were in Iraq or Syria I would cooperate with them in killing the crusaders and
secularists and Shiites even though I don’t recognize the legitimacy of their state,
because the matter is bigger than that.”” Barring Zawahiri’s premature death, he
may yet have the last word in his struggle with Baghdadi.



CONCLUSION:
THE FUTURE OF ISIS

For the moment, ISIS is ascendant. As this book has argued, the organization is
both a symptom of the breakdown of state institutions in the heart of the Arab
world and a clash of identities between Sunni and Shia Muslims. This two-
pronged social and sectarian crisis has allowed ISIS to step forward and fill a
governance void, depicting itself as the sole defender of aggrieved Sunnis. ISIS
is a product of the social and political chaos that has engulfed the Arab Middle
East, as well as of the subsequent decline of public goods and services,
particularly employment, and the expanding Salafi-jihadist ideology that
underpins its view of the caliphate and of Islam. In this sense, ISIS’s umbilical
cord is tied to raging civil wars in Iraq, Syria, Libya, Yemen, and beyond and the
criminalized war economy that has emerged a result. This war economy enables
the group to act as a protostate and to gain the acquiescence of poor local
communities. If this reading is correct, the most effective way to delegitimize
ISIS depends on the ability of Arab societies, together with the regional and
great powers, to politically resolve spiraling communal conflicts and to support
state-building structures along transparent and legitimate lines. In addition, there
is an urgent need to resolve the Israel-Palestine conflict, which has provided
ideological nourishment to nonstate actors, including Salafi-jihadists. The
prolonged tragedy of the Palestinians is a constant source of motivation and
recruitment for Al Qaeda groups of all varieties, including ISIS. Time and again,
Salafi-jihadists refer to Palestine as the final stage or culmination of their jihad,



promising to come to the aid of the Palestinians after they topple renegade Arab
rulers at home. For example, as the US-led coalition ramped up airstrikes against
ISIS and backed offensives by local forces at the end of 2015, Baghdadi
purportedly released an audio statement in which he reaffirmed his commitment
to extend the Islamic State to Palestine. “The Jews thought we forgot Palestine
and that they had distracted us from it,” he says in the recording. “Not at all,
Jews. We did not forget Palestine for a moment. With the help of Allah, we will
not forget it.... The pioneers of the jihadist fighters will surround you on a day
that you think is distant and we know is close. We are getting closer every day.”’
This suggests that there is no quick fix to the ISIS crisis. A proper response
necessitates a complex and prolonged political strategy that will take an
enormous amount of time, reconciliation, compromise, and credible leadership at
the local, national, regional, and international levels—all of which are
commodities in short supply today.

A SOCIAL BASE

Instead of offering a policy menu, a more useful approach is to draw a balance
sheet about ISIS’s structural strengths and weaknesses. The dynamic relationship
between this group and its target audience allows a more nuanced and complex
understanding of ISIS’s long-term durability and fragility.? To start with, of all
existing fault lines in the Arab world, the deepening and widening Sunni-Shia
divide has provided ISIS with hadanah sha’biyya (a social base) among
aggrieved Sunnis, especially agrarian and urban poor. Sectarianism is the fuel
that has powered the ISIS surge. Fundamentally, ISIS utilizes identity as the
driving force for the movement and its expansion, expressed through a narrow-
minded and intolerant Salafi-jihadist (Islamist) ideology. The group’s rebirth in
Iraq and its emergence in Syria are organically linked to communal polarization
and a widespread perception among Sunnis that the central government in
Baghdad has willfully disfranchised them. The outbreak of the civil war in Syria
also provided ISIS with a golden opportunity to expand its influence to a
neighboring Arab country and gain strategic depth there. By exploiting the
Sunni-Shia rift in Iraq and the increasingly sectarian strife in Syria, Baghdadi
and his cohorts succeeded in appealing to many rebellious Sunnis who felt
persecuted, marginalized, and excluded by the Shia- and Alawite-dominated
regimes in Baghdad and Damascus. Iran’s role in backing both regimes further



entrenched this view. From 2011 until the pronouncement of the Islamic State
Caliphate in June 2014, Baghdadi blended his group with local communities and
built a popular constituency.

This hadanah sha’biyya largely helps explain the staying power and
endurance of ISIS in the face of attacks from within and without. Although it is
difficult to precisely measure the extent of the Sunni backing for Baghdadi’s
combatants (there are no credible studies), it is substantial, dynamic, and fluid in
Irag and much weaker in Syria. ISIS’s roots run deeper in Irag, having
previously engulfed a preexisting Sunni insurgency in the aftermath of the 2003
US-led invasion. Other than the somewhat frail attempts by the ill-equipped and
undersourced Awakening movement® in parts of Anbar, there has been almost no
organized armed resistance against ISIS in the territories under its control in
Iraq, though this might change if the group loses its military edge.* Residents are
reluctant to fight the group, because many do not see governance by what they
view as a sectarian authority in Baghdad as something worth fighting for.> It is
unsurprising, then, that ISIS has not yet collapsed like a house of cards under the
punishing weight of the US air campaign and ground offensives carried out by
an increasing litany of enemies. With few exceptions, Sunni-dominated areas
under ISIS’s rule successfully resisted repeated assaults by more powerful
military forces. For example, in the battle for Ramadi in May 2015, tribes
reportedly provided cash, weapons, and intelligence to ISIS, which tilted the
balance of power against the Iraqi security forces. Similarly, Sunni support for
ISIS in Fallujah has allowed it so far to weather the violent storm of attacks by
the Iragi government and its allies. But where ISIS has tried to make inroads
outside its core Sunni territory—against the Kurds in Syria and Iraq and among
other rebel groups—it has been beaten back.®

A pattern has emerged that points to ISIS’s being somewhat tolerated, if not
completely supported in Iraq, among Sunnis, who see it as the enemy of their
enemies, particularly the Shia-led government in Baghdad. While there has been
some Sunni resistance to ISIS, notably the estimated seven hundred to one
thousand Sunni tribal members fighting alongside the Iraqi security forces and
the Hash’d al-Sha’bi (Popular Mobilization Force)’ against ISIS in Tikrit,?
revenge attacks carried out by Shia militias following ISIS’s defeat and
withdrawal from the city worked only to cement Sunni fears and suspicions,
reinforcing an existing Sunni reluctance to confront ISIS more systematically.”



Despite efforts by the US-led coalition to co-opt Sunnis into the anti-ISIS
coalition in Iraq and Syria, the rift between the two communities has not been
healed yet. There exists no coherent policy to bridge the divides among Iraqi
ethnic and religious constituencies, divides aggravated by poor governance and
intracommunal rivalries. More than a year after the declaration of an Islamic
state, some of the most prominent and influential Sunni tribal leaders in Ramadi,
Mosul, and Fallujah for the first time formally pledged allegiance to Baghdadi in
summer 2015.'° Complicating matters is the development of an intra-Sunni civil
war in Iraq that has greatly benefited ISIS and like-minded groups and splintered
the community further. ISIS exploits this Sunni-Sunni schism by presenting
itself as a savior of the inhabitants of Anbar from the corruption of the ruling
elite and the power struggle of tribal leaders. For example, in Anbar province,
members of the same extended Sunni family battle each other on opposing front
lines, with many fighting under the ISIS banner even though they may not
believe in its Salafi-jihadist ideology.'! On balance, Sunnis are still deeply
suspicious of the new central authority in Baghdad, notwithstanding the change
in head of state from Nuri al-Maliki to Haider Al-Ababdi, and view it as
sectarian and beholden to Tehran.!” Sunnis in Iraq and Syria also voice
resentment against the US-led coalition targeting ISIS, while turning a blind eye
to the crimes of the Assad regime as well as the Shia-led militias in Irag. The
United States’ actions in Iraq in 2003 and the following years helped create and
reinforce resentment and a feeling of persecution among many Sunnis in Iraq
and Syria, sentiments that are now being resurrected against the US-led
coalition’s airstrikes targeting ISIS. Sheikh Abu Sleiman al-Hassan, an early
leader of the Syrian revolt, notes that “the US-led coalition in Syria and Iraq
targets only the Sunnis, and this generates public support for ISIS because
popular opinion automatically sides with whoever America fights.”!3 Explicit
and implicit Sunni support supplies ISIS with social oxygen that prolongs its life
span. As an Iragi activist, Omar Fawwaz, who lives in Anbar and who does not
back the group, put it, “For ordinary Sunnis ISIS is the last line of defence of
their existence, identity, and property. ”'* The only way to prevent further
expansion and beat ISIS back is to deny it hadanah sha’biyya. This entails
addressing legitimate Sunni grievances through the reconstruction of the state
based on the rule of law, citizenship, and inclusiveness, not sect, ethnicity, and
tribe. By the end of 2015, more Sunni tribes in both Iraq and Syria had begun to



join anti-ISIS coalitions, a shift that shows pragmatism and a willingness to
reengage in the political process.

GOVERNANCE

In addition to tapping into Sunni grievances and winning hearts and minds, ISIS
has increasingly co-opted local communities under its control by partially filling
a governance void and providing public services and good salaries.'> While the
world is captivated by ISIS’s brutality and its institution of a modern sex trade,
the group built its capacity to govern, embedding itself deeper into the fabric of
life in war-torn Iraq and Syria. By increasingly acting like a rudimentary state,
ISIS makes the inhabitants dependent on its services, planting the idea in their
minds that they are in control. As long as ISIS delivers public goods and
services, it will continue to enjoy the acquiescence of the public, making it
harder to dislodge. According to local residents in al-Raqgah, Deir al-Zour,
Mosul, Fallujah, and other cities, ISIS has set up a rudimentary functioning
bureaucracy, administration, and institutions; it improved security and law and
order—though harsh—and provided jobs in decimated economies. Residents
report that ISIS delivers important services, such as bakeries, policing, a swift,
shariah-based justice system, identity cards and birth certificates, consumer
protection, garbage collection, day-care centers, and clean and well-run
hospitals, and it has procured teachers to work in its schools, even though the
quality of these services is neither stellar nor free.'® The infamous pattern of
behavior has been that each time ISIS captures new territory in Syria and Iraq, it
begins by carrying out a wave of killings of civilian suspects, police, and
members of the security forces. Following this, ISIS commanders often seek to
garner public support by lowering the price of bread and quickly repairing
electricity and water lines and calling on bureaucrats to return to work.!” After
ISIS seized Mosul in June 2014, the group began a campaign to clean, pave, and
light the city, an impressive achievement, according to some residents, because
successive Iraq governments had failed repeatedly to complete the job.'®
Baghdadi’s planners have also used former Syrian and Iraqi government
employees to keep the local government functioning. In al-Raqqah, a former
Assad regime employee is now in charge of mills and the distribution of flour to
bakeries.!® Employees at the al-Raggah dam, which provides the city with
electricity and water, were kept in their posts when ISIS took over the city.



Experts who have come from countries in North Africa and Europe have helped
ISIS provide public services. For instance, Baghdadi appointed a Tunisian with a
PhD in telecommunications to run and develop al-Raqgah’s
telecommunications.”’ As well as having the expertise of a number of former
Baathist military officials in both Iraq and Syria,’! Baghdadi and his associates
have repeatedly called on Muslims worldwide with technical expertise to
migrate to the Islamic State and serve it, including in his first sermon, which he
delivered in Mosul after its capture in June 2014. To showcase their capacity to
govern, ISIS’s planners frequently advertise the launch of new ventures and
projects, such as medical schools in Syria and Iraq, breakthroughs in artificial
limb technology, and the reopening of a grand hotel in Mosul, with much public
fanfare.??

For the inhabitants who have survived on the bare minimum and lived
through decades of state-sponsored violence and repression, ISIS is not seen as
the malevolent organization known to the outside world. They are left
unbothered by the group so long as they avoid crossing ISIS’s lines and obey its
severe rules. Ultimately, within hard-pressed communities in conflict zones,
what will matter most are bread and butter, security, governance, and fair
salaries.?? In order to support their families, destitute Syrian refugees in Turkey
say they had to return to al-Raqgah and Deir al-Zour and swear baiya to ISIS in
return for jobs as teachers and public service employees. According to personal
testimonies, these jobs pay on average $100 per month, which is barely a
subsistence living. Before they start work, the returnees have also to undergo
religious reeducation to indoctrinate them with the group’s radical theology, as
well as military training.?*

According to multiple reports by local activists who reside in the so-called
caliphate, ISIS has built a lucrative and diverse criminalized war economy to
finance its war making and state building, which includes oil sales, taxes, drug
trafficking, kidnapping, theft, and sale of small religious and cultural artifacts.
The group collected tens of millions of US dollars in ransom for Western and
regional hostages.

According to a 2014 Thomson Reuters study, the terrorist group has more
than $2 trillion in assets under its control, with an annual income of $2.9 billion.
In January 2015 Abu Saad al-Ansar, an ISIS official in Mosul, told Arabic
newspapers that the group’s budget for that year was $2 billion, though UN



monitors and independent observers now expect it to be half that.?®> In December
2015, Adam Szubin, the acting Treasury undersecretary for terrorism and
financial intelligence, said containing ISIS has been difficult because only a tiny
share of its money comes from foreign donors. According to Szubin, the group
has generated more than $500 million from black market oil sales in Syria and
Iraq and has looted between $500 million and $1 billion from bank vaults in
territory under its control; it has extorted millions of dollars more from Syrians
and Iragis living under its domain, Szubin said.?® By solidifying its rule over
eastern Syria, especially in Deir al-Zour and al-Raqgah, along with its territory
in neighboring Iraq, ISIS controls a significant percentage of Syria’s oil and gas
fields (160 fields), a hydroelectric dam, fertile lands, and a third of the wheat
supply in each country. In Iraq, ISIS controls thirteen oil fields, three refineries,
five cement plants, and a salt mine.?” In the past year and a half the group has
raised $500 million selling oil from the fields it controls in Syria and Iraq to
Turkish and Iraqi businessmen and areas controlled by the Syrian government
and the opposition.?® Showing expediency, Baghdadi and his functionaries trade
with their erstwhile enemies whenever it suits their interests. A 2015 report by
the New York Times, supported with data from the Rand Corporation, estimated
that oil generated only $100 million that year, though most experts valued oil-
related revenues to be much higher.?*

After poring through the intelligence for much of the summer in 2015, the
US-led coalition, together with Russia, which does not coordinate with the
coalition, escalated airstrikes against ISIS-run oil refineries and oil-trucking
assets in eastern Syria and destroyed more than a thousand tanker trucks
transporting oil to markets in Iraq and Turkey. Western governments have also
taken initiatives in the UN Security Council and global financial institutions to
prevent ISIS from moving money through the international financial system.3°
Although this double-barreled strategy has already exacted a heavy toll on ISIS’s
finances, it won’t bankrupt it.

Indeed, there is increasing evidence that the bombing surge has significantly
reduced ISIS’s total oil production, leading fuel prices to soar and morale and
salaries to decline. The group has recently reduced fighters’ salaries from
roughly $400 a month to about $300 and imposed additional taxes and fines on
the inhabitants. Syrian activists and aid workers say that aid programs that
benefit the needy appear to have been severely reduced, causing further poverty



and acute shortages of medicine for chronic diseases, and there have also been
prolonged electricity cuts. ISIS took a big hit in summer 2015 when Iraq’s
government stopped paying salaries to public employees in areas the militants
had captured, particularly Mosul, which meant the group could no longer extort
large sums from those civil servants.3!

Despite the US-led coalition’s efforts to prevent ISIS from cashing in on the
vast crude oil and natural gas reserves within its domains, efforts that include
hundreds of airstrikes on ISIS-controlled oil installations in Iraq and Syria, the
group remains well funded.3? As discussed throughout the book, ISIS has built a
diverse criminalized economy that is not one-source-dependent. According to
the study by THS Global Strategies cited above, about 50 percent of ISIS’s
revenue comes from taxes and fines, a greater share of its budget than oil.
Pervading nearly every aspect of life, ISIS has a total monopoly on economic
activities for the five to eight million people under its control. As an Iragi writer
living in Mosul under a pseudonym eloquently put it, “Everything in the city is
under the control of Daesh [the Arabic acronym for ISIS], without exception; if
they had the ability to control the air that the population breathes, they would
have done s0.”33 ISIS’s control of the population has allowed it to extract taxes,
taking a share of profits or enforcing fines, a form of extortion. As the US-led
coalition’s airstrikes partially disrupted ISIS’s oil and gas business, the group
squeezed more revenues out of the households in the caliphate. “One of ISIS’s
biggest financial resources is the taxes it imposes on the citizens of al-Raqgah,”
according to a report from the antimilitant activist group al-Raqqgah Is Being
Slaughtered Silently.3* A similar story is heard in Deir al-Zour and Mosul, where
ISIS imposed heavy taxes on harvests, phone lines, water, electricity, and waste
removal, bleeding the inhabitants and pauperizing them further. According to
activists in the field, ISIS’s goal is to make the population dependent on its
administration for survival and force young men to join its ranks as fighters in
order to feed their families, a strategy too familiar to the status quo under the
Assad regime, and arguably a risky gamble that may backfire in the future.3®
More than a year after ISIS’s takeover of almost a third of Syria and Iraq,
oppressed communities under the control of ISIS complain that the cost of living
is too high and that they are forced to finance its military operations. For
instance, the cost of bread in al-Raqgah, an agricultural province where crops are

plentiful, has risen fivefold and has reached a record, local sources report.3°



As can be seen, shutting down ISIS’s various financial channels has proven
exceptionally difficult. As long as ISIS continues to diversify its criminalized
war economy and replenish its coffers, it will strengthen its governance capacity.
Paying the salaries and costs of combatants (which amount to 70 percent of its
total annual budget), bureaucrats, and public services, even if inconsistently and
at a reduced rate, would help the Islamic State to embed itself “deeper into the
fabric of the communities it controls.”®” Therefore, the challenge for the
international community is to deny ISIS social oxygen (or hadanah sha’biyya)
and starve it financially, a complex task made more difficult by the fact that there
are millions of people under its control. With its criminalized war economy and
extortion, ISIS could extract enough resources to drive its military machine,
though this option appears to have already alienated the inhabitants and thus
could turn their acquiescence into opposition and resistance. As mentioned
previously, there are credible reports of many defections of ISIS foreign fighters.
Young men avoid attending Friday prayers for fear of being forcefully
conscripted. Nevertheless, the most effective means to slow down the march of
ISIS is to dislodge it from the towns and cities it controls and follow the trail of
money and shut it down, a challenging task given that ISIS deals in cash and
operates outside the legitimate channels that can be traced by Western
governments. The US has begun to bomb the group’s cash storage sites,
depriving it of millions of US dollars. Unlike Al Qaeda Central, ISIS does not
depend as much on foreign donors, making it more difficult to bankrupt it.
Nevertheless, the group is extremely vulnerable because it is waging multiple
battles on multiple fronts against powerful foes, while it attempts to build a
proto-state, which requires “steady and renewable sources of funding,”
according to Adam Szubin, the acting Treasury undersecretary for terrorism and

financial intelligence.38

“THE ISLAMIC RULE”

Although Baghdadi and his functionaries are mainly engaged in war making,
they have also devoted resources to state building, or what they call “Islamic
rule.” A third of ISIS’s annual budget is spent on propaganda and local and
national government, including media, publishing pamphlets and books, building
roads, running hospitals, and keeping schools open The group’s planners
recognize that domination and force can’t guarantee compliance and consent in



the long term; ISIS commanders use both violence and persuasion to establish
the hegemony of the Islamic State.?® ISIS’s strategic goal is consolidate its
political longevity. As hundreds of newly obtained, leaked ISIS documents show,
the group has been actively engaged in a deliberate state-building exercise, from
job creation and roads to nurseries, hotels, and marketplaces, from the Euphrates
to the Tigris. One of the leaked ISIS documents obtained by the Guardian makes
it clear that “The state requires an Islamic system of life, a Qur’anic constitution
and a system to implement it,” though this Islamic system should not come at the
expense of rational planning and organization. “There must not be suppression
of the role of qualifications, skills of expertise and the training of the current
generation on administering the state,” added ISIS’s planners.* While the
Western and Arab media widely report on how ISIS had set up a political
structure similar to a modern government in the so-called form of a caliphate,
there is little analysis of the revolutionary character of the group’s governance.
Three days after the fall of Mosul, ISIS published a manifesto called “Charter of
the City” (Wathiqgat al-Madina), which consists of sixteen articles in which the
group lays the groundwork for political rule. “O people, you have tried all
secular regimes, including the monarchical, republican, Baathist and then the
Safavid [a reference to the Iranian state and Iranian-backed governments in Iraq
and Syria], and now is the era of the Islamic State,” notes article sixteen of
ISIS’s manifesto.*! This citation sums up the group’s social engineering project
and clarifies what it means by “Islamic rule.” The only way to fully grasp what
ISIS means is to observe the organization’s actions in Mosul, al-Ragqgah, Deir al-
Zour, Fallujah, and other cities. ISIS’s leaders are trying to systemically
eradicate the existing social order and replace it with a new moral and religious
system that incorporates the legal rules of seventh-century Arabia into today’s
twenty-first-century society. In article sixteen, ISIS stipulates that the Qur’an is
the only source of legislation, laws, and the constitution of the Islamic State.
Although article sixteen states that the al-Sunna (the Prophet’s life and sayings)
is a secondary source of inspiration, the group relies exclusively on its harsh
interpretations of Qur’anic scripture when issuing edicts and laws to regulate life
in the caliphate.*?

Less than a year after seizing Mosul, ISIS had created a system parallel to
that of the secular nation-state and transformed social norms and laws that define
state-society relations. Hundreds of leaked ISIS documents (mentioned



previously) reveal an ambitious strategic road map to be self-sufficent in the
future by “raising a knowledgeable Islamic generation capable of bearing the
Ummah [Islamic Nation] and its future without needing the expertise of the
West.”*3 Writing under the pseudonym Morris Milton, a writer who lives in
Mosul published a series of articles on the first anniversary of the fall of his city
and painted a portrait of the changes that have occurred.** Isolating the
indigenous population (Al-Moslawyin), Milton points out that ISIS’s enforcers
substituted “the sword” for consent, abolished the ideas of centrism and
moderation, and deliberately staged atrocities in public. Although the physical
scars of ISIS’s brutality could be healed over time, he argues that the ethical and
social rules that the group imposed on the city and the ways of life of its citizens
will leave deeper scars. Article sixteen of the Charter of the City forbids the
inhabitants from either publishing or broadcasting any news item that is not
issued by the group or flying any flag except the banner of the Islamic State.
From day one, ISIS labored hard to remake Mosul in its own image. According
to the eyewitness, ISIS aimed to rid the city of its history, diversity,
cosmopolitanism, and culture, and instead to enforce uniformity and obedience
to a harsh set of rules—in short, it created a religious totalitarian system. This
system essentially sought to change the political culture of Iraq and Syria so that
the ISIS model would continue indefinitely. After closely observing the conduct
of ISIS’s planners for more than a year, the Mosul writer concludes that they
must have read the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, especially his
treatises on values and ethics, for they have formulated new norms and values
informed by their Salafi-jihadist ideology and imposed it wholesale on the
community. ISIS’s “Islamic rule” is being enforced by new social strata from
rural areas, which serve as the moral police or revolutionary guards of the group.
Increasing evidence indicates that ISIS’s membership is predominantly
composed of agrarian and urban poor, even though the top echelon is mainly
middle class. Activists and residents living in the caliphate report that the
organization has empowered villagers and rural elements and put them in charge
in both Iraq and Syria, creating a social rift between ways of the city and those
of the countryside.*

The “ruralization” of Iraqi and Syrian cities, particularly Mosul, which used
to be a culturally diverse and cosmopolitan place, will have lasting social
ramifications on both countries. More importantly, ISIS’s rural vanguard is a



potent tool of repression and control as well. By empowering villagers and
agrarian elements, whose interests are organically linked to those of ISIS, the
group has built a loyal constituency, willing and ready to do its bidding. While
the world focuses on the operational and leadership roles of former Baathist
officers of Saddam Hussein’s army and police within ISIS, little attention is paid
to the rural enforcers who terrorize communities and implement the group’s
severe laws. However, these recent rural converts to the jihadist cause represent
a double-edged sword for ISIS because, on balance, they tend to be driven more
by interests than by ideology. If and when ISIS retreats militarily, the agrarian
and urban poor would not have qualms about shifting sides, as they have
frequently done in the past.

IDEOLOGY AND POWER

Ideology and military capability are other major driving forces behind the
strength of ISIS and its future durability. Armed with a messianic ideology and a
belief that they are resurrecting the caliphate, ISIS’s combatants are fearless.*®
One of ISIS’s greatest strengths is an inner belief in the truth of its cause, a blind
faith in the principles of Hakimiyya (God’s rule on earth as opposed to the will
of the peoples) and al-wala’ wa al-bara’ (allegiance to the faith and the Sunni
community and denunciation of the other). Baghdadi’s combatants believe that
to die defending these principles would be “martyrdom for God’s sake,” a road
to heaven.*” Regardless of the veracity of this belief, it is a significant factor in
building the battle spirit of ISIS’s fighters, who shoulder the brunt of combat,
and providing them with motivation and inspiration. This ideological conviction
explains the abundance of suicide bombers within ISIS’s ranks. In a sense, ISIS
was able to operationalize the Salafi-jihadist concepts that have gained
momentum among Islamists in the Middle East for the past two decades. This
organization boasts of a long list of volunteers who await their turn to carry out
suicide or “martyrdom” operations. Hundreds have already done so and
facilitated the organization’s offensive in Iraq and Syria.*® While a form of
existential struggle also drives the Iraqi, Syrian, and Kurdish forces, it is only the
Shia militias’ religious zeal, apocalyptic vision, and belief in the return of the
Mahdi (a vanished descendant of the Prophet whom Shia believe will reemerge
at a time of war to establish global Islamic rule and justice; it is believed he will
return several years before judgment day) that compete with ISIS’s



determination and motivation.*?

Time and again, Baghdadi and his propagandists have showered praise on
ISIS’s fighters for their sacrifice and steadfastness in the face of great odds.
“Stay steadfast, I wish I could be sacrificed for you,” Baghdadi told his soldiers
in a recent audio recording.”® ISIS’s chiefs repeatedly remind their subordinates
that they are following in the footsteps of the Prophet Mohammed and his
righteous companions who erected the first Islamic state. ISIS’s fighters are
depicted as “the soldiers of the caliphate,”! who battle the enemies of Islam and
bring honor, victory, and deliverance to the Sunni community. They are
constantly fed an ideological diet, which transforms them into human robots.
There are Syrian and Iragi members of ISIS who are not ideologically committed
to the Islamist cause and who joined the group either to gain economic
advantage or for political reasons. But for many fighters, including foreigners
and the jihadist veterans of Al Qaeda in Iraq, ideology is the superglue that
cements their commitment to the group. These ideological combatants power
ISIS’s military machine and make a critical difference on the battlefields. Some
foreign fighters move like shock troops around territory controlled by the group,
according to Kurdish commanders.>? ISIS’s planners train all combatants to be
commanders and both fight side by side and die side by side, which explains a
high rate of casualties among regional commanders who lead the charge in
battles. Of all insurgent organizations in Iraq and Syria, ISIS alone practices
what it preaches: “Believe in our call with the martyrdom of our commanders,” a
powerfully attractive slogan for religious, young activists. Faith, not rank and
hierarchy, binds ISIS’s fighting units. According to activists in the field, this
ideological unity between fighters and commanders contributes to ISIS’s
resilience and durability and aids its expansion in the Sunni-dominated areas.>>

One of the lessons learned over the past year and a half is that the
organization has ideological cohesion and fraternity and operational agility. It is
no wonder, then, that it has not collapsed under the hard blows of an endless
litany of enemies. After more than ten thousand airstrikes by the US-led
coalition, and more than twenty thousand ISIS combatants killed or wounded,
according to official American figures, ISIS has shown tenacity and adaptability;
while weakened by American airstrikes and repeated ground assaults in Syria
and Iraq, the group remains a potent force, able to resist deadly offensives in

both countries and to fight to the last man.>* More than a year and half after its



declaration of the Caliphate, ISIS continues to defend its territories in multiple
theaters against multiple enemies, including the Iraqi security forces and
powerful Shia militias as well as determined Kurdish fighters in Iraq and Syria
and the Syrian army and its partners, especially Hezbollah. At the end of
September 2015 Russia joined the fray against ISIS by intervening militarily in
Syria and commencing airstrikes against the group and other opposition forces.
By the end of 2015, Russia had carried out more than five thousand airstrikes in
Syria, a third of them against ISIS. Moreover, in Syria, ISIS fights Islamist rivals
such as Jabhat al-Nusra, Ahrar al-Sham, and Jayish al-Islam. It aims to convince
both friend and foe that the Islamic State will “remain and expand” (as stated in
its motto), and that it is invincible and undefeatable. The gap between the means
and the objectives of America and Russia in Iraq and Syria has reinforced ISIS’s
narrative of invincibility so far. This narrative gained the group new adherents
throughout the Middle East and beyond, due to its ability to deliver physically
and militarily on what it claims in propaganda, though this is changing as ISIS
loses territory in Syria and Iraq and retreats. The organization’s unprecedented
ability to recruit and radicalize followers through social media stems from its
display and exhibition of military prowess and success on the battlefield.
Ideology in isolation, important as it is, would not have empowered ISIS to such
an extent and turned it into a power to be reckoned with.

An ironclad ideology, a blind faith, and an effective military apparatus fuel
ISIS’s armed strength. Its ability to outgrow and outperform groups with similar
Salafi-jihadist ideologies, such as al-Nusra, is somewhat due to its deep and
established roots. Its general staff in Iraq and Syria is made up of veterans of Al
Qaeda in Iraq who survived the insurgency against US and Iraqi forces; former
officers of Hussein’s army and police with expertise in organization, intelligence,
and internal security; and battle-hardened Chechen commanders with skills in
guerrilla warfare. With this diverse and experienced military leadership pool,
Baghdadi and his cabinet have fielded a mini army that wages both conventional
and guerrilla warfare. Using psychological warfare and meticulous planning,
ISIS’s tacticians often outmaneuvered and outsmarted the organization’s foes on
the battlefield and displayed strategic cunning and tenacity. In particular, the
influx of former officers of the Iraqi army into the ranks of ISIS propelled its
early military victories in 2013 and 2014 in Iraq and Syria. As discussed
previously, Baghdadi’s momentous decision to surround himself with disbanded
army and police officers from Hussein’s era was decisive, probably the most



decisive, in the group’s military revival after the defeats inflicted on AQI’s
combatants by the Sunni Awakening councils between 2007 and 2010.°°
Regardless of their influence and weight in ISIS’s decision making, the military
role of former Iraqi officers has been pivotal in drawing battle plans and
strategically overseeing the wars. Baghdadi’s reconstitution of ISIS’s armed
apparatus transformed a mafia-like network into a professionalized fighting
force.

Despite gains made in Palmyra in 2015, ISIS has lost approximately 40
percent of the territory it once held in Iraq and between 5 percent and 20 percent
in Syria since the declaration of the caliphate in June 2014.°° Overextended and
on the defensive, the group struggles to survive. Nevertheless, ISIS possesses
organizational depth, agility, and dogged fanaticism and willpower.”” Drawing
lessons from the fates of like-minded groups in Pakistan and Yemen whose
leaders have been systematically killed by repeated US drone strikes over the
years, Baghdadi has empowered regional commanders in Iraq and Syria with
wide-ranging authority, a plan designed to ensure the survival of ISIS if he and
other top figures are killed. Given general operating guidelines, field lieutenants
have significant autonomy and flexibility to run their own operations.”® As a
fallback option, Baghdadi and his planners have sent trusted commanders from
Syria and Iraq to Libya and established a base in Surt, a port city on the
Mediterranean about four hundred miles southeast of Sicily, according to UN
and Western officials.”® Although the group suffered serious setbacks in Syria
and Iraq and incurred massive human losses, it fought to the bitter end and did
not beat a hasty retreat. After almost every setback, ISIS’s planners had been
able to mount surge offensives, as they did in mid-2015 in northwest Syria and
in Palmyra and Ramadi in Iraq, surprising adversaries and delighting its
supporters, though by the end of 2015 the group’s ability to go on the offensive
had come to an end. ISIS’s military planners have a system in place, effective
networks that allow them to exercise operational control and sustain hard blows
by the US-led coalition. The group is reportedly replacing its combatants in Iraq
and Syria as fast as the United States and its allies are killing them there, due to a
seemingly endless stream of recruits. In September 2015 American intelligence
analysts released the findings of a confidential assessment that concludes that
nearly thirty thousand foreign fighters have traveled to Iraq and Syria from more
than one hundred countries since 2011, including about five thousand from the



West. A year ago, the same officials estimated that flow to be about fifteen
thousand combatants from eighty countries. Despite punishing airstrikes and
concerted efforts to stem the flow of foreign fighters, the group continues to
draw an average of about one thousand fighters a month, a stunning achievement
that shows the existence of global networks for recruitment.®°

Although American officials claim they have killed about 50 percent of
ISIS’s field lieutenants and regional commanders, they acknowledge that the
group has quickly replaced them with other skilled operatives. Frustrated with
the failure of conventional strikes to degrade the group’s strength after more than
a year of aerial bombings, the Obama administration authorized the CIA and US
Special Operations forces to jointly launch a secret campaign to hunt senior ISIS
operatives in Syria as part of a targeted killing program. This clandestine drone
campaign is run separately from the broader US military offensive against ISIS,
US officials said.%! The administration is using lessons learned from its drone
attacks against field lieutenants of Al Qaeda Central in the tribal region in
Pakistan along the Afghan border, which have had devastating effects on the
organization and operationally paralyzed it. Although US airstrikes against
ISIS’s leadership assets have exacted a heavy toll, they are unlikely to be as
effective as those against AQC in Pakistan; the Islamic State has extensive
territory, more than five million people under its watch, and a long roster of
senior operatives, many of whom served in the military and police of Hussein. It
has the capacity to replenish its depleted ranks for the foreseeable future, though
significant leadership losses appear to have weakened the group. Moreover,
firsthand reports from Iraq and Syria show that ISIS, along with other Islamist
groups, has established camps to train children in al-Raggah, Mosul, and other
areas as the next generation of fighters, or, as ISIS calls them, Ashbal al-Khilafa
“caliphate cubs”). The leaked ISIS documents discussed above specify that
children should receive training in light arms and religious indoctrination, and
that “outstanding individuals” will be given security assignments such as
manning checkpoints.%? The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based advocacy organization with a wide network of contacts in Syria, said that
it documented at least 1,100 children under sixteen who had joined ISIS by July
2015, many of whom were sent to fight in Syria and Iraq.%® There is also
credible evidence showing that ISIS goes to great lengths to indoctrinate
children after they abduct them, forcing them to attend training camps and view



footage of beheadings and other violent acts in an attempt to socially engineer
the next generation of jihadists.%* Activists in Mosul and al-Raqgah say that
some parents have stopped sending their children to school lest ISIS kidnap them
and indoctrinate them. The group frequently displays children, as young as ten
years old, in its propaganda videos as executioners of victims, combatants, and
members of a cheering, joyful audience during gruesome executions in public.%®
As long as ISIS controls territory and people, it will be able to recruit and coerce
people to battle, using a strict and often brutal carrot-and-stick approach. For
instance, desperate to feed their families, young Syrian men in Deir al-Zour and
al-Raqgah say they were forced to pledge allegiance to ISIS and be prepared to
fight in its ranks. Therefore, the key to denying ISIS its human supply chain is to
dislodge it from the territories it occupies in Iraq and Syria and seal Turkey’s
border with Syria, through which most foreign recruits cross. While a difficult
feat without a “boots on the ground” policy, this remains the most effective
means to starve the group of fresh blood and treasure.

VULNERABILITIES

VACUUM OF IDEAS

Despite ISIS’s impressive military prowess and achievements, it suffers from a
structural defect: the absence of a positive blueprint for governance and a
debilitating vacuum of ideas. Beyond ideological and moral rhetoric, the
organization has not offered the Sunni communities in Iraq and Syria a positive
program of action or a positive vision of governance. Although ISIS has
managed to deliver bread and butter to the populations under its watch, it has not
always invested social capital in the infrastructure of governance. This
fundamental defect is common to all Salafi-jihadists who prioritize warfare over
welfare. They obsess over physical and military power, disregarding soft power
and political theory as an infringement on and violation of shariah or Qur’anic
law. Any theorizing or philosophizing outside the confines of the shariah is
forbidden and criminalized as un-Islamic. Time and again, Salafi-jihadists have
not translated or operationalized their promises of salvation into a pragmatic
material reality, a dichotomy that exposes the paucity and poverty of their ideas.
More importantly, this handicap has not endeared Salafi-jihadists, including
ISIS, to mainstream Muslim opinion, which, like publics elsewhere, craves
stability, prosperity, and freedom. ISIS fails on all counts.



Much like it was for Al Qaeda before it, the world according to ISIS is
characterized by a perpetual war against real and imagined enemies. Society is in
constant mobilization, on a permanent war footing, to fend off enemies who lurk
everywhere and hatch conspiracies against the Islamic State. According to this
worldview, stability can only be attained when enemies are either subjugated or
forced to recognize the group’s sacred mandate. In the meantime, ISIS’s planners
see Muslim society as a wild jungle and define their mission as the
“management of savagery.” Conflict zones and chaos provide an ideal
environment for Salafi-jihadists, who, according to one of their ideologues, Abu
Bakr al-Najji (a pseudonym), have been called on to creatively manage this
chaos and consolidate their authority. In this jungle of savagery, ISIS would
manage Muslims like animals by providing them with the bare minimum of
goods and services. Everything must take a backseat to the promotion of the
extreme jihadist project.®® As to freedom, ISIS substitutes religious tyranny for
the political authoritarianism of the Syrian and Iraqi regimes and controls the
minute details of peoples’ lives, from how they dress to how they live. It is a
totalitarian political system, one shared by Salafi-jihadists across the ideological
spectrum. As mentioned above, ISIS, together with other Salafi-jihadists, claims
to use the Qur’an as its constitution, a foundational document, and the only
source of legislation. In addition to their narrow, harsh, and selective reading of
the scripture, ISIS’s ideologues overlook the fact that the Qur’an is a double-
edged sword, at their own peril. On the one hand, they deploy it as a weapon of
choice against foes. Yet this weapon also has the potential to be drawn over their
own necks if they do not live up to the utopian Islamic state that they so
confidently promise.

Although Sunnis in Iraq and Syria tolerate hardship and sacrifice during war,
their mood is bound to change to active hostility if ISIS turns the extreme living
conditions of an emergency into a permanent situation, which seems as if it will
be the case. The writing is already on the wall. Activists in al-Raqqah, Deir al-
Zour, and Mosul report widespread discontent and suppressed anger among local
populations over dismal social conditions and the loss of individual freedoms,
such as the rights of movement and smoking. Beyond anti-Shia and anti-Iranian
rhetoric, ISIS does not offer Sunnis a positive program of action; only a bleak
future. Laws and rules instituted by ISIS shed light on its goal for life under its
watch, which is to return Arab-Islamic civilization to that of the seventh century.



Reviving traditions that have been dormant for hundreds of years, “the Daesh
model has no future because it is not only barbaric but also offers the worst of
the past and seeks to destroy the present and the future,” penned a well-known
Islamist commentator, Fahmy Houeidi.®” While many Sunnis implicitly and
explicitly support ISIS’s campaign against the Iranian-backed governments in
Baghdad and Damascus, they do not condone its viciousness and harsh
interpretation of shariah. Considerable evidence exists that the group’s Salafi-
jihadist ideology does not resonate with many Iraqis and Syrians, and that its
utopia is more popular with young foreign recruits than with the indigenous
population. Tensions over pay differentials have degenerated into skirmishes
between local and foreign fighters in Tal Afar, Irag, and clashes have also
occurred between local and foreign combatants in Syria, more privileges having
been granted to the latter.®® In fact, senior ideologues and theorists of the jihadist
movement, such as Abu Qatada and Abu Mohammed al-Maqdisi, fear that
ISIS’s severe rules and viciousness will drive ordinary Muslims away from the
jihadist project. The ISIS project is cancerous, threatening the survival of the
jihadist movement, according to Abu Qatada, who has thrown his lot in with Al
Qaeda Central.®® Both ideologues cautioned against taking ISIS’s popularity
among Muslims for granted, ascribing the group’s attractiveness among the
youth to its military prowess and victories on the battlefield. More than any other
Salafi-jihadist group, ISIS is a youth movement. In other words, ISIS’s claim to
fame lies in war making, not hope or an opportunity for a better future,
notwithstanding the rudimentary institutions it erected and its farfetched
assertions of building an Islamic state. The group is more about negation than
the construction of a rational and stable order, all sound and fury with no
creative ideas about how to revive the collapsed economy and the educational
system and give people hope in the future. An action-driven organization, ISIS’s
negativity is an inherent weakness that may work against the group if the
military balance of power shifts against it in the future.

Unlike previous Salafi-jihadist waves, including that of Al Qaeda Central, ISIS
has not come up with anything new in terms of a manifesto, preferring to borrow
ideas from theorists who represent the most extreme thinking within the
movement. In comparison with predecessors, ISIS’s weakest link is its poverty
of ideas. As discussed throughout the book, these Salafi-jihadist preachers and



theorists, such as Najji, Abu Abdullah al-Muhajjer, and Abdel-Qader Ibn Abdel-
Aziz (or Dr. Fadl), concentrate on extreme religious interpretations of day-to-day
life and apocalyptic visions, rather than a detailed blueprint for actual
governance or long-term plans. Maqdisi, whose writings are widely cited by
militants, decries ISIS’s misappropriation and misuse of his ideas and its failure
to use recognized scholars for theological guidance. The group can maintain
itself and thrive only in an environment of despair, communal polarization, state
breakdown, and war. If these social conditions can be reversed, its appeal and
potency will wither away, though its bloodletting will likely leave deep scars on
the consciousness of Arab and Muslim youth. All jihadist groups without
exception have failed to topple a functioning state and instead have only
advanced under conditions of chaos. In contrast to previous waves, once ISIS is
pushed back militarily, it will leave behind no ideas, no theories, and no
intellectual legacy. It is theologically and intellectually vacuous, lacking a core, a
repertoire of ideas to sustain it in the long term. This raises fundamental
questions about its ability to legitimize itself and build a hegemony of its own as
opposed to relying only on domination and force. To be durable, both social
movements and states must construct a set of ideas and references that appeal to
a broad constituency, and thus achieve acceptance more by persuasion than
coercion. ISIS’s anti-Shia genocidal ideology cannot serve as a basis for
legitimation in the long term, especially if the Saudis and Iranians find common
ground and stop disguising their geostrategic rivalry masked in communal garb;
neither can the notion of a caliphate, a myth divorced from the harsh realities of
the Syrian and Iraqi population that only Salafi-jihadist proponents take
seriously. As discussed previously, historically, the institution of the caliphate
carries significant resonance because it is seen as a means to salvation. But
beyond empty rhetoric, ISIS’s ideologues have not problematized the concept or
invested it with positive meanings. No prominent Muslim scholar or figure has
supported the idea. Even senior Salafi-jihadist preachers dismissed ISIS’s
caliphate as a “bubble,” accusing Baghdadi and his inner circle of showmanship
in their attempts to outbid Islamist rivals, bringing ruin to the concept and
reputation of an Islamic state. While there may be some support for an Islamic
caliphate in some shape or form from some sectors of Arab society, ISIS’s
declaration of a caliphate has elicited no serious engagement in the Arab-Islamic
world or among Islamists specifically, a crushing vote of no confidence. A
qualification is in order: while the worldview of ISIS’s caliphate and the Islamic



State will likely not endure, its legacy will be that these two concepts have been
brought to center stage as far as Islamism is concerned. Islamists of all
ideological colors are forced to address them.

MASTERING THE ART OF MAKING ENEMIES

Baghdadi and his inner circle have mastered the art of making enemies near and
far. Although ISIS has done impressively on the battlefield so far, its political
and strategic miscalculations and shortsightedness know no limits and do not
bode well for the group in the long term. With ISIS, there are no blurred lines or
gray areas, only followers and enemies: you either pledge allegiance to Baghdadi
and his ideology or are labeled an enemy who could be killed. There is no
neutral stance between good and evil; passivity is seen as apostasy. This binary
black-and-white worldview pitted the organization against the world, including
the godfathers of Salafi-jihadist thought. Although in 2013 and 2014 Baghdadi
and his senior associates attempted to get endorsements from recognized Salafi
sheikhs and theorists, their efforts came to naught. The radical Salafi-jihadist
establishment repeatedly called on Baghdadi to exercise restraint and resolve his
dispute with fellow Islamists in Syria in accordance with Islamic rules of
jurisdiction. Their pleas fell on deaf ears. Baghdadi and his cabinet launched an
all-out attack against al-Nusra, the official arm of Al Qaeda in Syria, and
viciously suppressed the rival group and almost expelled it from two provinces.
As the civil war among Salafi-jihadists intensified in early 2014, the radical
Salafi-jihadist establishment turned against Baghdadi and his cohorts with
vengeance. As discussed previously, top Salafi scholars dismissed ISIS as
illegitimate, calling on its members to defect and warning of dire repercussions
on the future of the jihadist movement. Alarmingly, ISIS turned all Salafi-
jihadist heavyweights into bitter enemies, deepening its isolation and weakening
its capacity to resist and survive once its military fortunes decay. If ISIS cannot
gain the support of the custodians of the Salafi-jihadist temple, it will take a
political miracle for the group to make inroads among both mainstream Islamists
and religious clerics. Bereft of theological backing, the organization relies
overwhelmingly on violence, which is no substitute for ideological legitimation.
As the storm gathers force all around ISIS, the group is deeply vulnerable and
will soon face its day of reckoning. Contrary to the received wisdom in and
outside the region, ISIS may appear unbeatable in the current political and
military context; but the cracks are undeniable, and its long-term future is far



from certain.

Turkey is a prime example of the effects of ISIS’s strategy of waging war on the
entire world and turning neutral regional countries and potential friends into
enemies. For more than a year, Turkish president Recep Erdogan resisted
repeated calls from the United States, its key global ally, to fully join the
international coalition against ISIS. Dragging his feet, Erdogan insisted that the
fight against Assad is as important as the military campaign against the
organization. Implicitly accusing Turkey of turning a blind eye to ISIS’s
recruitment efforts, supply, and logistics, the global media and some Western
politicians lambasted Erdogan for his ambivalence and demanded that Turkey
better police its long border with Syria in order to prevent foreign recruits from
joining the group. In fact, the Erdogan government directly negotiated with ISIS
and reached a settlement whereby the group released forty-six Turkish diplomats
and their families who had been captured when ISIS stormed the Turkish
consulate in Mosul after it seized the city in June 2014. Although the terms of
Turkey’s arrangement with ISIS were kept secret, the deal was a diplomatic
breakthrough for Baghdadi’s Islamic State. It could have signaled a turning point
if Baghdadi and his planners had shown political shrewdness. Instead of building
on the agreement with Turkey and keeping it neutral, ISIS allegedly carried out
suicide bombings against Kurdish targets inside the country, thus violating
Turkey’s sovereignty and embarrassing Erdogan. Recklessly, ISIS transformed a
neutral regional power into an enemy and forced Erdogan to finally agree to
“coordinate operations” with the United States against the group. In response,
the group released a propaganda video calling on the Turkish people to rise up

and overthrow “Satan,” a reference to Erdogan, who had made his country “a
570

slave to the crusaders.

Of all regional powers, Turkey was the least hostile toward ISIS and could
have encouraged the organization to demonstrate restraint and diplomatic
awareness. At the end of 2015, ISIS allegedly carried out deadly attacks against
foreign targets, including a Russian jet, and urban centers in Beirut and Paris,
killing and injuring hundreds of civilians. These massive operations galvanized
the great powers, particularly France and Russia, to coordinate and redouble
their efforts to defeat ISIS. Instead of making an effort at diplomatic engagement

that could have increased their claims of statehood, Baghdadi and his inner circle



have united the world against them. In a way, ISIS has rejected the structure of
the state system and is attempting to offer an alternative revolutionary model
based on Islamic identity, not state sovereignty. ISIS’s conduct seems suicidal,
however. There is a disconnect between ISIS’s limited military capabilities and
the long list of regional and global powers pitted against the group, including the
two most powerful militaries in the international system—those of the
Americans, the Russians, and the Europeans. With too many enemies and
shrinking resources, it is doubtful if ISIS could sustain its stranglehold on the
major cities that it controls in a prolonged fight over several years. A more
plausible scenario is that, as military pressure intensifies against ISIS in the near
future, its core middle and senior leaders might melt into urban areas and wage a
terrorist campaign along similar lines to that of Al Qaeda in Irag (AQI) between
2007 and 2011. The “Islamic State” would mutate into its original type, an
underground, paramilitary Salafi-jihadist organization. As explained previously,
ISIS’s success so far has mainly depended on the group’s ability to exploit the
deep communal divide in the region and the fragility of the state structures in
Syria and Iraq as well as contradictions within the US-led coalition and the lack
of effective local forces on the ground. More importantly, Baghdadi’s armed
apparatus and “state” require a constant resupply of men of fighting age, arms,
ammunition, and money, all of which have become scarce. Although foreign
recruits continue to travel to Syria to join ISIS, albeit at a much reduced rate,
there are credible reports of fighters who are disillusioned and defecting from the
organization. The flow of jihadists to Syria has also dried up due to the
Americans and the Turks working closely together by the end of 2015 to close
down Turkey’s five-hundred-mile-long border with Syria, a border that until
very recently provided a lifeline to ISIS.”! Residents also report that ISIS is
experiencing serious financial hardship and is squeezing the local population in
order to extract resources and conscript young men. Hundreds of leaked ISIS
documents show that since the start of October 2015, the group has taken a
number of measures, including military mobilization, fearing traitors in their
midst. Becoming increasing paranoid, ISIS issued an amnesty for military
deserters because it presumably needs more soldiers.”?> Fundamentally, in the
coming future, it may prove to be a significant challenge for ISIS to keep its
overextended armada oiled and stocked within an increasingly hostile regional
and international environment.



With many enemies and very few friends, Baghdadi and his armed
contingents stand naked and alone in the eye of a gathering storm, much weaker
than ISIS’s propagandists would like us to believe. The Islamic State is built on
shaky foundations, and the foolishness and recklessness of its planners aggravate
its predicament. Baghdadi and his inner circle are their own worst enemies.
While it is essential not to underestimate ISIS’s military strength, its ideological
fervor, and the asabiya (social solidarity) of its hard-core operators, it is also
important not to buy into the group’s narrative of itself as invincible,
undefeatable, and expandable. In comparative historical terms, ISIS is more like
the Taliban in Afghanistan than the great revolutionary movements such as the
Bolshevik Revolution and the Chinese Communist Revolution. The notion of
ISIS’s invincibility is a myth. As mentioned previously, supported by the US-led
coalition airstrikes, the Kurds in Syria and Iraq have bloodied the nose of
Baghdadi and his cohorts, delivering ISIS a hard blow. The Iraqi security forces,
backed by Sunni and Shia allies and US airpower, have recaptured major cities
and towns from ISIS in 2015, including Tikrit, Baiji, Sinjar, and Ramadi.
Supported by coalition planes, the American-backed anti-ISIS alliance of Syrian
Kurds and Arab rebel groups, known as the Democratic Forces of Syria, made
important gains against the group in the latter half of 2015, threatening to cut off
its last direct access to the Turkish border and hampering its ability to attract
foreign recruits. In addition, the introduction of Russian airstrikes on ISIS targets
in Syria in 2015 has allowed the Syrian army to regain territories from the group,
though most of the Russian attacks focused on other rebels opposed to the Assad
regime. And after the Paris attacks in November 2015, the French, together with
other European powers, have become more active in the fight against ISIS,
providing logistical and military assistance to local forces in Iraq and Syria.

A few days before the Iraqi security forces expelled ISIS from the center of
Ramadi in December 2015, Baghdadi released an audio tape, his first public
message in seven months, in which he conceded that his group faces a dangerous
moment, calling on his soldiers to be patient and steadfast. Trying to shore up
the morale of his followers in a rare public message, his first in seven months,
Baghdadi said that “Crusaders and Jews” did not dare to fight on his turf and
portrayed the military setbacks as a trial by Allah to test the faith of his men. “Be
confident that God will grant victory to those who worship him, and hear the
good news that our state is doing well. The more intense the war against it, the



purer it becomes and the tougher it gets,” he preached.”> Baghdadi’s unusual
acknowledgment of hardship and tribulation is not only related to recent military
setbacks in Iraq and Syria but also to dissension within the group’s own ranks.
For the first time, Baghdadi disclosed that some “mujahideen brethren” turned
against ISIS, which reflects, in the opinion of a jihadist leader, the beginning of
the fragmentation and dissolution of the Islamic State. As the organization
suffers more military setbacks, Abu Qatada claims that more members will
defect, opening a floodgate.”* Although Abu Qatada’s hopes for a collapse
remain just that, the lesson is that ISIS can be defeated militarily if resisted by
determined and organized local communities; whether this is an achievable goal
in marginalized Sunni-majority areas in Iraq and Syria is another matter. In the
meantime, the organization will endure as long as the factors and circumstances
that have fueled its rise remain in place in Iraq and Syria and beyond, as
previously elaborated in this book.

THE PRIMACY OF POLITICS

The end of ISIS, however, is a more complex task that requires political and
social strategies that deny the group the oxygen that sustains it. As emphasized
throughout the book, ISIS would not have done as well as it has if it were not for
the breakdown of state institutions in Syria and Iraq and rising sectarianism. It is
a result of decades of dictatorship, failed governance and development, and
abject poverty, made worse by ongoing foreign intervention and the Palestinian
tragedy. With the exception of the nascent pluralistic experiment in Tunisia,
political authoritarianism and sectarianism are on the rise in the Arab world. The
rule of law is frail, and the human rights of citizens are violated with impunity.
Although the Arab Spring uprisings shook the roots of Arab authoritarianism,
they have not ushered in new social and political contracts that enshrine the rule
of law and empower the individual. Far from it. Counterrevolutionary forces,
backed by Gulf money and the “deep state,” fought hard to preserve the
autocratic order; one of the beneficiaries of this development has been the Salafi-
jihadist movement. ISIS is repressive, regressive, and nihilistic. Beyond sound
and fury and a cult of death, it has nothing positive to offer Arabs and Muslims.
But in the eyes of many people, the dysfunctional Arab regimes are hardly an
oasis of freedom, delivering neither democracy nor prosperity. These trends go
together. In short, the rise of radical Islamism is directly proportional to the



deepening political authoritarianism in the Arab world.

ISIS is a product of an organic crisis in Arab politics. Therefore, the decline
and demise of the group will depend on the reconstruction of fragile state
institutions and genuine political reconciliation among warring ethnic and
religious communities, a complex and difficult process that will take years to
materialize. In the meantime, Salafi-jihadists of the ISIS variety will continue to
exist. Even if ISIS is pushed back militarily, it will mutate and go underground—
as its predecessor, Al Qaeda in Iraq, did from 2007 until 2010—and bide its time
until the next round. Therefore, the challenge is to deny the group its hadanah
sha’biyya and restore a healthy political life that has been suspended for
decades. This is easier said than done, given that autocratic regimes remain as
entrenched as ever. There can be no eradication of ISIS and other Salafi-jihadist
groups like al-Nusra without a rejuvenation of the political system and the
establishment of a legitimate authority. Authority must be transparent and
inclusive, based on the rule of law and citizenship, not clientelism, sectarianism,
or domination. The key to delegitimizing Salafi-jihadists is politics, not religion
and theology. Although ISIS promises deliverance and salvation through the
resurrection of the caliphate, the group’s religious ideology is important
inasmuch as it allows ISIS to exploit a poisonous political and social
environment, and to offer an alternative model (the Islamic State) to secular
political authoritarianism. Syrians and Iraqgis would not have embraced ISIS’s
Islamist ideology if their legitimate political and social grievances had been
addressed. Many who fight under ISIS’s banner do so more because of anger
against the central governments in Baghdad and Damascus than a belief in its
Salafi-jihadist ideology. Of course, Baghdadi and his ideologues would like us to
believe that their call to resurrect the caliphate resonates among Muslims near
and far, an enormously exaggerated claim.

Nonetheless, it would be shortsighted to downplay the significance of ISIS’s
Islamist ideology and that of Salafi-jihadists in general. A traveling ideology,
Salafi-jihadism has evolved into a powerful social movement with a repertoire of
ideas, iconic leaders, worldwide supporters, theorists, preachers, and networks of
recruiters and enablers. Regardless of what happens to ISIS, this ideology is here
to stay and will likely gain more followers in politically and socially polarized
Arab and Muslim societies. Despite a costly civil war unfolding between ISIS
and Al Qaeda Central, particularly in Syria, Salafi-jihadists continue to expand
their influence and attract new recruits. It is a popular, enduring brand. A sense



of triumphalism permeates the discourse and public pronouncements by Salafi-
jihadist ideologues who feel they are on the cusp of a historical breakthrough.
Dismissing ISIS as a bump in the road, Salafi figures like Ayman al-Zawabhiri,
Maqdisi, and Abu Qatada say the jihadist movement’s progress in the Fertile
Crescent, the heart of the Arab world, is a regional game changer.”> A tipping
point, they argue, was the derailment of the Arab Spring uprisings and the
breakout of civil wars in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Yemen. As Abu Qatada bluntly
pointed out, Salafi-jihadists exploited the security vacuum left by the weakening
of authoritarian Arab regimes and expanded their influence. Similarly, in private
deliberations, senior Al Qaeda chiefs, including Osama bin Laden, belatedly
called on their followers to back the large-scale popular Arab protests as well as
fill the vacuum of ideas after the Arab Spring was aborted.

Broadly defined, these two variables—the security vacuum and the vacuum
of ideas, and the collapse of the social contract between regimes and the
populace—help explain the recent surge of Salafi-jihadists in the Arab world.
Indeed, the vacuum of ideas is as important as the security vacuum in
emboldening Salafi-jihadists and making them a power to be reckoned with.
With the suppression of mainstream Islamists like the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt and the return of the military to politics, Salafi-jihadists offered an
alternative model based on identity and a harsh and selective reading of the
scripture; a subversive alternative that has found receptive ears among some
Muslims. Even if the security environment improves considerably, the vacuum
of ideas provides Salafi-jihadists and other nonstate religious actors with a
market and an audience. There is a fierce urgency to fill this vacuum of ideas
and to counter Salafi-jihadists’ religious interpretations that justify takfir of the
“other.” To do so, formal separation of mosque and state is essential in order to
end the instrumentalization of religion for political purposes by both religious
activists and secular politicians. The goal is to protect the sacred from political
manipulation and to protect the state from religious manipulation. Although I am
cognizant of the difficulty of separating mosque and state in Muslim-majority
states, this is a historical process, a dynamic struggle that assigns a prominent
role to agency. In the last few decades Arab intellectuals have called for cutting
the umbilical cord between religion and politics. For example, Algerian writers
Tahar Djaout and Youssef Sebti, who were killed for their views in 1993 along
with other Algerian intellectuals, denounced totalitarianism in their work,



whether of a military or a religious nature, as the ultimate evil.”® Citizenship and

the rule of law, not religious, ethnic, or tribal affiliation, should be the basis of

membership in a nation-state. Toleration should also be enshrined as the

foundation of the religious and educational curriculum.””

What this reformation entails is an intellectual revolution, a cognitive or
epistemological rupture with the dominant religious and historical scripts and
narratives about the past, as some Arab writers, like Abdullah al-‘Arwi, George
Tarabishi, and others, argue, a cultural revolution that transforms state and
society. Arab intellectuals are fully aware of the derailed efforts by al-Nahda and
renaissance pioneers who called for such “reformation” in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. While there is no assurance of success, this complex,
generational struggle must be fought and won regardless of how long it will
take.”® Salafi-jihadists like ISIS must be denied the doctrinal and theological
oxygen that nourishes their movement. Ideas are the first line of defense against
the Salafi-jihadist nihilistic ideology and the final nail in its coffin. Without this
revolution in ideas, the narrative and brand of Salafi-jihadism, of which ISIS is
the most recent iteration, will continue to prevail in the Arab-Islamic world.
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