


ISIS: The Terror Nation

LORETTA NAPOLEONI

Seven Stories Press

New York / Oakland / London



Copyright © 2014, 2017 by Loretta Napoleoni

This is an updated edition of The Islamist Phoenix, published in 2014 by Seven
Stories Press

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including mechanical,
electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written

permission of the publisher.

Seven Stories Press
140 Watts Street

New York, NY 10013
www.sevenstories.com

College professors may order examination copies of Seven Stories Press titles for
free. To order, visit http://www.sevenstories.com/ contact or send a fax on school

letterhead to (212) 226-1411.

Book design by Jon Gilbert

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Napoleoni, Loretta, author.
Title: ISIS : the terror nation / Loretta Napoleoni.

Other titles: Islamist phoenix Description: Second edition. | New York :
Seven Stories Press, 2017. | First

edition published as: The Islamist phoenix : the Islamic
State and the redrawing of the Middle East.

New York: Seven Stories Press, 2014. |
Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017024597 | ISBN 9781609807252
Subjects: LCSH: IS (Organization) | Middle East—History—21st century.
| Islamic fundamentalism—History—21st century. | Terrorism—Middle

East.Classification: LCC HV6433.I722 N365 2017 |
DDC 956.05/4—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017024597

Printed in the United States

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

http://www.sevenstories.com/
http://www.sevenstories.com/
https://lccn.loc.gov/2017024597


To Giuseppe
Thank you for your support



CONTENTS

NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

INTRODUCTION

Chapter One: From al Zarqawi to al Baghdadi

Chapter Two: Rehearsals for the Caliphate

Chapter Three: The Paradox of the New Rome

Chapter Four: The Islamist Phoenix

Chapter Five: The Modern Jihad

Chapter Six: Radical Salafism

Chapter Seven: The New Mongols

Chapter Eight: Contemporary Pre-Modern Wars

Chapter Nine: Jihadist Cinderellas

Chapter Ten: ISIS Economics

Chapter Eleven: Know Thy Enemy

EPILOGUE

GLOSSARY

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

NOTES



NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY
The rise to power of the armed organization that in June 2014
took the name Islamic State has been swift and, until recently,
largely undetected. In recent years this group has frequently
changed its name. Originally part of Abu Mussab al Zarqawi’s
organization Tawhid al Jihad, it later became the Islamist State
in Iraq (ISI), which eventually merged into al Qaeda in Iraq. In
2010, when Abu Bakr al Baghdadi became its leader, the
group reverted to its former appellation the Islamic State in
Iraq. In 2013, following its merger with a section of Jabhat al
Nusra, a Syrian jihadist group affiliated with al Qaeda, the
organization renamed itself Islamic State in Iraq and the
Levant (al Sham), better known by the acronym ISIL or ISIS.1

Finally, just before the declaration of the Caliphate, ISIS
became the Islamic State. In Syria, however, right from the
beginning, and today in Iraq also, the group has been known
simply al Dawlat, the State.

Each new term corresponds with major developments and
important changes in the life of the organization. As such, the
semantics of the Islamic State constitute one additional piece
of the Middle Eastern political puzzle that the West and the
world are trying to put together.

The name al Tawhid al Jihad, often translated as
Monotheism and Jihad, conveys a sense that God is everything
and everywhere; life can exist only within His rule.
Accordingly, Muslims consider the original Islamic State, the
first Caliphate, the seventh-century creation of the Prophet
Mohammed and his companions, a perfect society ruled by
divine mandate. In short, it was the political expression of the
will of God. Today, the trademark gesture of al Tawhid, the



thrusting of one’s index finger to the sky, has become the all
but official salute of the contemporary Islamic State.

The transition from al Tawhid al Jihad to the Islamic State
in Iraq coincided with the efforts of al Zarqawi’s armed group
to focus on Iraq, to confine its jihad to this country, as a
launching pad to re-establish the Caliphate. In similar fashion,
al Baghdadi’s decision to add the words “al Sham,” the ancient
Arabic denomination of Damascus and surrounding territories,
from which some of the first Caliphs ruled, represents a step
forward from his predecessor and marks the beginning of a
cross-border effort to achieve the organization’s final goal: the
reconstruction of the Caliphate.

The birth of the Islamic State, the newest name taken by
ISIS, just a day before the declaration of the establishment of
the Caliphate, signifies a major new stage of nation-building,
the process of recreating the circumstances that in the seventh
century led to the establishment of Islam’s ideal society.

Today, Western media and politicians use various
designations to describe the armed organization led by al
Baghdadi. The White House and Downing Street use ISIL,
while the US media prefers ISIS. PBS, however, favors the
Islamic State, while some in the Australian media have
adopted the terminology Islamic State Group, to avoid giving
the impression that it is a state instead of an armed
organization. Overall in English, the acronymic ISIS and ISIL
sound better than IS, hence their popularity. The reluctance of
politicians to use the word “state” springs from the fear of
accepting, if only with a word, the claim of the Islamic State to
be not a terrorist organization, but a state legitimized by a war
of conquest and internal consensus.



In the course of this book I have used the term Islamic
State because this is how the group has most recently defined
itself and likely how it will continue to be known. It is my
opinion that the term Islamic State carries a much more
realistic message to the world than does ISIS or ISIL. This
message conveys the group’s determination to succeed at
building the twenty-first-century version of the Caliphate.
Using less precise acronyms for propaganda reasons, for
example, to hide the true nature of the Islamic State, will not
help us face the current threat. On the contrary, it will most
likely, yet again, prevent us from developing an ad hoc
strategy to bring peace once and for all to the Middle East.



INTRODUCTION
Europe is on fire. Over the last two years many European
targets have been hit by the followers of the Islamic State.
France, in particular, has fallen victim to several attacks to the
extent that many analysts have said that terrorism is the new
normal.

The Mediterranean is on fire. There have been attacks in
Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Turkey, even in Nice, and since the
summer of 2015 a massive wave of refugees has reached the
coasts of Greece and Italy, fleeing the political destabilization
of the Middle East, and of parts of Asia and Africa. While
initially the European Union opened its borders to the biggest
exodus since World War II, in the spring of 2016 an agreement
was reached with Turkey to block those seeking to reach
Europe. But the failure to solve the political crisis in the
Middle East has eroded the cohesion of a region, one that
encompasses Europe and the non-European Mediterranean
states, a region that is crucial for the stability of the West.

In June 2016 the Brexit vote and in July of the same year
the attempted coup in Turkey confirm that destabilizing
processes are also in motion within the European Union itself,
and within one of its most important political and military
allies and a NATO member.

Even across the Atlantic the impact of the Middle Eastern
crisis has fuelled a resurgence of political violence. ISIS
followers have staged smaller scale attacks than the ones in
Europe, but they are equally upsetting because they confirm
the strong appeal that the Islamic State has worldwide, from
Africa to Asia, from Europe to North America. What we are
facing is no longer simply a terror state but also a global



ideology that is presented and perceived as an anti-imperialist
alternative, arguably the only such alternative front that is
openly challenging the culture, the political model, in short the
world order established by the West.

How did we get to this stage?

In the summer of 2014, for the first time since World War
I, an armed organization attempted to redesign the map of the
Middle East drawn by the French and the British. Waging a
war of conquest, the Islamic State (IS), formerly known as the
Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (al Sham), ISIL, or ISIS,
has erased the borders that the Sykes-Picot accord established
in 1916. Since late June 2014, this region has been known as
the Caliphate.2

In the Islamic State, as in al Qaeda before it, many Western
observers have initially seen an anachronistic organization that
sought to turn back the clock. Indeed, Syrian and Iraqi
refugees have described its rule as indistinguishable from that
of the Taliban regime. Posters forbid smoking and the use of
cameras; women are not allowed to travel without a male
relative; they must be covered up and cannot wear trousers in
public.3 At the same time, the Islamic State seems engaged in
a sort of religious cleansing through aggressive
proselytization. Residents of its territory who do not flee must
adopt its radical Salafist creed or face execution.

Since his ascent to the global stage, IS leader and Caliph
Abu Bakr al Baghdadi has drawn comparisons to the Taliban’s
Mullah Omar. Ironically, these comparisons may well have led
Western intelligence to underestimate him and his
organization’s strength. Despite its seemingly medieval
approach to legality and social control, today we know that to
deem the IS essentially backward was a mistake. While the



world of the Taliban was limited to Koranic schools and
knowledge based upon the writings of the Prophet,
globalization and modern technology have been the incubator
of the Islamic State.

What distinguishes this organization from all other armed
groups that predate it—including those active during the Cold
War—and what accounts for its enormous successes is its
pragmatism and modernity.4 Its leadership shows an
unparalleled grasp of the limitations facing contemporary
powers in a globalized and multipolar world. For example, IS
sensed, before most others had, that joint foreign intervention
of the sort that occurred in Libya and Iraq would not be
possible in Syria. Against this backdrop, the Islamic State’s
leadership has successfully exploited to its own advantage, and
almost unobserved, the Syrian conflict—a contemporary
version of the traditional war by proxy with plenty of sponsors
and armed groups. Seeking a regime change in Syria, the
Kuwaitis, Qataris, and Saudis have been willing to bankroll a
plethora of armed organizations, of which IS was only one.
However, instead of fighting its sponsors’ war by proxy, the
Islamic State has used their money to establish its own
territorial strongholds in financially strategic regions, like the
rich oil fields of Eastern Syria. No previous Middle Eastern
armed organization has been able to promote itself as the
region’s new ruler using the money of its rich Gulf sponsors.

In sharp contrast with the Taliban’s rhetoric, and despite its
barbarous treatment of its enemies, the Islamic State is
spreading a powerful, in part positive, political message in the
Muslim world: the return of the Caliphate, a new Golden Age
of Islam. This message comes at a time of great destabilization
in the Middle East, with Syria and Iraq ablaze, Libya engaged
in a vicious tribal conflict, Egypt restive and ruled by the



army. Indeed the advent of the Caliphate and the Western
response have boosted the process of destabilization in
Muslim nations, among them Turkey, victim of an attempted
coup and a repressive response to it at the hand of Erdogan’s
regime. Hence, the rebirth of the Caliphate under its new
Caliph, al Baghdadi, appears to many Sunnis not as the
emergence of yet another armed group but as the rise of a
promising new political entity from the ashes of decades of
war and destruction.

The fact that this Islamist phoenix materialized on the first
day of Ramadan 2014, the holy month of fasting and prayer,
should be regarded as a powerful omen of the challenge that
the Islamic State poses to the legitimacy of all fifty-seven
countries whose citizens predominantly follow the Islamic
faith. As IS spokesman Abu Mohammad al Adnani has put it,
“The legality of all emirates, groups, states, and organizations
becomes null by the expansion of the Caliph’s authority and
the arrival of its troops to their areas.” It is a challenge posed
by a contemporary state commanding a modern army that
traces its legitimacy to the first territorial manifestation of
Islam in seventh-and eighth-century Arabia.

This very real threat is particularly felt by those who share
a border with Syria and Iraq. In July 2014 the flag of the
Islamic State appeared in Jordanian villages, and in August
thousands of IS militants streamed into Lebanon from Syria,
taking the town of Arsal. Since this offensive was launched,
even former sponsors have begun to fear the military power of
the Caliphate: at the beginning of July, Saudi Arabia deployed
30,000 soldiers to its border with Iraq after the Iraqi army
withdrew from the area.

At the end of the summer of 2014 the United States
assembled a grand coalition of sixty nations to bomb the



Islamic State; about a year later Vladimir Putin sent the
Russian Air Force to bomb anti-Assad rebels’ positions in
Northern Syria, prompting a massive exodus of civilians. In
the spring and summer of 2016, Iraqi Shia militias backed by
the Iranian army reconquered some of ISIS’s towns in the Iraqi
Sunni triangle. However, these strategies and victories have
not weakened the global appeal that the Caliphate exercises
worldwide. The response has been the wave of attacks in
Europe and in the rest of the world.

Why? The answer rests on the unique nature of the Islamic
State.

Beneath the religious veneer and the terrorist tactics lies a
political and military machine fully engaged in nation building
and, more surprisingly, in seeking consensus in the wake of its
territorial conquests. Residents of the enclaves that the
Caliphate controls affirm that the arrival of IS fighters
coincided with improvements in the day-to-day running of
their villages. IS fighters fixed potholes, organized soup
kitchens for those who had lost their homes, and secured
round-the-clock electricity.5 In doing so, IS exhibits some
understanding that in the twenty-first century, new nations
cannot be built by terror and violence alone. To succeed, they
require popular consensus.

While territorially the master plan is to recreate the ancient
Caliphate of Baghdad—an entity that stretched from the Iraqi
capital all the way into modern Israel in its heyday, before
being destroyed by the Mongols in 1258—politically the goal
of the Islamic State is to craft its twenty-first-century
incarnation. In his first speech as the new Caliph, al Baghdadi
pledged to return to Muslims the “dignity, might, rights, and
leadership” of the past and called for doctors, engineers,
judges, and experts in Islamic jurisprudence to join him.6 As



he spoke, a team of translators across the world worked to
release, almost in real time, the text of his speech on jihadist
websites, and on Facebook and Twitter accounts, in several
languages including English, French, and German.7

To many, the Islamic State’s main aim is to be for Sunni
Muslims what Israel is for Jews: a state in their ancient land,
reclaimed in modern times; a powerful religious state that
protects them wherever they are. However shocking and
repugnant this comparison may be for some, it nonetheless is
the potent message broadcast to the disenfranchised Muslim
youth who live in the political vacuum created by disturbing
factors such as the rampant corruption, inequality, and
injustice of modern Muslim states; the ruthless dictatorship of
Bashar al Assad; the Nouri al Maliki government’s refusal to
integrate Sunnis into the fabric of Iraqi political life and end
their persecution by the Baghdad political machine; the failure
to adequately replace the socio-economic infrastructure
destroyed during the Iraq war; and the high rate of
unemployment. It is a powerful and, at the same time,
seductive message for those living abroad as well, the
disenfranchised European and American Muslim youth who
struggle to integrate in Western societies that offer fewer and
fewer opportunities to the younger generation, especially those
from former colonies and of different religious faiths, e.g.,
Islam. No other armed organization has shown such insight
into, and political intuition regarding, the domestic politics of
the Middle East and Muslim immigrants’ frustration all over
the world. No other armed organization has so successfully
adapted to contingent factors, such as the provision of basic
socio-economic infrastructure and business partnership with
local authorities in the territory it controls, in its efforts at
nation building.



Indeed, the leadership of IS has studied the tactics and
structure of other armed groups, and has applied these lessons
in a new context. Like the European armed organizations of
the 1960s and 1970s, such as the Red Brigades in Italy and the
IRA in Northern Ireland, the Islamic State appreciates the
power of the “propaganda of fear,” and has been especially
skilled at using social media to propagate sleek videos and
images of its barbarous actions to local and global audiences.
That fear is a much more potent weapon of conquest than
religious lectures is a fact that al Qaeda failed to understand.
Equally, the Islamic State appreciates that extreme violence
sells the news: in a world overloaded with information, the
twenty-four-hour media cycle seeks ever more graphic images
—thus the surfeit of photos and videos of brutal punishments
and torture uploaded in formats that can be easily watched on
mobile phones. In our voyeuristic virtual society, it appears
that appealingly packaged sadism has become the best show in
town.

IS has also drawn lessons in the power of propaganda from
closer to home. The Islamic State has analyzed the propaganda
machines that the US and UK administrations employed to
justify their preventive strike on Iraq in 2003. It has paid
particular attention to the February 5, 2003, UN Security
Council speech by then US secretary of state Colin Powell,
credited with creating the myth of Abu Mussad al Zarqawi to
justify the invasion of Iraq. Thanks to an extensive and highly
professional use of social media, the Islamic State has
generated equally false mythologies to proselytize, recruit, and
raise funds across the Muslim world.

Crucial to the success of this strategy has been the web of
secrecy and mythology carefully woven around IS leader Abu
Bakr al Baghdadi. In a world overloaded with information,



mystery also plays a major role in stimulating the collective
imagination. The more something is concealed, the more one
desires it to be revealed, and the less one knows, the more one
imagines. Offer viewers a few clips, and they will complete
the picture as they like. Modern advertising has constructed a
trillion-dollar industry upon these simple concepts. Now the
Islamic State’s propaganda machine is using them to
manufacture the myth of al Baghdadi and of the new
Caliphate. Islam is premised on the mystery of the return of
the Prophet. Hence, at the same time that IS terrorizes
Westerners with shockingly barbarous killings, it leads Muslim
supporters to believe that the Prophet has returned in the
clothes of al Baghdadi. What’s surprising is our surprise.

Using the stick of violence and Sharia law along with the
carrot of propagandistic social media and a variety of popular
social programs aimed at improving the living conditions of
the Sunni population trapped inside the Caliphate, IS shows its
deep pragmatism. (In this regard, too, it is distinguished from
al Qaeda.) If this strategy succeeds, the international
community will be forced to confront a new scenario in the
history of terrorism and nation building. That is, the Islamic
State will have provided a workable solution to the “dilemma
of terrorism,” which is the ultimate challenge for the modern
state.

Indeed, the modern state must decide whether to consider
acts of terrorism a threat to national security or to law and
order. This dilemma springs from the double responsibility of
the modern state: to protect its citizens from outside enemies
and from domestic criminals. Armed groups want to
overthrow existing states, so they pose a threat to national
security; for example, IS’s goal is to free the territories of the
old Caliphate of Baghdad from the tyrannical rule of the



Shiites and to annex Jordan and Israel to recreate such an
entity. However, armed groups use criminal—and in the case
of al Qaeda or the Islamic State, barbarous—means, such as
suicide bombings and even the crucifixion of opponents, to
achieve their goals. Until Bush’s war on terror, states had
dismissed terrorism as a form of crime, i.e., a threat to law and
order, and used their judiciaries to deal with it. Even when
Bush declared that al Qaeda was a menace to national security,
its members were considered unlawful combatants and never
granted the status of enemies. Terrorism, therefore, could be
defined as a crime with the aims of war.8

However, if the Islamic State, using the means of terrorism
to gain territorial control and social and political reforms to
secure popular consensus, prevails in building a modern state,
one with which the world must reckon, it will have proven
what all armed organizations have professed: that its members
are not criminals but enemies engaged in an asymmetrical war
to overthrow illegitimate, tyrannical, and corrupted regimes.

This book has been written while the Islamic State’s war of
conquest progresses, keeping close track of current news. As
this conflict will continue for quite some time, the book
attempts to answer key questions about the nature and goals of
the Islamic State and the Caliphate, not to predict the outcome
of this conflict, but to help the reader understand its true
nature. One conclusion that we can immediately draw is that
since 9/11 the business of Islamist terrorism has been getting
stronger not weaker—to the extent that it has now expanded
into the field of nation building—by simply keeping abreast of
a fast-changing world in which propaganda and technology
play increasingly vital roles. The same cannot be said for the
forces engaged in stopping it from spreading.



During the last five years, the Islamic State’s successes
have been unprecedented. By brutal means and steely insight it
may achieve the historically un-achievable: the reconstruction
of the Caliphate. In the post–World War II period, no armed
group has ever carved out such a large territory. At its height,
the PLO, by far the largest armed organization in the Middle
East, controlled only a fraction of the land that the Islamic
State rules today. This accomplishment is often attributed to
the Syrian conflict, which is seen as the incubator of a new
breed of terrorism.

Indeed, in the throes of a post–Arab Spring civil war, and
rife with its own insurgent Islamists, Syria provides a
convenient narrative to foreclose any thought of a common
thread linking the Islamic State to 9/11 and the 2003 US
invasion of Iraq. The West and the world desperately cling to
the idea that the horrifying present of Iraq and Syria has no
historical precedent, that we are not responsible for current
events in the Middle East. Hence, in contrast with the rugged
forces of al Qaeda in Afghanistan or the suicide army of al
Zarqawi in Iraq, the Islamic State is depicted as a new species:
an organization able to generate vast income, acting as a
multinational purveyor of violence, commanding a large and
modern army, and bankrolling fully trained soldiers. All this is
true. What is not is the novelty and uniqueness of its genetic
traits.

Certainly, unlike the Taliban or al Qaeda, the Islamic State
manages vast revenues, generated in part through the
annexation of productive assets, such as oil fields and
electrical power stations across Syria. According to the Wall
Street Journal, the export of oil alone generates $2 million per
day.9 In addition, inside the territory it controls, it levies taxes
on businesses as well as on sales of arms, other military



equipment, and general goods, most of them in transit across
lucrative smuggling routes along Syria’s borders with Turkey
and Iraq. The exceptional “business acumen” of this
organization vis-à-vis not only the Taliban but all other armed
groups was recently confirmed by the accidental discovery of
its “annual report.” Setting out a detailed account of revenues
and expenses, down to the cost of each suicide mission, and
compiled according to the most sophisticated accounting
techniques, the report shows what a reader would be forgiven
for mistaking as the budget of a thriving, legitimate
multinational.10

The Islamic State’s ability to function as a corporation of
terror, however, is not unique—neither is its capacity to
generate monetary wealth, nor its understanding of the
importance of strategic assets, such as the Mosul Dam.

By the mid-1990s, according to the CIA, the PLO had
accumulated between $8 billion and $14 billion, a figure
higher than the then GDP of Bahrain ($6 billion), Jordan
($10.6 billion), or Yemen ($6.5 billion).11 With an estimated
wealth of $2 billion, the Islamic State has a long way to go to
match the wealth of the PLO.12

Where IS does outmatch past armed organizations is in
military prowess, media manipulation, social programs, and,
above all, nation building. These subtle advantages in the
programs traditionally undertaken by armed groups suggest an
improvement on the old model of terrorism, not a genetic
mutation. Indeed, these enhancements spring from the ability
of the Islamic State to adapt to a fast-changing, post–Cold War
environment.

In the past, terrorist activity was confined inside small
territories held by powerful states’ armies: the PLO battled the



Israeli military machine, the IRA battled the British army.
Equally, the territorial aspirations of insurgent organizations
were necessarily limited by larger Cold War alliances that
shored up state borders, while only the two superpowers could
afford to fund wars by proxy.

Today, we operate in a multipolar world of changing
alliances, rife with state sponsorship of terrorism. Hence the
Islamic State has been able to carve out its Caliphate inside a
vast region plagued by sectarian wars and funded by several
state sponsors. In so doing it has been facing more than one
enemy—the Syrian and Iraqi armies, the Islamic Front, a
coalition of Jihadist groups, the Syrian rebels, as well as the
Shiite militias and the Kurdish Peshmerga—all engaged on
multiple fronts, some weakened by corruption.13 This
distinction is key and explains how the Islamic State has
succeeded in waging a war of conquest that threatens to
rupture the modern borders of so large an area as the entire
Middle East, something that no armed organization has
achieved before.

If its economic and military prowess has not distinguished
it as a new breed of terrorism, neither has its penchant for pre-
modern displays of barbarous violence, which Western media
has incorrectly reported as a shock even to the leadership of al
Qaeda. It was al Qaeda itself whose infamous 9/11 mastermind
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed was responsible for the 2002
beheading of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl, an act
that, for the first time, broadcast to the world this type of
barbaric murder. Pearl’s execution was followed, in 2004, by
the beheading of Nicholas Berg at the hands of Abu Musab al
Zarqawi’s group. The same year, the ambush of four
Blackwater contractors, whose burning bodies were dragged
through the streets of Fallujah, represented what many had



thought was the nadir of evil. Sadly, the violent acts of the
Islamic State are not without equal.

From the ashes of the war on terror, therefore, in a post–
Cold War proxy environment, the Islamic State has
repackaged itself not as a new breed of terrorism but as a
mutation of its former self. Its success springs from the
convergence of several factors, among which are a globalized
multipolar world, a command of modern tech-nology, a
pragmatic attempt at nation building, a deep understanding of
the psychology of Middle Eastern and Muslim emigrants, and
the long shadow of the West’s response to 9/11, which has
plunged parts of the Middle East into a decade of sectarian
warfare. Ignoring these facts is more than misleading and
superficial, it is dangerous. “Know your enemy” remains the
most important adage in the fight against terrorism.



Chapter One

From al Zarqawi to al Baghdadi
The success of the Islamic State forces us to a moment of
reckoning. It is time to declare the failure of counter-terrorism
to prevent the advent of the Caliphate, and it is time to face
our responsibilities. The world is in need of a new approach to
stopping this hostile political entity, especially now as it
redraws, in blood, the borders of the Middle East. Such a
strategy cannot be produced by denying the obvious fact that
the genesis of the Caliphate is deeply intertwined with decades
of Western politics and interventions in the Middle East.

If IS succeeds in building one nation across Iraq and Syria,
the threat posed by this achievement will go well beyond the
political landscape of these two nations. For the first time in
modern history, an armed organization will have fulfilled the
final goal of terrorism: to create its own state on the ashes of
existing nations, not through a revolution, as happened in Iran,
but through a traditional war of conquest based upon terrorist
tactics.14 If it does so, the Islamic State will have become the
new model of terrorism.

How did we get to this point? The long answer must be
sought in the post-war partition of the Middle East at the hands
of the former colonial powers. The short answer is found in
the confluence of the preventive strike in Iraq and the civil war
in Syria. The former created one of modern jihad’s most
brilliant and enigmatic strategists, the late Abu Musab al
Zarqawi, a man who openly challenged the historical
leadership of al Qaeda and who, as we shall see, reignited the
ancient and bloody conflict between Sunnis and Shiites as a
key tactic for the rebirth of the Caliphate. Syria provided a



unique opportunity, a launch pad, for those who had
assimilated al Zarqawi’s message and who wished to achieve
his dream, among them Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, the new
Caliph.15

To understand how in the space of a decade a group of
jihadists became a rogue force capable of destabilizing entire
regions and exposing their deepest political and sectarian
contradictions, one needs to step back in time, to the rising star
of al Zarqawi and the outbreak of the Syrian conflict.

The Legacy of al Zarqawi

Of Bedouin origins, Abu Musab al Zarqawi was born in a
working-class section of Zarqa, Jordan’s second-largest city,
just seven months before the start of the Six-Day War in 1967.
A troubled youth and petty criminal, in his early twenties he
was arrested and spent five years in prison, where he embraced
radical Salafism, a doctrine that, as we shall see, calls for a
total rejection of Western values and influence. Still today,
Salafism is the creed embraced by the Islamic State. On al
Zarqawi’s release, he immediately left for Afghanistan to join
the Mujahidin, but arrived too late to fight the Soviets.

In 2000, in Kandahar, Afghanistan, al Zarqawi met Osama
bin Laden for the first time. Boldly, the young jihadist rejected
the Saudi’s invitation to become part of al Qaeda. Al Zarqawi
was not prepared to fight against the US, the far away enemy.
Instead, he wanted to wage his struggle against the near
enemy, the Jordanian government, and establish a truly Islamic
state in the region. This became the purpose of the modest
training camp that he was soon operating in Herat,
Afghanistan, near the Iranian border, preparing suicide
bombers for missions across the Middle East.



Indeed, al Zarqawi’s entry into the Iraqi arena was marked
by the first suicide attacks in the country. In August 2003, a
truck bomb exploded at the United Nations headquarters in
Baghdad, killing the head of the UN delegation and several of
its members. A few days later, Yassin Jarrad, the father of al
Zarqawi’s second wife, crashed a car laden with explosives
into the Imam Ali mosque. The explosion killed 125 Shiites,
among them Ayatollah Mohammed Baqer al Hakim, the
spiritual leader of the Supreme Council of the Islamic
Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI). The Ayatollah had only recently
returned from Iran after the fall of Saddam Hussein, and was
preparing to lead SCIRI to political victory in a democratic
Iraq.16

At the time of the attacks, the connection between the two
events escaped the scrutiny of Western analysts. In August
2003, it was a commonly held belief in the West that the
conflict in Iraq was a bilateral struggle between Coalition
forces and their supporters on one side, and Moqtada al Sadr’s
Shiite militia and Saddam’s loyalists on the other. To the
international jihadist movement, however, the message was
well understood and assimilated. Al Zarqawi had signaled that
the Iraqi conflict had two fronts, one against Coalition forces
and the other against Shiites. And its main terror tactic was
suicide missions.

From the end of August 2003 until December 2004, when
Osama bin Laden officially recognized him as the head of al
Qaeda in Iraq, the Jordanian led a group of jihadists known as
Tawhid al Jihad, later renamed the Islamic State in Iraq (ISI).
Bin Laden, however, disapproved of the ISI strategy of driving
a wedge between the Sunni and Shia insurgencies, as he did
not share their fear that a united nationalist resistance could
emerge as a successful secular front in Iraq, marginalizing the



jihadists. In the spring of 2004, al Zarqawi’s fear was
confirmed when Moqtada al Sadr’s Shia revolt attracted the
admiration of Sunni insurgents, who plastered pictures of the
imam on the walls of Sunni neighborhoods. Bin Laden, it
seemed, had been wrong. It was at this point that the Saudi
decided to enfold al Zarqawi’s group into al Qaeda,
christening it al Qaeda in Iraq, and to join its sectarian war.

As emir of al Qaeda in Iraq, al Zarqawi was able to attract
enough followers and resources to engage US forces, while
keeping up the relentless succession of suicide bombings
against Shiites that was carrying Iraq to the brink of civil war.
His death in a US airstrike in 2006 prevented the outbreak of a
sectarian war in Iraq, and temporarily crippled his
organization.

From 2006 onward, a power struggle to gain control of al
Qaeda in Iraq emerged. At the same time,17 in an event known
as the Sunni Awakening, elders convinced the population to
turn their backs on the jihadists, regarding them as foreigners
and enemies.18 This, coupled with the American “surge”
military strategy, resulted in the weakening of all jihadist
groups in Iraq. Not until 2010, when Abu Bakr al Baghdadi
became the leader of what was left of al Qaeda in Iraq, did
things start to change.

Led by al Baghdadi, the group reverted to the original
name of the Islamist State in Iraq and though it continued to
attack US targets in Iraq, it began distancing itself from al
Qaeda. Al Baghdadi was aware of the unpopularity of al
Qaeda’s brand among Sunni Iraqis following the Awakening,
and purposely projected a more domestic and nationalistic
image. He also realized that for the Sunni population, the
Shiite government led by Prime Minister Maliki—which had
openly discriminated against them using political tactics as



well as violence—was even more unpopular than al Qaeda.19

Accordingly, he attacked Shia targets, stoking the sectarian
conflict.

It soon became apparent, however, that this strategy would
not bear the desired fruit. The ISI was too small and too weak
to make a difference. So al Baghdadi looked to the Syrian
conflict as an opportunity to regroup and strengthen his
organization.

In 2011, al Baghdadi dispatched a small number of
jihadists to Syria. Traveling along the old smuggling routes
across the deserts of northwestern Iraq, they acted as the
vanguard of ISI, tasked with investigating whether the Syrian
conflict provided concrete opportunities to grow militarily.
Indeed, it did. The war-by-proxy fought in Syria not only
equipped ISI members with military training, it also offered
the financial means to relaunch the group, not as one of many
jihadist armed organizations, but as a key player with its own
territorial stronghold and military machine.

Unlike the leaders of al Qaeda, who eschewed territorial
conquest to focus on the far-away enemy, i.e., the United
States, al Baghdadi shared al Zarqawi’s belief that without a
large and strong territorial base in the Middle East their fight
was destined to fail. His dream was as ambitious as the one
that al Zarqawi had pursued: to recreate the Caliphate of
Baghdad through a war of conquest against the near enemies
—the corrupted, oligarchic elites who ruled Syria and Iraq, the
Shiites.

In these countries, al Baghdadi followed a strategy al
Zarqawi had set out years earlier, waging a traditional war of
conquest door to door, occupying towns and cities and
imposing Sharia rule on all of them. In Iraq, he went so far as



to use military tactics developed by his predecessor, such as
the Baghdad Belt, a strategy that would prove decisive to the
construction of the Caliphate.20

The Baghdad Belt

The Baghdad Belt was al Zarqawi’s code name for his plan to
conquer Baghdad. Instead of seizing the city center, he
planned to cut off the capital by progressively taking over
towns in the surrounding “belt” region.

Originally, al Zarqawi planned to use ISI bases in the belts
“to control access to Baghdad and funnel money, weapons, car
bombs, and fighters into the city.”21 He also planned “to
strangle the US helicopter air lanes by emplacing anti-aircraft
cells along known routes in the belt areas around Baghdad.”22

The Belt itself was divided into five discrete regions: one in
the south, comprising northern Babil and southern Diyala
provinces; one in the west, comprising eastern Anbar province
and the Thar Thar area; one in the north, comprising southern
Salahaddin province and cities such as Taji; one in the east,
comprising rural areas east of Baghdad; and the “Diyala Belt,”
which included Baqubah and Khalis.23

At the beginning of 2006, al Zarqawi’s jihadists began
implementing the plan, initially taking Fallujah and most of
Anbar province. In March and April they advanced toward
Baghdad capturing Karma and Abu Ghraib. Finally they
launched bombing attacks in northern Babil province and
southern Baghdad. With much of the Belt under their control,
the group consolidated its power in the Sunni stronghold. But
in 2007 the Surge sent more than 130,000 US troops streaming
into Iraq with the mission of reconquering the towns
surrounding Baghdad, and the so called “triangle of death”
south of the capital. Partnering with formations from the Sunni



Awakening and Iraqi security forces numbering in the
hundreds of thousands, the US operations lasted more than a
year and “targeted the Islamic State in Iraq’s (at the time part
of al Qaeda in Iraq) command and control, training camps, and
bases, as well as its Improvised Explosive Devices and suicide
bomb factories.”24 At its close, the Surge was declared a
success.

In the summer of 2014, al Baghdadi restored IS’s
formidable army to where ISI had been in 2007, at the end of
the Baghdad Belt operation. In so doing, and moving further
toward the establishment of the Caliphate, he achieved what al
Zarqawi himself never had: the incorporation of the Baghdad
Belt into a new state. It is no surprise, then, that many Sunnis
in Iraq view al Baghdadi and the Islamic State as an Islamist
phoenix, risen from the ashes of Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s
jihad.

Al Baghdadi the Modern Prophet

Though it was not until 2010, four years after al Zarqawi’s
death, that al Baghdadi stepped into his position of leader of al
Qaeda in Iraq, the two men were part of the same operation for
several years. With the start of the US invasion in 2003, al
Baghdadi joined al Zarqawi’s group, Tawhid al Jihad, with the
task of smuggling foreign fighters into Iraq. Later he became
the emir of Rawa, a town near the Syrian border, where he
presided over his own Sharia court and “gained a reputation
for brutality, publicly executing those suspected of aiding the
US-led coalition forces.”25 In his governance of Rawa, one
sees the seeds of al Baghdadi’s administration of the
Caliphate.

Like al Zarqawi, al Baghdadi focused on the day-to-day
operations of the organization and avoided disseminating



videos and making political pronouncements, common
behavior among jihadist leaders. Only two known photos of al
Baghdadi exist from before he was named Caliph. One shows
a serious man with an olive complexion and round
countenance. The other, released by the Iraqi government in
January 2014, depicts an unsmiling, bearded figure in a black
suit.26 The image is cracked and blurry, as though it is a photo
of a photo. During this period al Baghdadi covered his face
even in front of his most trusted lieutenants, earning him the
nickname “the invisible sheikh.” The secrecy and mystery that
surround the modern Caliph even now appear as the antithesis
of parading and pontificating Western politicians and Arab
dictators, whose ubiquitous images, plastered everywhere,
boost their cults of personality.

Al Baghdadi’s preference for avoiding the limelight may
have been cultivated while serving a five-year prison sentence
in Bucca Camp in southern Iraq after being captured by US
forces in 2005. Like his Jordanian predecessor, he kept a very
low profile in prison, misleading the Americans as to his true
potential for leadership.27

Al Baghdadi possesses a background quite different from
his predecessor’s humble origins. Born in 1971 in Samarra,
Iraq, al Baghdadi claims to be a direct descendant of the
Prophet Mohammed. According to a widely cited biography
released by jihadists, “he is a man from a religious family. His
brothers and uncles include imams and professors of Arabic
language, rhetoric and logic.”28 Al Baghdadi himself holds a
degree in Islamic Studies from the University of Baghdad, and
worked as an imam in the capital and in Fallujah prior to his
capture. His academic training lends credibility to his
interpretation of Islam and has furthered his image as a
modern version of the Prophet. Not since Sheikh Azzam, the



founder of the Muktab al Kidmat, the Arab-Afghan bureau, in
Afghanistan, has a modern jihadist possessed such formal
theological training. In his first official appearance after being
elected Caliph, he spoke inside the Grand Mosque of Mosul,
dressed in the traditional attire of an imam. His words were
not those of a barbarous terrorist, but of a wise and pragmatic
religious leader: “I am the wali [leader] who presides over
you, though I am not the best of you, so if you see that I am
right, assist me. If you see that I am wrong, advise me and put
me on the right track, and obey me as long as I obey God in
you.”29

The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant

As Caliph, al Baghdadi consolidated a few strongholds in
Syria and attracted fighters from abroad using a skillful
propaganda campaign. According to Shiraz Maher,30 senior
fellow at the International Centre for the Study of
Radicalization at Kings College in London, al Baghdadi
welcomed all newcomers, while other organizations, such as
Jabhat al Nusra, regarded by many as a sort of franchise of al
Qaeda in Syria, turned away potential recruits, fearing
infiltrators. The ease of joining the ISI, coupled with its
sophisticated media profile, boosted its popularity abroad,
especially among young Muslims from the West.

In 2013 the ISI orchestrated a tactical merger with
members of Jabhat al Nusra. This alliance gave birth to a new
organization: the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (al
Sham). It provoked the secession of several al Nusra’s
commanders—who rejected the merger—and triggered bitter
infighting within the Sunni insurgency in Syria.

Despite the ideological similarities between al Jabhat
Nusra and the ISI, many observers looked askance at the



merger. While the former group had been engaged in
overthrowing the Assad regime, the ISI had always been
focused on its own territorial conquest. “ISIS did not conquer
anything from Assad’s forces, it engaged in battles with the
rebels and other jihadist groups. Its strategy was to attack their
position to carve its own enclave,” says Francesca Borri,
freelance journalist and author of La Guerra Dentro. Indeed,
al Baghdadi never hid his plan to build an Islamic state inside
war-torn Syria, and hence, the ISI appeared to many Syrians as
a foreign occupier, while al Nusra had less ambitious plans.

Indeed, to the extent he did not refrain from attacks against
sectarians as well as rival Sunni groups, al Baghdadi is
regarded by many jihadists as a rogue commander. “The
Islamic Front as well as the Free Syrian Army and other rebels
consider ISIS as one of their enemies,” explains Michael
Przedlacki, the documentarian behind Aleppo: Notes from the
Dark.31 “Rogue commander” is a description that al Qaeda
used to depict al Zarqawi after he masterminded the first
suicide missions against Shiite targets in 2003. Ten years later,
al Baghdadi’s merger with al Nusra likewise enraged al
Qaeda’s leadership. Intervening in the matter, Ayman al
Zawahiri rejected the merger and ordered al Baghdadi to
return to Iraq, declaring the commanders of al Nusra the true
representatives of al Qaeda in Syria.

Just as in 2003 al Zarqawi ignored al Qaeda’s criticism, in
2013 al Baghdadi’s response to al Zawahiri’s orders was
defiant: “I have to choose between the rule of God and the rule
of al Zawahiri, and I choose the rule of God.”32 These simple
words confirmed the growing weakness of al Qaeda, as
compared with the rising star of the Islamic State’s leadership.
“For the last 10 years or more, [al Zawahiri] has been holed up
in the Afghanistan-Pakistan border area and hasn’t really done



very much more than issue a few statements and videos,”
Richard Barrett, a former counter-terrorism chief with the
British foreign intelligence service, told Agence France-
Presse. “Whereas al Baghdadi has done an amazing amount—
he has captured cities, he has mobilized huge amounts of
people, he is killing ruthlessly throughout Iraq and Syria… . If
you were a guy who wanted action, you would go with al
Baghdadi.”33

It is undeniable that the popularity of the Islamic State
springs from the appeal of its extraordinary military successes
to a population defeated after decades of ruthless ruling by
Western-backed Arab leaders, people disillusioned by the
corruption inside the PLO and Hamas, and depressed by a
seemingly unending period of sectarian infighting, war, and
sanctions.

Against the background of a civil war in Syria, and an Iraq
still hobbled by Western intervention, IS has eschewed fatwas
and religious lectures, instead gaining followers with promises
of political deliverance in the restoration of the Caliphate. The
acceptance of this new state, however, comes at a considerable
price to followers in search of a lasting political solution to
decades of war and destruction. It requires subjects to accept
its strict rules, rough justice, and the second-class citizenship
of women. Furthermore, as IS’s sectarian offensives show,
neither Shiites nor followers of any other faith have any place
in this future state, unless they embrace Salafism.

For all their brutality, however, the Islamic State and al
Baghdadi seem to have put forward a program that resonates
with persecuted Sunnis. For now, this new entity is only a
shell-state, a body that possesses the socio-economic
infrastructure of a state, but lacks the political recognition and
popular consensus of a true state. Even as, in the fall of 2014,



the US announces a three-year program of air strikes to thwart
the group, al Baghdadi is working to change that. The Islamic
State’s goal seems closer than ever.



Chapter Two

Rehearsals for the Caliphate
The Caliphate does not represent the sole historical attempt of
an armed organization to construct its own shell-state. Decades
ago, the PLO successfully formed a shell-state after gaining
independence from its sponsors and effectively privatizing the
business of terrorism. Ironically, the achievement came as a
surprise to the Israelis, just as the West was shocked when in
the summer of 2014 it discovered IS’s independent wealth.
Against the absurd claims of counter-terrorism experts that
they could not have foreseen the rise of the Islamic State in the
firmament of jihadist groups—if not through its military
conquests, then via its successful financial endeavors—the
history of the PLO’s financial independence bears recalling.

In December 1987, the Palestinians living in the Gaza
Strip and the West Bank launched the Intifada. This
spontaneous uprising triggered a distinct shift in Israeli policy.
The government no longer tolerated “unofficial” inflows of
money into the Occupied Territories and ordered the police to
block the smuggling of money across all transit points. In the
following year, over $20 million in cash was confiscated. Yet
this did little to curb the PLO’s economic support in the
Occupied Territories. Money earned through legitimate, often
sophisticated, routes was plentiful.34

What the Israelis soon discovered was that Arafat had
transformed a loose confederation of armed groups, financed
by various sponsors, into a complex self-funded economic
organization. It acted as a de facto state in the territories it
controlled, thanks to various legitimate and illegitimate
activities, ranging from export of textiles to drug smuggling.35



The PLO generated annual revenue in excess of the gross
national product of a number of Arab countries.

With these revenues, Arafat effectively ran Gaza and the
West Bank free of the control of his former sponsors.
However, with money but without political recognition, the
Occupied Territories could not be defined as a proper state, but
only as shell-state, a state that possesses national infrastructure
but lacks the self-determination that is the core of nationhood.
In the standard nation-building model, the economy and the
infrastructure of the modern state are built after the process of
self-determination has produced political integration. In the
shell-state model established by the PLO, and now adopted by
the Islamic State, economy and infrastructure building precede
political recognition. Self-determination then, remains an
elusive, contingent fact. But not, as we shall see, in the
intentions of IS.

The Modern Version of the War-by-Proxy

During the Cold War, shell-states often emerged out of proxy
wars. That is, states sponsored non-state actors to wage their
wars-by-proxy, and some of these armed organizations
followed the lead of the PLO to achieve economic
independence and built state infrastructures of their own. Since
2011, a similar transformation has been at work inside the war-
torn regions of Syria and Iraq. Just as during the Cold War
Arafat used donations from Arab sponsors as seed capital to
build the independent wealth of the PLO in the Occupied
Territories, so too Abu Bakr al Baghdadi financially exploited
Arab state sponsors seeking a regime change in Syria to carve
out his group’s economic stronghold. What differs today is the
wide range of state sponsors available to proxy groups and the
misalignment of sponsors’ interests.



In Syria, it has been relatively easy for any jihadist group
to choose among an array of financial backers—in a sense, to
shop around for sponsors. During the Cold War, instead,
proxies had only two choices, i.e., one of the two superpowers.
The advent of a multipolar world crowded the field of
sponsors and in the process transformed the war-by-proxy into
a sort of betting ground. When in 2010 al Baghdadi went in
search of sponsors, the Kuwaitis, Qataris, and Saudis lined up,
in the process indirectly providing IS access to Western
military equipment—a luxury that Arafat never enjoyed.36

What has not changed is the increased difficulty proxies
pose to finding peaceful solutions to conflicts. This is
particularly true of the modern proxy war, in particular, due to
the absurd and paradoxical conflicts of interest among
sponsors. In Syria, Iran has backed the regime of Bashar al-
Assad, mostly through its Lebanese branch, Hezbollah, while
the Saudis, the Kuwaitis, and the Qataris have bankrolled a
plethora of Sunni insurgent groups, including the former ISIS,
to undermine Iranian power in the region. Hezbollah in turn
has been arming and funding Hamas in the Palestinian
conflict, though Hamas is predominantly Sunni, and
historically has been bankrolled by Saudi Arabia.37 In the
summer of 2014, Hamas used both Iranian drones (claiming
they were built in Gaza) and Syrian-made long-range missiles
(likely supplied by the Islamic State) to attack Israel.

To complicate the picture, Russia is arming the Assad
regime in Syria while Washington arms the anti-Assad Syrian
rebels with, ironically, weapons that IS confiscates after each
victory. In April 2014, Time magazine reported, “Syrian
fighters are now using U.S.-made anti-tank weapons against
Assad’s forces. Experts say it is unlikely those weapons could
have wound up in Syria without US approval.”38 Then, on



September 10, 2014, President Obama announced in a
nationwide address that the US would bomb the Islamic State
in Syria, to which Damascus, backed by Moscow, replied that
without its approval and permission such action would be an
aggression. In the modern war-by-proxy, alliances are never
clear and can change overnight.

The diplomatic terrain in which all these parties move is
also shifting constantly, at times to absurd effect. In August
2014, militants from the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
came to the aid of the Peshmerga against the Islamic State,
which was advancing in the autonomous region in Northern
Iraq. The US, meanwhile, provided air strikes to aid the
Peshmerga. The curious result was de facto cooperation
between the PKK and the US, though the PKK remains on the
US’s official terrorist list. The Europeans also agreed to arm
the Kurdish army, and so technically are also fighting with the
PKK. And because Turkey is part of the grand coalition
organized by Obama to defeat the Islamic State, the PKK and
Ankara, historical enemies, are on the same side.39

At the end of the summer of 2014, the United States
organized the grand coalition under the NATO umbrella to
fight IS. This might give the impression that the Islamic State
is uniting old and new enemies, and that the time of irrational
alliances had come to an end. This is not the case. In mid-
September 2014, for example, Iran and Syria, the two largest
Shia states in the Middle East, were not invited to participate
in the Paris Conference, apparently because Saudi Arabia and
Qatar had vetoed their presence. The coalition and the
conference did not flesh out any new strategy to address the
problems of the region, and the gathering turned out to be yet
another opportunity for a group photo of world leaders.
Indeed, none of the NATO or Arab countries has officially



agreed to send troops to fight the Islamic State. On the
contrary, they will continue to participate in the conflict by
proxy, while pursuing their own interests. Paradoxically, the
grand coalition, instead of stopping this process, risks adding
more rich countries to the long list of sponsors.

Even the Assad regime uses proxy groups to fight the
rebels and the jihadists and to repress the local population.
Hezbollah and Iranian fighters have been deployed in Syria
instead of the corrupted Syrian army. “In March 2012 I lived
in Southern Lebanon,” recounts Francesca Borri. “Every week
the bodies of Hezbollah’s militants in Syria were carried back
for their funerals.”40

Against this background, al Baghdadi may cleverly
continue taking advantage of the political paradoxes of the
modern war-by-proxy. Thus far, showing a remarkable
understanding of his sponsors’ wishes and perspectives, he has
exploited the proliferation of small jihadist and rebel groups to
enlarge his own organization, through either mergers or
military victories against rival Sunni groups. “In Aleppo and
Syria often fighters move from one faction to another,”
explains a former Syrian rebel who escaped via Turkey. “ISIS
appealed to many because it was better organized, more
efficient than the others. Its fighters seemed better trained. You
must understand that most of the people who participate in this
war have no idea how to fight—they are kids, from Syria and
all over the world. The foreigners, in particular, are excited at
the idea of going to war. But they don’t even know how to
shoot a gun. Among all these groups, the Islamic State projects
the most professional image, so people believe they will be
trained. At the same time, it appears determined to gain
control of selected key targets. If you want to fight you may as
well join the best.”41



From 2011 to 2014, betting on an international
nonintervention in Syria, al Baghdadi has carved out his main
territorial stronghold in Syria, ironically using the money of
the Arab sponsors and attacking and conquering rival rebels’
positions. Foreseeing a long-term conflict in Syria, he sought
to gain control of vast sections of the market for arms in that
country.

Clearly, the Islamic State’s successful exploitation of the
modern war-by-proxy in the Middle East springs from the
contradictions of this type of conflict in a multipolar, post–
Cold War environment. This is unlikely to be changed by the
formation of a grand coalition, as proven by the exclusion of
Iran, major sponsor of the regime of Assad, and the lack of
united strategy. Indeed, such con-tradictions explain the
difficulties that, since 2011, the United States has encountered
in rallying any type of alliance of forces in the region to
address the regime change in Damascus and, more recently,
the threat posed by the Caliphate. As we shall see in the last
chapter, the grand coalition has not resolved the foreign policy
contradictions that prevent any fruitful resolution of the
problems of the Middle East.

What the West is ignoring, either because of ignorance or
because of convenience, is the anarchy into which Northern
Syria has been plunged by a war-by-proxy bankrolled though a
plethora of sponsors. “Society has broken down. Those who
could flee have left and those who have remained are too poor
or to old to leave,” explains Francesca Borri, for a long time
the sole Western journalist in Aleppo. “What we have in
Northern Syria is no longer what we had before the beginning
of civil war but something different, not at all representative of
what the Syrian population was. Those who prey upon the
population are criminal groups, responsible also for most of



the kidnappings of Westerners, mostly journalists and aid
workers.”42 This is a scenario similar to the one we find in
regions of the world where the authority of the state, often an
authoritarian one, has broken down, creating a political
vacuum that sectarian armed organizations fill with violence.
In this anarchic environment, society has ceased to exist,
replaced by perennial, pre-modern warfare. “Inside and
outside Aleppo, warlords are the supreme authority, and this is
true also for the Islamic State,” explains Borri. “The ultimate
loyalty of the fighters is to their commander, not the leadership
of the organization.” However, unlike the other groups, the
Caliphate provides a hierarchic military and administrative
structure that, though rudimentary, reduces the danger that its
battalions will degenerate into militias or criminal groups.

As in Nigeria or Sahel or Afghanistan, hostages are
precious merchandise, and, as in Lebanon in the 1990s, these
goods are resold several times over in a market rife with
criminal and terror groups. The facility with which journalists
are kidnapped confirms the sectarian, pre-modern nature of the
conflict in Syria. “Most of the colleagues who have been
kidnapped were traveling with drivers and bodyguards
provided by one of the many rebel groups, and were
kidnapped at roadblocks by rival rebel groups traveling in a
highly fragmented zone,” explains Borri. “I was lucky because
I used al Qaeda’s protection and traveled inside an area at the
time controlled by ISIS. I also use a disguise. I pretended to be
a Syrian refugee. I didn’t carry even a pen, and was covered up
head to toe.”

Often the sponsors involved in this despicable trade use
ransom payments to hide their sponsorship. This seems to be
the case with the $20 million ransom that Qatar paid al Nusra



to free forty-five UN soldiers from the Fiji islands who had
been kidnapped in the Golan Heights.43

World public opinion is equally disinclined to approve any
intervention similar to that carried out in Libya. The fiasco of
Bush and Blair’s war in Iraq has proven that military
intervention is not the best solution to bring peace to the
Middle East. On the contrary, it may produce Frankensteins
like the Islamic State.

The Islamic State shows a remarkable understanding of the
frustration of Western public opinion when confronted with
the situation in the Middle East. The videos of kidnapped
British journalist John Cantlie44 aim at denouncing the double
standards of Western governments in dealing with kidnapping.
While every other government negotiates and pays, the US
and British refuse to do so. Al Baghdadi and his followers
seem to be well aware of the idiosyncrasies of the current
world order, very different from those of the Cold War, and
their way of reaping revenge on a militarily superior enemy is
to expose them to world public opinion. They also know that
the proxy war fought in Syria and Iraq will only boomerang
against its sponsors, weakening these states in the process. At
present, Western and Arab powers seem unaware of all of
these developments.

Privatizing Terrorism

The best proof that the war-by-proxy is an obsolete instrument
of nation-building is found in the successes of the Islamic
State. Unlike other sponsored groups engaged in overthrowing
the Assad regime in Damascus, al Bagh-dadi’s warriors have
been able to carve out a territorial stronghold in Syria and now
also in Iraq. As a former US Marine recounted in the New
Yorker : “My visit coincided with the day ISIS seized the city



of Azaz from the Free Syrian Army’s Northern Storm Brigade
[…] Seeing this, it seemed irrefutable that ISIS, although
characterized as a rebel group in the Syrian civil war, did not
consider the toppling of the Assad régime to be its primary
objective. If it had, it wouldn’t have wasted resources seizing
Azaz, a city held by the rebels since March 2012. ISIS’s war
wasn’t part of the revolution. It was a conquest all its own.”45

The key to IS’s success has been the speed with which it
has privatized terrorism in comparison to other groups such as
the PLO or the IRA. IS gained financial independence from its
sponsors with remarkable celerity, as it was virtually
unopposed when it made the economic transition. The truth is,
IS’s sponsors have been powerless, as they can find no proxy
strong enough to challenge the organization. The proliferation
of sponsored groups has backfired, producing a plethora of
small and weak armed organizations. Among such a
fragmented jihadist and rebel front, it was easy for the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria to fight its own war of conquest and
seize, in less than a couple of years, strategic regions rich in
resources, such as the oil fields of eastern Syria, often in the
hands of smaller rebel groups, militias, and war-lords.

Further contributing to IS’s independence were al
Baghdadi’s clever alliances with local Sunni tribes to exploit
such resources. Working together, they arranged for the
extraction and smuggling of oil, some of which was even sold
back to the Syrian government. By so doing, al Baghdadi
forestalled any opposition on the part of the local population,
and projected the image of a more honest and equitable power
than the Assad regime. Politically, the ability to cooperate with
local leaders, to co-opt them into the Caliphate as partners, not
as a conquered population but as citizens of a modern state,
has allowed the Islamic State to grow exponentially among



militants as well as to strengthen its political claim to recreate
the Caliphate. Against this background, it would be a mistake
to regard IS’s territorial strongholds only as military bases.
They represent the necessary pillars of a modern Islamist state
that seeks legitimacy through consensus at the local level in
the very regions it has occupied through a war of conquest.

Though traditionally shell-states run by armed groups have
shunned the participation of local authorities, the Islamic State
pioneered this strategy even before al Baghdadi was elected
Caliph. While advancing toward Baghdad in the summer of
2014, IS launched an attack on the Baiji oil refinery, the
largest in the country. At the same time, it targeted the Haditha
Dam on the Euphrates River in northwestern Iraq, as well as
sections of the 600,000-barrel-a-day pipeline to Turkey, which,
as of this writing, has not operated since March 2014. As in
Syria, the management of these resources was shared in Iraq
with the local Sunni communities, tribes that had been
discriminated against by the governing regime. This tactic not
only prevented their opposition, but also gained their support
and consensus.

In all his dealings with Iraqi Sunni tribes, al Baghdadi has
applied remarkably modern diplomatic tactics to win their
support. In Anbar, he avoided stirring up bad memories of al
Qaeda’s attacks on the participants in the Sunni Awakening.
“Al Baghdadi’s fighters have not harmed religious men, the
Anbar tribes, including those who formed the Sahwa forces, or
even the police force. When the tribes refused to raise ISIS
banners in Fallujah, he ordered his fighters not to raise the
banner or try to co-opt the fighters of armed groups, clans or
religious men… . However, the banner did appear on certain
occasions, such as when ISIS kidnapped and killed a number
of Iraqi soldiers in the area of Albu Bali in north Fallujah in



mid-January of this year. Al Baghdadi’s appeasement policies
in Anbar have once again revealed a pragmatism that was
lacking in al-Qaeda’s previous leaders.”46

Al Baghdadi’s willingness to foster these alliances with
local Sunni tribes is part of his strategy to speed up the process
of independence from his sponsors. Financial independence,
however, is not born exclusively from a desire to break with
foreign sponsors. Rather, the privatization of terrorism offers
IS tools to enforce loyalty among its fighters. That is, al
Baghdadi has sought financial independence as an inoculation
against the corruption of his forces. Corruption has been the
downfall of many armed organizations and of all Arab
regimes, without exception. Sponsorship, accordingly, is well
known to breed a culture of bribery.

One such lesson from history is Arafat’s downfall, a result
of the PLO’s swelling coffers. By the time the PLO was
managing an annual budget of $8 to $12 billion, its structure
and leadership had been fully compromised. Bribes and
corruption generated by a political culture of sponsorship
represented a blight of which the group was never fully
cured.47

Carving Out the First Islamist Shell-State in Syria

While privatizing terrorism, the Islamic State discovered that
the shell-state model was a perfect vehicle to achieve the
ambitious nation-building goal of recreating the Caliphate. A
shell-state can be as small as a suburb or as large as a proper
state. A shell-state is simple to construct and manage, because
political integration is often absent. Its ideal ground is found in
war-torn enclaves where all infrastructure has collapsed and
political authority has disappeared. Rulers monopolize
political power and need to seek democratic consensus. In



assembling the shell-state, therefore, economics trumps
politics. And a shell-state has the further benefit of being
inexpensive to run, because its economic sphere is limited to
the war economy and the privatization of terror. Non-military
expenses are minimal and the population need only be
provided with bare sustenance.

In the traditional shell-state model, war is the sole source
of income. “War is our way of life,” declared a Northern
Alliance fighter from the Shomali Plain in Afghanistan.
Accordingly, fighters are highly paid in comparison with the
rest of the population.48 In sharp contrast, the economy of the
Caliphate does not exclusively depend upon the economy of
the war of conquest, nor are its jihadists semi-mercenaries
motivated by high salaries. Indeed, despite its need to assure
their loyalty, the Islamic State pays its fighters less than what a
blue-collar civilian earns in Syria or Iraq. Declassified
documents show that, over a period for which the Department
of Defense kept records, “the average Islamic State foot
soldier earned a base salary of just $41 a month, far lower than
blue-collar Iraq jobs such as a bricklayer making $150 a
month. As counter-terrorism experts have long suspected, the
members of a group like the Islamic State are so ideologically
driven that economic incentives to stop the flow of fighters
aren’t likely to have much impact.”49

If the Islamic State’s army is not primarily motivated by
money, it is driven by a higher cause: the achievement of the
modern Caliphate, an ideal Muslim state that transcends all,
including personal wealth. Such political construction should
be regarded as a sign of modernity in the Middle East, a region
where nation-building has been for centuries the sport of
foreign powers seeking their own interest with the help of
corrupted local elites.



Although al Baghdadi’s war of conquest in the Middle East
is reminiscent of pre-modern conflicts, the discipline and
ideals of the Caliphate represent a step toward a proper state
different from the shell-state of the Taliban in Afghanistan or
the FARC in Colombia, whose aims are primarily to prey,
financially and otherwise, upon the local population. The
Islamic State’s warriors also represent a step forward vis-à-vis
the jihadists of al Zarqawi, all potential suicide bombers, eager
to become martyrs and spend eternity with seventy-two
virgins. Though al Baghdadi’s men are willing to die for the
Caliphate, their dream, by contrast, is positive and
contemporary: they want to experience the Caliphate on this
earth, not only in the afterlife. Like Israel for Zionist Jews, the
recreation of a strong Islamic state in the land of the
forefathers represents deliverance in this life to some Muslims.
This is a powerful, positive message for a population that is
ready to hear it.

Seeking Consensus Inside the Shell-State

Rather paradoxically, the support of the population inside the
state-shell is as important to al Baghdadi as is the commitment
of his warriors. As proven by the Iranian Revolution, divine
right alone is not enough to secure the functioning of the state.
Nor can the Caliphate become a gigantic prison, as Taliban-
controlled Afghanistan was. Unlike the Taliban, who behaved
as a superior caste and preyed upon the local Afghan
population, al Baghdadi aims to found a modern state,
complete with the consent of the governed, even if the
definition of the citizenry itself is limited by sectarianism and
does not include the active participation of women. Key to this
consent is the provision of social programs.

As has been reported in the Atlantic, in Syria and Iraq “IS
helps run bread factories and provides fruits and vegetables to



many families, passing the goods out personally. In Raqqa,
ISIS has established a food kitchen to feed the needy and an
Office for Orphans to help pair them with families. IS
militants have developed health and welfare programs in the
enclaves under their control, using the organization’s own
funds. The Taliban may be paranoid and skeptical about
vaccination campaigns, but IS conducts polio vaccination
campaigns to arrest the spread of the disease.” Social
programs,50 then, are the other side of the coin of the Islamic
State’s barbarous sectarian dictatorship.51

It is important to point out that those who carry out social
work are different from the fighters. “The distinction between
civilians and fighter militants is fundamental. They are two
different things,” explains Michael Przedlacki.52 If it is
deemed necessary, fighters will prey upon the local population
while civilian militants protect it. Inside the Caliphate, the
distinction between these two types of militants is arranged to
maximize the efficiency of the shell-state.

Moreover, the provision of social programs represents the
fruit of IS’s economic strategy. That is hardly by mistake.
Even before IS fighters had literally bulldozed sections of the
border between Iraq and Syria to announce the birth of the
Caliphate, revenues were plentiful. For example, for over a
year the group has been running a profitable smuggling
business along the Turkish and Syrian borders,53 even taking a
cut of the humanitarian aid coming into Syria. Thanks to the
clever plan of action carried out during its three-year
privatization of terrorism, today the Islamic State does not
need to prey upon the local population like other groups. As
the Atlantic reported, when IS seized $425 million from
Mosul’s central bank, the monies were earmarked to
underwrite not only military aid but also “the group’s



campaign to win hearts and minds.”54 Such events
demonstrate an integration of the finances of the armed group,
the Islamic State, and of its shell-state, the Caliphate.

The merging of IS funds with the shell-state’s finances and
business partnerships with local tribes also proves the
organization’s commitment to nation-building and
demonstrates its application of some of the basic
administrative principles of the modern nation state. Finally,
the rechanneling of wealth inside the shell-state not only
makes the Caliphate stronger militarily, but also solidifies
consensus among the population.

The governorate of al Raqqa in Syria, where the
headquarters of the Caliphate is located, offers several
examples of public works bankrolled through the profits
generated by the privatization of terrorism, such as the
completion of a new souk, or public market, welcomed by the
local population. The Islamic State also “runs an electricity
office that monitors electricity-use levels, installs power lines,
and hosts workshops on how to repair old ones. The militants
fix potholes, bus residents between the territories they control,
rehabilitate blighted medians to make roads more aesthetically
pleasing, and operate a post office and zakat (almsgiving)
office, which the group claims has helped farmers with their
harvests. Most importantly for Syrians and Iraqis downriver,
IS has continued operating the Tishrin Dam (renaming it al
Faruq) on the Euphrates River. Through all of these offices
and departments, IS is able to offer a semblance of stability in
unstable and marginalized areas, even if many locals do not
like its ideological program.”55 The pursuit of this type of
stability through the rule of an armed organization is not
atypical in regions that have suffered protracted conflicts. For
example, in 1998, the Colombian government demilitarized an



area the size of Switzerland encompassing the municipalities
of San Vicente del Caguan, La Macarena, Vista Hermosa,
Mesetas, and Uribe. The area, which became known as
Despeje, was given to FARC, the Marxist armed organization,
as a gesture of goodwill in bringing the country’s civil war to a
peaceful conclusion. In this region FARC carried out social
and public works. It built and paved new roads and improved
the town’s communal areas, utilizing forced labor. It provided
people with security, a luxury they had long lacked.56

However, none of the shell-states constructed by armed
organizations has successfully completed the transition into a
real state.

As we shall see in the following chapter, the Islamic State
believes that this goal could be achieved by including local
authorities and populations in the political construction of the
Caliphate.



Chapter Three

The Paradox of the New Rome
In June 2014, two days before the beginning of the holy month
of Ramadan, ISIS released a statement announcing the
establishment of the Caliphate targeted at Muslim audiences
around the world. “Shake off the dust of humiliation and
disgrace,” said its spokesman, and, in the words of journalist
Jeremy Bowen, “a new caliphate will rise out of the chaos,
confusion and despair of the modern Middle East.”57

The following day, the Islamic State uploaded a sleek
video of a bearded fighter from Chile named Abu Safiyya
presenting a newly demolished border post between Syria and
Iraq. Titled “The End of Sykes-Picot,”58 the video announced
the forthcoming obliteration at the hands of the Islamic State
of two political entities created by the British and the French
in 1916, i.e., Syria and Iraq. Starring a Chilean Muslim, the
video projected to the Umma, the global community of
Muslims, an image of the Islamic State as both cosmopolitan
and real, with a global reach.

With the help of modern technology and through social
media channels, therefore, the Islamic State attempts to
present a contemporary political image of itself, a positive
image in sharp contrast with decadent and malfunctioning
Western democracies or “Western-inspired” Muslim regimes.
“Look at Egypt. Look at the way it ended for Muslims who
cast their vote for [deposed President] Mohammed Morsi and
believed in your democracy, in your lies. Democracy doesn’t
exist. Do you think you are free?” boasted a member of the
Islamic State. “The West is ruled by banks, not by parliaments,
and you know that. You know that you’re just a pawn, except



you have no courage. You think of yourself, your job, your
house … because you know you have no power. But
fortunately, the jihad has started. Islam will get to you and
bring you freedom.”59

In presenting a new Caliphate, the Islamic State attempts
to offer a contemporary political image of itself analogous to
that which the early Zionists projected, though the word
democracy is not so valued by IS as it was by Israel’s
founders. In the 1940s, Jews from different parts of the world
joined in a struggle against the British to reconquer their
ancient land, a “God-given” ancestral home where they could
seek deliverance once again. Just as ancient Israel for the Jews
has always been the Promised Land, the Caliphate represents
for Muslims the ideal state, the perfect nation, wherein to
receive deliverance after centuries of humiliation, racism, and
defeat at the hands of the infidels, i.e., foreign powers, and
their Muslim partners. As modern Jews built a contemporary
version of ancient Israel for all the Jews of the world, the
Islamic State is engaged in constructing a functional Islamic
country for all Sunnis in the twenty-first century. At least this
is what its propaganda tells us.

Although it may seem absurd and repulsive to compare the
barbarous behavior of members of the Islamic State with the
conduct of the founding fathers of Israel, this is how the
struggle to build the Caliphate is perceived among its
followers and sympathizers. And this message is particularly
powerful today amid the wreckage of Middle Eastern politics.
Indeed, the war in Iraq and Syria is acting as a catalyst,
magnifying the belief that the solution to all Middle Eastern
political problems rests in the contemporary rebirth of the
Caliphate.



Regardless of the violence that the Islamic State uses to
reconstruct this entity, and in spite of it, the cosmopolitan and
transcendent nature of the contemporary Caliphate is as
powerful to Sunnis as their collective memory of the original
Caliphate. For decades, Islamists and Islamic scholars have
insisted that the greatness and splendor of the Caliphate, that
heaven on earth, will be recreated. “The restoration of the
Caliphate has been a dream of Islamic revivalists since at least
the 1950s, when Hizb ut Tahrir began calling for its
restoration. The Taliban leader Mullah Omar went as far as
claiming for himself one of the caliph’s traditional titles, Amir
al Mu’minin, the ‘Commander of the Believers.’ The
restoration of the Caliphate was often mentioned by Osama
bin Laden as his ultimate goal.”60 But none of those men ever
got close to its realization, and for them the Caliphate
remained nothing more than a sweet, impossible dream.

Abu Bakr al Baghdadi is the first Islamic leader since the
31st Caliph, Abdülmecid II (1823–61), to claim this title, and
to satisfy the nostalgia for a lost world, a society associated
with the golden age of early Islam, when, under the leadership
of the first four caliphs, successors of the Prophet, Islam
expanded territorially and blossomed culturally.61

Against this background it is easy to understand why
generations of Sunni radicals have dreamt of the moment
when the twentieth-century Arabian borders drawn by
European powers would be erased. And it is the Islamic State,
not al Qaeda, that has brought this dream to fruition.

The Tool of Violence

The power of history, of past splendor, coupled with a destiny
linked to a promised land, a territory chosen by God for His
people, feeds a seductive nostalgia. We have seen it in the



process of the formation of the state of Israel as well as in the
revolution that Khomeini led in 1978 in the former Persia. On
wings of violence, the Iranian Revolution brought the past into
the present and projected it into a future hoped to be even
more splendid.62

The repackaging of a timeless religious past into modern
constitutions seems to be a recurrent feature of our present—
take Israel and Iran, for example. Because the reclamation of
past splendor takes place under the banner of violence—
through revolutions, civil wars, terrorism, and wars of
conquest—it is difficult to disassociate from the sheer brutality
of the process until it has run its full course. This is true for the
Zionist armed groups of the 1940s as well as for the
Revolutionary Guards of Khomeini’s revolution. In other
words, all we see is the violent means to remake the present
using the blueprint of the past, so that often we miss the true
goal of such endeavor.

Although it is an integral part of the remodeling of the
past, violence is only a means to an end. It is a tactic designed
to terrorize, to instill fear in the enemy in order to offset the
asymmetry of a war fought against well-equipped armies, like
the Persian army in 1978, or the British army in Palestine in
the 1940s.

Contrary to what the Western media has reported, the
Caliphate is no more violent and barbarous than any armed
organization in recent memory. In Kosovo in the 1990s,
similar atrocities were committed, including cut-ting off
children’s heads to play football with them in front of their
parents.63 What distinguishes the Islamic State is the
technological use of such barbarities to promote its cause,
linking them to world news. On the eve of the 2014 World
Cup, for example, IS documented on Twitter a football match



in which its members played soccer with the severed heads of
their opponents.64

Today, technology offers contemporary armed
organizations the possibility of taking the propaganda of
violence to new, higher levels. For example, while the Serbs
could not widely disseminate evidence of their atrocities, the
video of the beheading of James Foley went viral in a few
hours. The message of fear was limited to a local, not a global
audience. The absence of social media, and broadcasters’ and
advertisers’ preference for bloodless and sanitized wars,
shielded us from the horrendous actions and crimes
perpetrated in Kosovo. Today, the Islamic State’s atrocities
reach us in real time on social media and are rebroadcast by a
mainstream media constantly playing catch-up with Facebook,
YouTube, and other sites. Even when censorship is attempted,
as was the case in the video of Foley’s beheading, social media
easily bypasses it.

Technology does not change nor inflate the nature of the
violent messages that armed organizations broadcast. The
propaganda remains to spread fear among enemies and
proselytize among potential followers. “How did I feel when I
saw those guys play football with the heads of Shiite Iraqi
soldiers and policemen? I felt that finally justice was done,” a
Sunni man I interviewed stated. About being driven from his
home in Baghdad, he continued, “The Militia came to kick us
out and the police were outside, laughing. We had to leave
everything behind, our furniture, our clothes, the children’s
toys. We were allowed to take only what we could carry.”65

For this man, witnessing IS’s unspeakable brutality to one
Shiite was a form of reprisal against all Shia. Whether the acts
are viewed on a screen or witnessed in the streets of Fallujah,



as was the dragging of the bodies of the tortured Blackwater
employees, the effect is the same.

Social media is not the only tool that IS uses to spread its
message of fear and express the scope of its territorial power.
The numbers also help tell the story. In al Naba (“The News”),
the Islamic State’s annual business report, in 2013 the
organization “claimed nearly 10,000 operations in Iraq: 1,000
assassinations, 4,000 improvised explosive devices planted
and hundreds of radical prisoners freed.”66 Considered in light
of the fact that in 2013 an approximate total of 7,800 people
were killed in Iraq, IS’s claims are astounding.67 In the same
report the Islamic State claims that in 2014 hundreds of
“apostates” had been turned, confirming the powerful
proselytizing force of violence at the hands of a victorious
army. In a bloody sectarian war, a dehumanized and defeated
opponent may seek protection by joining the winner.

The rising number of followers around the world, people
seduced and lured into violence by the propaganda of the
Islamic State, confirms the global appeal of its message: a
message that the virtual world in which we now live can also
produce new, irrational, and barbaric acts of violence. The
failed attempt by a group of Australian Muslims to randomly
kidnap and behead an individual, simply to post its execution
online, shows us the potential degeneration of the Islamic
State propaganda narrative in a virtual environment where
everything is a video game, including real-life warfare. This
mutation of the effects of the classic propaganda by the errant
atrocities of armed organizations poses a completely novel
threat to Western countries. Like the improvised suicide
bombers of the early 2000s, the do-it-yourself Islamist
decapitators of today are difficult to track down because they
do not belong to any established groups for long enough, their



radicalization having taken place in the space of a few mouse
clicks.

While the Islamic State is terrifying to a global audience,
as distinguished from the Taliban and al Qaeda, it is also a
protector of the local population, in whose defense no form of
revenge or punishment is too ruthless. The surprisingly
sophisticated bureaucracy of the Islamic State typically
includes an Islamic court system and a roving police force,
which carries out its sentences publicly, in the streets or public
squares. “In the Syrian town of Manbij, for example, IS
officials cut off the hands of four robbers … [,] whipped
individuals for insulting their neighbors, confiscated and
destroyed counterfeit medicine, and on multiple occasions
summarily executed and crucified individuals for apostasy or
murder.”68

For Westerners these are not the acts of a modern state that
seeks legitimacy through consensus, but of a brutal occupying
military force, a sadistic army. However, this is not necessarily
the view Syrian and Iraqi Sunnis take after decades of chaos,
war, destruction, and corruption at the hands of civil servants,
policemen, and politicians. “You look only at the executions,”
explains an IS member. “But every war has its executions, its
traitors, its spies. We set up soup kitchens, we rebuilt schools,
hospitals, we restored water and electricity, we paid for food
and fuel. While the UN wasn’t even able to deliver
humanitarian aid, we were vaccinating children against polio.
It’s just that some actions are more visible than others. For
every thief we punish, you punish a hundred children with
your indifference.”69

To understand the appeal that the political construction of
the Islamic State holds to the local Sunni population, as well
as the real challenge that the Caliphate poses to the world, one



needs to step back in time and consider nation-building in the
context of pre-modern tribal society.

Rome, the Modern Troy

Together with its pre-modern dictatorship and barbarity, the
Islamic State promotes its bid for statehood with an ancient
message of home and hearth. It encourages its soldiers to
marry and, during victory marches, it parades its fighters
flanked by machine gun–bearing children. In Raqqa, the
capital of the Caliphate, a propaganda van actively recruits
young residents to enroll in training camps where they will
learn how to use modern weapons. On warm summer
evenings, residents are invited to attend Islamic summer
festivals in public squares. There is music, laughter, and praise
for the Caliphate and Caliph. Kids flock to these events, drawn
by the music and the fascinating display of arms and
assembled fighters, who encourage them to join them in the
defense of their new state.70

Although the world that the Caliphate depicts on social
media is always seen against the background of a war of
conquest that recalls the Middle Ages—with severed heads
and the bodies of the crucified displayed in public parks or
squares, and women not to be seen—another aspect of the
Caliphate does exist. Indeed, its social face shows traces of
humanity, and it is this side to which the West must respond if
it wishes to slow recruitment.

Unlike the Taliban, the Islamic State seeks legitimacy
among the civilian population by luring men, women, and
children into its Caliphate as citizens. Unlike the PLO, ETA,
and the IRA, which each felt legitimated by only a segment of
the population, the Islamic State pursues the approval of the
Umma, the worldwide community of all believers, the soul of



Islam. Accordingly, its ambitions go well beyond those of
previous armed groups. Having proven with spectacular
military successes that God is on their side, and that the heir of
the Prophet, the Caliph, has come back, the Islamic State’s
warriors must now win the support of the people of Allah and
the love of his women to produce the next generation.

To find a similarly ambitious nation-building project
springing from total violence, legitimized by supernatural
power, and drenched in nostalgia for a lost golden age, one has
to go back in time to pre-modern tribal societies and to the
birth of ancient Rome.

Roman mythology traces a direct bloodline from the
survivors of Troy to the founders of Rome. Romulus and
Remus are presented as the descendants of the prince Aeneas,
and his son, Ascanius, who miraculously escaped the
destruction of Troy. Naturally, destiny plays a major role in the
maintenance of this blood line, a sign that Troy could not die
at the hands of men but was destined to relive its splendor
through Rome. Yet Rome was not a mere replica, the new
Troy. Rather, it was its modern incarnation. Likewise, in the
words of its Caliph, the Islamic Caliphate will not be a mere
replica. It will have its own identity in tune with modern times.

Against a mythological background that provided
legitimacy to the newly founded city, Rome had to solve
practical problems related to nation-building: to populate the
enclave and transform it from a military campground of
extremely violent men into a proper town. This transition
required the formation of families. Hence the Romans sought
women to populate their newly built city. In the violent style to
which they were accustomed, they stole them from their
neighbors, the Sabines.



Just as Rome needed women to continue its growth and
ensure the expansion of the city, today the Caliphate needs
women to grow socially. A report from the IS-controlled town
of Baiji states that militants went door to door asking about the
numbers of married and unmarried women in the houses,
terrifying residents. “‘I told them that there were only two
women in the house and both were married,’ said Abu Lahid.
‘They said that many of their mujahedin [fighters] were
unmarried and wanted a wife. They insisted on coming into
my house to look at the women’s ID cards [which in Iraq show
marital status].’”71

Interestingly, the war spurred by the rape of the Sabine
women came to a halt thanks to the very victims, the women,
who convinced their male relatives to make peace with their
abductor-husbands. Similarly, in Raqqa, before the town was
taken over by the Islamic State, women offered themselves as
human shields to protect the city from rebel forces.72 Raqqa
was a peripheral city composed of tribes who initially
supported Assad’s regime and subsequently switched loyalties
to the Islamic State. It is the best example of how the
Caliphate plans to run the new state by engaging with the local
population. For example, it hopes to neutralize internal
opposition by establishing blood relationships between the
conquerors and the conquered, blood relations in the form of
marriages between the Islamic State warriors and local Sunni
women, which, in time, will cement consensus and provide
legitimacy.

The Caliphate’s Ultimate Challenge

The modernity and pragmatism of the Islamic State springs
from a mix of contemporary tactics, technological and
communication skills, psychological propaganda, old-style
warfare, and tribal customs, such as arranged marriages



between the women of Sunni tribes and the jihadists. Against
this background, it is clear that the Islamic State has dwarfed
all previous or contemporary shell-states in nation-building
and that it may succeed where all post-war armed
organizations have failed: to create out of sheer violence a new
type of state, big enough, strong enough, and strategically
important enough to command the world’s attention. Indeed, it
has already mobilized more nations than the G20 to fight it.
The alternative to recognizing IS and the Caliphate, an
outright war with foreign soldiers on the ground, would hurt
more innocent civilians and completely destabilize the Middle
East, while facing low odds of long-term success. Of course,
in light of the announced US plan for a prolonged air strike
campaign and of the formation of a grand coalition, such a war
cannot be ruled out.

Is it possible that one day European heads of state will
shake hands with al Baghdadi? However repugnant this
thought is today, the story of the rape of the Sabine women
should remind us that anything is possible, providing there is
sufficient consensus.

At the time of this writing, negotiating with the Islamic
State is out of the question. But if Iraq is partitioned and IS
manages to establish its own state in the Sunni areas in both
Syria and Iraq, and from this stronghold move into Jordan,
Lebanon, or other strategic areas of the region, things will look
very different. Could the West, and indeed the world, permit a
rogue state to exist at the gates of Europe and even closer to
Israel? And is it possible that this shell-state, constructed
through barbarous violence, will ever achieve the necessary
legitimacy though internal consensus to transition into a
modern state? If so, wouldn’t it be better to bring such a state
into the international community, thereby forcing it to respect



international law, before it entirely redraws the map of the
Middle East at our own disadvantage? The fear that the Gulf
States show vis-à-vis the advancement of the Caliphate near
their borders seems to point out the potential revolutionary
force of IS in these countries.

It would not be the first time that a rogue state and rogue
rulers have undergone such transition. Gadhafi, for example,
was recognized in Libya. It would, however, be the first time
in modern history that a state is born out of pure terrorism
through a pre-modern war of conquest.

These are the exceptional challenges we face
today.Regardless of how we approach them, the birth of the
Caliphate reminds us that what politicians mistook for a new
breed of terrorism may well turn out to be a new model of
terrorism. That is, the Islamic State may break the mold and
solve the dilemma of terrorism by succeeding in nation-
building, granting members of an armed organization the
status of enemies and civilian populations the status of
citizens. Even without diplomatic recognition, the simple fact
of the Caliphate’s existence would change the way the
international community looks at terrorism.

How likely is this scenario? Is it any more so than it might
have been for any other modern armed organization at any
other time? The Islamic State has assimilated some of the
characteristics of the modern state, such as domestic
legitimacy gained by a rough social contract, and learned how
to apply its politics of manipulation to the advantage of its
leadership. Ironically and paradoxically, to justify its claim to
statehood, the Islamic State has created its own mythology
from the ashes of the very one the US manufactured to de-
legitimize the regime of Saddam Hussein: the myth of al
Zarqawi.



Chapter Four

The Islamist Phoenix
In 2009, Abu Bakr al Baghdadi was released from Camp
Bucca, a US detention camp in Iraq named for FDNY Fire
Marshal Ronald Bucca, who died on September 11, 2001,
responding to the World Trade Centre attacks. Though it is not
clear why al Baghdadi was granted amnesty along with
thousands of other detainees, it is likely that the Iraqi
government, lacking resources to maintain the prison, emptied
Camp Bucca as US troops readied to depart Iraq in 2010.

As he was leaving the camp, al Baghdadi quipped to the
Long Island reservists escorting him out, “See you in New
York.”73 At the time few paid any attention to his vow. When
in late spring 2014 al Baghdadi became Caliph of the Islamic
State, Army Colonel Kenneth King, former commanding
officer of Camp Bucca, recalled the statement, now a chilling
warning.74

With al Baghdadi’s election as Caliph, King admitted his
surprise that his former ward had become the world’s most
wanted terrorist. In captivity, al Baghdadi had not been
considered a virulently extremist Sunni. Indeed, until weeks
before the declaration of the Caliphate, few in the media had
paid him or his group any attention. Of course this would not
be the first time the US overlooked, out of sheer ignorance and
bad planning, a formidable enemy. It is nonetheless
astonishing that the entire world could have missed al
Baghdadi’s spectacular successes in Syria in 2012 and 2013, a
time when the eyes of the world were trained precisely on that
country.



It is equally disturbing that the future Caliph’s astonishing
achievements were made possible by stepping into the shoes
of his globally notorious predecessor, Abu Musab al Zarqawi,
whose myth of the superterrorist was itself manufactured by
the Bush administration. Even more shocking is the fact that al
Baghdadi borrowed from the Americans the instruments and
techniques of propaganda that they had employed to construct
and globally disseminate the terrifying, false mythology
surrounding the Jordanian jihadi leader. Ironically, as Bush
and Blair had, al Baghdadi held in mind a very ambitious goal,
bigger than many could envisage: the redrawing of the map of
the Middle East—in al Baghdadi’s case the carving out of a
new state, the Caliphate.

The Making of a Superterrorist

Contrary to what many believe, Abu Musab al Zarqawi’s
stardom in the jihadist firmament and his role as arch-enemy
of the US is a classic example of self-fulfilling prophecy.
When Colin Powell singled out al Zarqawi as al Qaeda’s man
in Iraq, the Jordanian became the new jihadist star almost
overnight and sponsors started throwing money at him and his
group. Not only there was no link between al Qaeda and
Saddam Hussein, but also al Zarqawi was a very small fish in
a large jihadist pond. Judging from the successes of the
Islamic State, today this self-fulfilling prophecy has come
back to haunt us.

The first time American authorities heard of al Zarqawi
was toward the end of 2001, after 9/11, from the Kurdish
secret services. The Kurds claimed that al Qaeda had funded a
new base in Bajara, in Iraqi Kurdistan, which was run by a
new jihadist organization, Ansar al Islam. In 2001, Jund al
Islam, a group of Jordanians from the City of Salt who had
met al Zarqawi while he was imprisoned in Jordan and had



remained in touch with him, merged into Ansar al Islam.75

Without hard evidence, the Kurdish secret service used this
alliance to link al Zarqawi to al Qaeda. Al Zarqawi was
singled out as the go-between for both groups because of his
personal contacts with the Jordanians and his Afghan camp in
Herat, located on a popular jihadist route from northern Iraq to
Afghanistan.

The Americans knew nothing about al Zarqawi, so they
immediately contacted the Jordanian authorities to find out
more. It was at this point that in Washington the idea of
constructing a mythology around him as justification for the
intervention in Iraq began taking shape.

Joint US and Jordanian investigations accused al Zarqawi
of having masterminded a foiled al Qaeda plot in Jordan
during the millennium celebrations, as well as the
assassinations, in 2001, of an Israeli citizen, Yitzhak Snir, and,
in 2002, of the American diplomat Lawrence Foley, for which
an unknown armed organization, the Honorables of Jordan,
had claimed responsibility. No hard evidence was produced to
back such charges. Indeed, at the end of April 2004, after al
Zarqawi was sentenced to death in absentia for both
assassinations, the Honorables of Jordan released a statement
denying any involvement by him. The message was
accompanied by the shell casings of the bullets that had been
fired at Foley and Snir.76

The Americans had much to gain from the creation of his
myth. From September 11, 2001, to March 20, 2003, the
United States built its case for attacking Iraq. Saddam’s regime
was accused of possessing weapons of mass destruction and
supporting terrorism. Without any proof of the existence of the
former, Saddam’s support for terrorism was the only trump
card the US administration held to convince the world that the



Iraqi dictator had to be removed. To play it, the administration
needed to demonstrate what was untrue: that Saddam Hussein
and al Qaeda were connected. Their fictitious link was Abu
Musab al Zarqawi.

The Power of Social Media

The successful manufacturing of the myth of al Zarqawi rests
on two factors: the power of the media, which spread across
the globe a terrifying message delivered by Colin Powell to
the UN Security Council, and the willingness of Western
citizens to believe this dubious message in the aftermath of
9/11. Just over ten years later, the Islamic State has been using
social media to spread a terrifying new and equally false set of
myths. And, as it was a decade ago, the world seems well
inclined to believe them.

Al Baghdadi and his followers understand the importance
of virtual life and our tendency to act irrationally when dealing
with mysterious, terrifying issues such as terrorism. Showing a
clear understanding of sophisticated communications analysis,
they have invested extraordinary energy in social media to
spread frightening prophecies, in the knowledge that they will
have self-fulfilling effect. They also seem perfectly conscious
that in a world where the twenty-four-hour media cycle has
turned journalists and readers into junkies of shocking and
extraordinary events, the truth value of an account takes
second place to its shock value.

As we have seen right from the beginning, when the first
group of jihadists from the Islamic State in Iraq crossed over
to Syria, the organization’s goal was to carve out its own
territorial stronghold. This was an ambitious plan that it was
believed could not be achieved without the spreading of a
carefully crafted mythology to present al Baghdadi and his



followers as a much stronger force than they were. A skillful,
technologically savvy propaganda machine circulated false
news of their exceptional strength through social media, a
tactic that proved to be instrumental to their recruitment,
fundraising, and military training programs. Indeed, as early as
2011 the organization attracted experienced fighters from
Bosnia and Chechnya, people with outstanding military
knowledge, who were not interested in joining any of the other
jihadist groups in Syria.77 The smoke and mirrors that the
propaganda created fooled everyone and hid the bleak reality
that at the end of 2010 the Islamic State in Iraq was on the
brink of extinction and the migration to Syria was its sole long
shot at surviving.

Even today, inside and outside the Caliphate, the
propaganda machine is constantly in motion, spreading myths
among young people of an ever stronger and ever more
successful army, both abroad and at home. In Raqqa, a Belgian
jihadist and his young son traverse the city in a propaganda
van answering questions about everything from social services
to job hunting. The van is packed with CDs, music, videos,
leaflets, photos, and literature.78 We are witnessing a
phenomenon as old as our world that Plato brilliantly
explained in the myth of the cave: those imprisoned within see
nothing but the shadows cast on the walls before them, which
they thus regard as the whole of reality.

Unlike the Taliban, who shunned anything technological,
the Islamic State’s propaganda is a high-tech operation run by
professionals, including some highly educated individuals
from the West. When Twitter and Facebook took down the IS
video of the beheading of James Foley, within a few hours the
propaganda team had restored access through Diaspora-hosted
sites.79 And the Islamic State propaganda has proven very



seductive for potential jihadists, especially in the West. It bears
asking what the NSA is really doing, then, with the transcripts
of our phone calls and email, if they have been unable to
intercept the numerous communications of Westerners bound
for the Caliphate and arrest these would-be fighters. The
recent discovery that as early as 2009 a close link existed
between young Muslims from Minnesota (two of whom died
fighting for the Caliphate) and the Islamic State,80 causes one
to wonder how the NSA could have missed such a link.

This black hole in intelligence is particularly puzzling
considering that the Islamic State employs plentiful electronic
strategies to widely disseminate its message. Its use of the ad
hoc app is illustrative. “One of ISIS’s more successful
ventures is an Arabic-language Twitter app called The Dawn
of Glad Tidings, or just Dawn. The app, an official ISIS
product promoted by its top users, is advertised as a way to
keep up on the latest news about the jihadi group.”81

As we have seen, IS is also very good at latching onto
world events to proselytize. “During the 2014 World Cup it
used hashtags such as #Brazil2014, #ENG, #France and
#WC2014. This tactic allowed it to access millions of World
Cup Twitter searches in the hope that some readers would
click on links to its propaganda material, in particular a video
showing British and Australian jihadists trying to persuade
other Western Muslims to join their ranks.”82

A possible answer to this puzzle may be found in the
nature of the Syrian conflict. As opposed to Libya or Iraq, the
Islamic State in Syria presents the West with a diplomatic
quandary. Would the West compromise its relationship with
Russia or China, or its appeasement with Iran, for a country
where Western interests are very limited or nonexistent? Until
the summer of 2014 the answer was “no.” Aid workers,



journalists, and refugees confirm that the flow of foreign
fighters into Northern Syria kept rising as world events
evolved. “They came in waves. After the coup in Egypt, those
who had believed in the Muslim Brotherhood arrived at the
conclusion that in the end the fate of Arab nations is decided
in the US and the moderates had no more arguments to use to
fight for democracy. Another wave came after the attack at
Abu Ghraib in July 2013, [including] many of the prisoners
who escaped, came to Syria, and joined the various groups.
The last wave came after the chemical attack of the twenty-
first of August, 2013,” explains Francesca Borri. Almost all
the foreigners entered Northern Syria across the Turkish
border, flying to the airport of Hatay. “At the border between
Turkey and Syria there is carpet of airline tags from all over
the world,” remembers Borri who flew to Hatay several times,
a pilgrimage that for many was their last journey.

Clearly, Turkish authorities knew what was happening on
the border with Syria and, if they wanted, Western and Israeli
intelligence could have monitored this phenomenon. But it
was only when IS moved into Iraq that the West took an
interest in the Syrian conflict and the Islamic State.

Even if IS presented a political hot potato, it is unclear
why the Western intelligence community did not take more
interest in al Baghdadi and his followers while the group was
growing in Syria. It would have been very easy to penetrate
their virtual community. Back in 2013, for example, ISIS
members, sympathizers, and sponsors followed on social
media the dispute between al Baghdadi and Jabhat al Nusra’s
emir Abu Mohammed al Golani after the merger of their
groups. When al Baghdadi and Ayman al Zawahiri clashed
over the right to fight in Syria and the right to demand
allegiance from factions of Arab, foreign, and local fighters,



the global jihadist community was invited to express its
opinion. “That fight required, in addition to a show of military
capability on the ground, the ability to sell ISIS’s Sharia views
by paying due attention to ideology when marketing the
organization, as evidenced by the speeches and messages
exchanged between Golani, Baghdadi, and Zawahiri. Those
exchanges were discussed on jihadist forums and social media
sites to assess Baghdadi’s legitimate right to lead.”83

Nor were these debates of interest to the numerous think-
tanks that have proliferated since 9/11 to study radicalization
and terrorism. One would think that Islamic State members’
extensive use of social media and the most up-to-date
techniques and tools to proselytize and raise money would be
a gift to these organizations. The Atlantic magazine, doing its
own analysis of the Islamic State’s social media strategy,
discovered that IS received seventy-two retweets for every
tweet it sends by “using an Arabic language Twitter account,
@ActiveHashtags, which advertises the most popular hashtags
to get its own material on the feed.”84 The opportunities to
study al Baghdadi’s group through its use of social media were
plentiful, but no one in a position to alter policy was interested
in taking them up.

Paradoxically, Western intelligence and mainstream media
not only ignored the Islamic State’s development for a couple
of years, but, when they finally did show some interest, they
began listening to the wrong people. This confirms the
absolute lack of proper information regarding the Syrian
conflict and IS in Northern Syria. The first victims are the
journalists. “Between April and May 2014, I was getting ready
to go back into Aleppo from Turkey. Western intelligence
briefed me about what was happening during the battle of
Aleppo between the forces of Assad and the rebels. They told



me that the rebels were winning and that the regime of Assad
was falling, so it was safe to travel along the road from the
border to Aleppo. I was the first foreign journalist to cross the
border and my driver and myself ended up driving along
fifteen kilometers of front line. I do not know how we
survived but we did. When I got back I told Western
intelligence that the rebels had all gone and the city was in the
hands of Assad, but they did not believe me, nor did the
international press want to publish my story. Both the
intelligence and the media kept saying that what they saw in
Facebook and YouTube was different. We get different news
from the rebels via social media, they said, telling us and
showing pictures of their victory. The only paper that
published my story was Le Monde.”85

For us, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram are more real than
the report of a freelance Italian woman willing to risk her life
to find out the truth. And the Islamic State, as well as the
rebels and other groups engaged in the bloody Syrian and Iraqi
conflict know it.

The Final Seduction of the Caliphate

In 2003, the mainstream media disseminated the government-
sponsored myth of al Zarqawi as a superterrorist without
checking its authenticity. Ten years later, social media
achieved a similar result, contributing to the spread and
internalization of a deliberately inflated image of the power of
al Baghdadi and of his armed organization. Just as happened
ten years ago, nobody bothered verifying these claims. But
propaganda and media are not enough to mobilize people if
the illusion they project does not coincide with some dream or
nightmare formulated by the collective imagination. We know
that in the aftermath of 9/11 the world was deeply traumatized,
so we can understand why it was easy for Bush and Blair to



move public opinion based on lies. What is harder to
comprehend, however, is the appeal of the Islamic State to its
social media followers. We are talking about a considerable
number of people. The Islamic State has reportedly attracted
12,000 foreign fighters, of whom 2,200 are from Europe.86

These figures do not take into consideration supporters and
sympathizers abroad. For example, while sixty Australians are
estimated to be fighting in Syria and Iraq with the IS, the
number of supporters at home is believed to be one hundred.87

What motivates young, professional Muslims born in the
West to give up their lives and join a war of conquest in a land
they do not even know, in a conflict reminiscent of those
fought in the Middle Ages? What, in a word, is the final
seduction of the Islamic State? These are the questions we
should ask ourselves.

In part it is the opportunity to vindicate fellow Muslims in
the Middle East from humiliation, but this was the case also
for many Western suicide bombers after coalition forces
invaded Iraq. Perhaps there is something more that motivates
young Muslims to join this jihad. The opportunity to be part of
the construction of a new political order in the Middle East, a
modern state without racism or sectarian tension (after some
ethnic cleansing, of course), presented an unparalleled
opportunity. Could it be that followers of IS look forward to
the Caliphate as an uncorrupted and incorruptible nation with a
profound sense of brotherhood, a society without the challenge
that Western and Westernized Muslim women pose to men, a
nation ruled by honor, a contemporary society perfectly in
harmony with al Tawhid, the mandate of God? Indeed, this
idealistic nation not only promises Muslims deliverance from
centuries of humiliation, it also represents a twenty-first-
century Sunni political utopia, a powerful philosophical



construct that for centuries scholars have tried to deliver, to no
avail. This, indeed, is the modern political force that the West
and the rest of world have chosen to ignore until the summer
of 2014.

If this analysis is correct, the ultimate appeal of the Islamic
State rests upon its ability to convince young Western
professionals to embrace this utopia and the belief that the
Caliphate has the power to implement it, as the Zionist
movement in the 1940s rallied the global Jewish community
around the utopia of a Jewish state and instilled in them the
certainty that it could turn the dream of a modern Israel into a
reality.

Unlike the early state of Israel, however, the Syrian and
Iraqi populations do not welcome the presence of foreigners.
“In the fall of 2012 the first foreigners started to arrive in Syria
to participate in the civil war. The Syrians let them in because
they needed all the help they could get but they were not
happy about it and kept saying that as soon as the Assad
regime would fall the foreigners would go back. But
everybody knew that they would stay,” recounts Francesca
Borri.88 “There is a lot of tension between the locals and the
foreign fighters, who are the most brutal and violent. Because
they have not experienced dictatorship and war like the locals,
they mistrust journalists and harass them. I never had any
problems with the Syrians, but I was threatened by a New
Zealander who came into Syria working for a Western NGO
infiltrated by the Islamic State.”

Not all the fighters are motivated by the utopian dream of a
new Muslim state. For many young Westerners, joining the
jihad or the rebels is an adventure, a kind of military summer
camp. These are the most dangerous, because they show no



compassion for the local population and no understanding of
the suffering endured by them.

The Modern Version of Salafism

In Syria, as well as in Iraq, the proficiency of al Baghdadi and
his group at making Sunnis believe they might succeed where
all others had failed is a feat remarkable for its modernity. In
the past, no jihadist group had even been equipped to run a
real state. They had no idea how to manage water supply,
sewage, or road building, nor did they know how to exploit the
virtual world to recruit and fundraise across the globe. They
were further ignorant of how to build consensus within
communities. These failures, which we have seen in
Afghanistan with the Caliphate of Mullah Omar, rest on the
pre-modern vision of society that radical Salafism has
projected.

Though the dream of the jihadist movement has always
been to recreate the Caliphate, this was nothing more than a
vague, romantic idea, entirely inapplicable in modern times, as
Salafism rejected the construction of the modern state. Radical
Salafism, rather, had frozen the concept of the ideal society in
its manifestation in seventh-century Arabia. All subsequent
events are superfluous and dangerous, from the infrastructure
of the modern state to modern technology, as evidenced by the
Taliban’s ban on music, radio, and TV.

Against this background, what al Baghdadi has done,
carving the Islamic State in Iraq’s own enclaves in Syria and
running these communities as a political authority with all the
instruments of the modern state, is truly exceptional. He has
“fuse[d] the political Islamists’ aim of seizing state power with
the neo-traditionalists’ more global vision to create a
recognizable, if rough-edged, state that is simultaneously



supposed to be a launch-pad for greater expansion. This
unprecedented combination is a powerful one,” writes Jason
Burke, a veteran of the study of the jihad.89

The manufacturing of the myth of al Zarqawi proved
successful because after 9/11 there was a desperate need to put
more than one face to the atrocities committed by al Qaeda,
and Saddam Hussein, a much-hated dictator, fit the profile. At
the same time, Bush and Blair succeeded in lying to the world
and to their own governments, who thought the possibility that
they were being actively deceived inconceivable. World public
opinion still clings to the absurd belief that in the modern
nation state the daily battle of politics is between good and evil
only. Those who had not fallen victim to this fantasy, however,
knew that no link existed between al Qaeda and Saddam
Hussein, and that invading Iraq would eventually destabilize
the entire region.

Today these same people are denouncing the
manufacturing of another absurd myth, not in the West but in
the Muslim world: that of the Caliphate and its leader, al
Baghdadi; they are also witnessing the unfolding of another
self-fulfilling prophesy through the power of social media.
After decades of war and destruction at the hands of the local
elite, backed by Western powers, Sunni Arabs and Muslims
desperately want to believe that finally, from the ashes of a
world long gone, a magnificent phoenix has risen. That is, a
state and a leader who will bring them their long-awaited
deliverance from the hellish present. Is al Baghdadi that man,
and is the Caliphate that state? The West and the world
strongly believe that they are not, but only the people of the
Middle East can deliver, in time, the correct answer.



Chapter Five

The Modern Jihad
The Islamic State’s destabilization of the Middle East has
made strange bedfellows of various regional powers and
forces us to confront a series of uncanny scenarios: the Iranian
and Saudi sponsorship of the Palestinians in their conflict with
Israel over the summer of 2014; Iran and Saudi Arabia’s secret
meetings to discuss possibilities for dissolving the Caliphate;
US covert operations to arm Syrian “rebels,” comprised
primarily of jihadist, not secular, elements; and President
Obama’s decision to bomb the Islamic State’s strongholds in
Syria with the backing of a grand coalition of Western and
Arab states but no UN mandate, to name just a few. The most
surprising development of all, however, is not found among
these strange alliances, but rather in the staggeringly
successful nation-building of these armed and seemingly
backward insurgents, as compared with the dismal nation-
building attempts of the United States.

The United States has been at war nearly continuously
since Vietnam—for more than half a century. It has done so, in
its own words, “to spread democracy.” Following a repetitious
cycle of wars varying from “full-scale invasions and
occupations to counterinsurgency, proxy wars, and back
again,”90 the US military has produced less than encouraging
results, especially in Iraq. How can we forget that the
Americans captured and recaptured Mosul to annihilate the
jihadists? They fought for Fallujah twice with heavy losses.
Yet, when Bush and Blair’s armies pulled out of Iraq, they
came home “victorious.”91 At the time of this writing,
however, both cities are under the rule of the Caliphate.



In sharp contrast to the US military, with its high-tech
propaganda and seductive mythology, the Islamic State has
waged a successful war of conquest using terrorist tactics—a
war fought under the ideological banner of jihad, a holy war. If
military superiority cannot guarantee victory, as the many US
defeats of the last fifty years suggest, the key to military
success must lie elsewhere. This warrants an examination of
the motivations of the armies of the US and IS.

Both militaries justify their actions with an appeal to a
larger cause. This begs the question: Is the promise of a radical
Salafist state whose borders trace those of the ancient
Caliphate a more powerful motivation than the will to “spread
democracy,” in the process incidentally paving the way for
market colonization by Western multinationals? Judging from
what we have seen in the last eleven years, the correct answer
may well be yes. If al Baghdadi’s holy war is indeed a more
powerful motivator than the exportation of Western
democracy, it becomes imperative to understand what type of
conflict he is waging.

Two Jihads

Developed after the death of the Prophet Mohammed by the
Ulema (the global community of Muslim religious scholars),
jihad was an elaboration of the teachings of the Koran and of
the Prophet. However, there are two types of jihad: the great
jihad, which is mostly spiritual, that is, the daily fight of each
individual against his or her temptations; and the small jihad,
the physical fight against an enemy. What interests us here is
this latter type, whose concept has evolved through the
centuries, while the great jihad has remained unchanged.

Formulated when Islam was already a superpower, the idea
of the small jihad reflected an imperial spirit. It was a tool to



protect the community of believers. Religious scholars of this
period further distinguish two forms of small jihad: defensive
and offensive. The former was the obligation of all members
of the community to take up arms against the enemy to
safeguard Islam. The offensive jihad, on the other hand, could
be called only by the Caliph, the ruler of the community. Its
task was to spread Islam, not to protect it. The jihad that the
Islamic State is waging falls into both of these categories.

As long as the Caliph had sufficient warriors ready for
combat, the citizen was exempt from being drafted in the
offensive jihad. But when more soldiers were needed, no true
Muslim could ignore the call of their spiritual and political
leader. This principle is still in place today. Thus, al Baghdadi,
as the legitimate successor of the Prophet Mohammed, not
only has the right to wage wars of conquest, but can demand
the participation of all Muslims in these conflicts, as well as
demand their migration to the Caliphate. “Those who can
immigrate to the Islamic State should immigrate, as
immigration to the house of Islam is a duty,”92 al Baghdadi
declared in his proclamation of the Caliphate.

It follows that the advent of the modern Caliphate
undermines the authority of any other jihadist organizations or
rulers. Potentially, the Islamic State represents a challenge to
the legitimacy of all Muslim governments, because it imposes
the authority of the Caliph on them.93 This claim should not be
dismissed when assessing the type of threat that the Caliphate
poses, both to Muslims and to the rest of the world. Indeed,
one of the tasks of the grand coalition that President Obama
promoted under the umbrella of NATO, with the active
participation of several Muslim states, in September 2014, is
to prevent the Islamic State’s further territorial expansion in
the region.



In jihadist chat rooms and Twitter messages, supporters of
the Islamic State maintain that the US and the British strategy
of not negotiating for the release of their hostages, who they
know will be beheaded, is aimed at stirring up public fear.
Once incited, such fear may create a domestic political climate
that supports military action, as happened in 2003. Only this
time, the attack would aim to protect Western allies in the
region, namely the Saudis and other Gulf state elites, from the
revolutionary message of Caliphate, which could indeed stir a
revolution inside these nations.

As imperial Islam faded, the “small jihad” assumed new
meanings, adapted to the needs of the time. Faced with the
uncompromising violence of the Franks in the Second
Crusade, Saladin, the Abuyyid Sultan of Egypt and Syria,
redefined the concept of small jihad.94 The radical spiritual
resources of Islam animated his followers in their successful
campaign of re-conquest.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the memory of
Saladin’s jihad became part of the Middle Eastern struggle for
independence from the colonial powers of Europe. During the
British domination of Egypt, Hassan al Banna, the founder of
the Muslim Brotherhood, reshaped the jihad into an anti-
colonial conflict, a fight for full independence from the
British. A few decades later, Sayyed Qutb, an Egyptian
intellectual, transformed it into a revolution, a vehicle for
regime change.95

Since the late 1950s, the debate over the true meaning of
modern jihad has revolved around three defining concepts:
counter-Crusade, anti-colonial struggle, and revolution. The
Islamic State seems to have incorporated all of these
characteristics to give the small jihad an entirely new meaning:
that is, nation-building. “Rush oh Muslims to your state,” al



Baghdadi declared in his inaugural address as Caliph. “It is
your state … This is my advice to you. If you hold to it you
will conquer Rome and own the world, if Allah wills.”96

The counter-Crusade against Western culture and interests
in the Middle East, as expressed through the alliance between
corrupted Muslim elites and Western powers, prepared the
ground for the traditional war of conquest waged by al
Baghdadi. Nation-building in the conquered territories also
requires regime change—hence the revolutionary nature of al
Baghdadi’s fight in Syria and Iraq, countries ruled by
corrupted elites at the service of foreign powers. But what
makes this modern jihad particularly powerful among Muslims
is the fact that it has, in a relatively short time, actually
succeeded in achieving some measure of nation-building.

The Geography of Jihad

Al Qaeda has accomplished nothing close to the birth of the
Caliphate, and has never actively engaged in nation-building.
Rather, its leadership was too busy plotting to attack America.
“Al Qaeda is an organization and we are a state,” explained an
Islamic State fighter, who gave his name as Abu Omar, in an
online chat with the New York Times.97 This statement
perfectly summarizes the different roles that the two armed
groups play in the eyes of many Muslims and the distinctive
challenge that each poses to the world.

According to this analysis, 9/11 was a punch in the face of
the West, while the establishment of the Caliphate is a knock-
out blow to its key Middle Eastern allies, a blow that threatens
the very existence of a geopolitical order originally designed
to benefit the west and its oligarchic friendly elites. This may
come as a surprise to Westerners, but it should not surprise
those who rule the Middle East. Soon after 9/11, the head of



Saudi General Intelligence told the man in charge of the
British Secret Intelligence Service, the MI6, Sir Richard
Dearlove, “9/11 is a mere pinprick on the West. In the medium
term, it is nothing more than a series of personal tragedies.
What these terrorists want is to destroy the House of Saud and
remake the Middle East.”98 Dearlove, then, was presented
with a chilling prophecy that the Islamic State is attempting to
prove true.

It was only a matter of time before a jihadist armed
organization would challenge the Middle Eastern
establishment, reformulating ancient concepts in modern
terms. Only a matter of time before an armed group would
flesh out the ultimate Muslim utopia, the new Caliphate, and
present it to millions of Sunnis as a feasible plan of action
using the tools of modern propaganda. In the eyes of many
Muslims, the Islamic State, like its predecessors, is nothing
more than the product of decades of abuse, corruption, and
injustice. But unlike its predecessors, IS has adapted to a
newly multipolar geopolitical environment and undertaken a
pragmatic approach to the populations living in its territory.

The sensitivity to domestic issues, as well as its
endogenous characteristics, are equally part of the appeal that
the Islamic State exercises. In sharp contrast, al Qaeda has
always been perceived as a foreign power, something that al
Badhdadi attempted to avoid when in 2010 he changed the
name of his group from al Qaeda in Iraq back to the Islamic
State in Iraq. Indeed, when al Qaeda came to be resented in the
Middle East, it was not because the organization was run by a
Saudi billionaire and an Egyptian intellectual, both totally
removed from the day to day lives of most Muslims, but rather
because the organization had chosen to take the jihad out of
the Middle East.



It is unquestionable that the events of 9/11 opened up a
second front, against the far away enemy, the United States,
away from the refugee camps, out of the daily suffering of the
Middle Eastern people and away from the injustice that the
corrupted Arab regimes perpetrated upon them. Moreover,
9/11 was an attack that few within the jihadist community
approved. Lodged in the heart of the US with the intent to
weaken America’s power and deprive the ruling oligarchies of
the Middle East of its support, the attack, in the Western
media, came to symbolize the jihad. Though some in the
Middle East cheered at the collapse of the Twin Towers, the
regional consensus had in fact been that nothing good could
come of such tactics. On the contrary, taking the fight so far
away might have disastrous consequences at home. And
indeed it did.

In retrospect, the absurdity of attacking the far away
enemy is obvious. But Osama bin Laden had the means to
mastermind 9/11 at a time when other jihadists could barely
make ends meet. Today, things are very different. While the
Islamic State runs the Caliphate on the historical soil of Islam,
the historical nucleus of al Qaeda has been destroyed. Bin
Laden is dead, and the organization he founded has been
reduced to a generic jihadist logo.

Al Baghdadi’s nation-building effort in Syria and Iraq is a
powerful draw in part because of where it is located.
Geography has always been essential for Islam, both
religiously and politically. In a CNN documentary, a smuggler
of foreign fighters across the Southern Turkish border near
Hatay explains what some of these men feel when entering
Syria. “For many, the crossing itself is a religious experience.
When they get to the fence, they kneel and cry, they weep, like
they’ve just met something more precious to them than their



own family. They believe this land, Syria, is where God’s
judgment will come to pass.”99

The cultural impact of the old Caliphate upon the territory
it controlled was massive, to the extent that today, centuries
after the disintegration of this splendid culture, a common
language across the Middle East and North Africa still exists.
Equally, the fall of the Caliphate spurred centuries of conquest
and humiliation, and carved deep scars in the identity and self-
esteem of the Muslim population. When the Europeans redrew
the map of this historic and ancient territory, these wounds
reopened. Time and time again, since the eleventh century,
every movement of Muslim rebirth has nurtured the deeply
nostalgic dream of recreating the old boundaries of the
Caliphate, as if recomposing its geography could magically
recreate its splendor.

Geography is also at the root of the most recent
radicalization of the Salafist movement, out of which both al
Baghdadi’s and al Zarqawi’s visions of jihad took shape. What
triggered this radicalization was the signing of a peace
agreement between the Jordanian government and Israel in
1994, regarded by many as an extraordinary event. The
agreement represents the official acknowledgement of the
geographical right of Israel to exist in a land considered part of
the Caliphate. Its signing was a watershed for the jihadist
movement, triggering the birth of a new wave of clandestine
Salafist organizations, among them the Jordanian al Tawhid.



Chapter Six

Radical Salafism
The root causes of what we are witnessing today trace back to
the extraordinary political event that Salafists regard as the
ultimate betrayal: the acceptance by Arab statesmen of Israel
as a political power on Muslim soil, in the ancient territory of
the Caliphate.

Founded with similar motivations across the Arab world in
the early 1990s by veterans of the anti-Soviet jihad
organizations such as the Groupe Islamique Armé (GIA) in
Algeria and the Aden-Abyan Islamic Army in Yemen, al
Tawhid, the group of which Musab at Zarqawi was first a
member, is a radical Salafist organization nearly identical to
the others. All of these armed groups share the same objective:
to ignite a revolutionary jihad throughout the Muslim world
and oust pro-Western governments. This civil war, or fitna,
would evict the existing Arab regimes, which Salafists regard
as taghut (idolatrous).100 After joining the group in prison, al
Zarqawi went on to become its emir. Thus, when he formed
his armed organization in Iraq he chose the name al Tawhid al
Jihad. That both al Zarqawi and al Baghdadi share the Salafist
creed—al Baghdadi hailing from a religious Salafist family—
was key to the compatibility of their visions of jihad.101

At its outset, however, during the second half of the
nineteenth century, Salafism was not an anti-Western ideology.
On the contrary, it was Arab admiration for the modernized
West that gave birth to the movement. Fascinated by European
development, Arab countries began to compare their
socioeconomic and political conditions with those of Europe.
This evaluation triggered a deep reflection on the crisis of the



Ottoman Empire, the political power that controlled the Arab
world at the time, and stimulated great interest in Western
civilization. In the Arab world this process is known as al
Nahda, literally, the “awakening” or “renaissance.” Produced
by the interaction of Arab thinkers with Western revolutionary
ideals, al Nahda marked the beginning of Arab modernization
or, rather, of the will to modernize. In essence, the Arab world
acknowledged the socioeconomic and political superiority of
the parliamentary European states. Looking to the
achievements of the old Continent, Arabs wanted to create a
Muslim modernity in the new Arab states emerging from the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire emulating Western
political culture.102 This was a time in which the construction
of the nation state greatly appealed to progressive Muslims.

Salafism, therefore, has always sought to modernize the
Arab world, and it has identified the Ottoman Empire as the
primary cause of the Arab failure to develop as Europe did. To
overcome this obstacle, the Salafist doctrine called for all
Muslims to go back to the purity of religion, to the origins of
Islam and the teachings of the Prophet. In short, Salafism
stressed the need to reconnect with one’s roots as a means of
creating Arab identity, which would in turn provide the
necessary strength to gain independence from the Ottoman
Empire. This was essentially a process of spiritual purification,
of cleansing, after centuries of political and economic
domination.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, however,
betrayal by European powers, whose contribution to the
modernization of the Arab world came in the form of brutal
colonization, catalyzed Salafism’s transformation into a
xenophobic and puritanical revivalist movement. The central
goal of modern Salafism is still the purification of Islam, now



from the contamination of corruption and stagnation produced
by Western colonization. Foreign European powers, not the
Ottoman Empire, are blamed for the decline of the Arab
world; hence, the rejection of the nation state and of European
modernity.

Against this religious and philosophical background, in the
1950s, Sayyed Qutb reformulated the concept of Tawhid,103

the divine and absolute unity of God, to give it a distinct
political identity. “God is the source of power,” wrote Qutb
from the Egyptian jail where Nasser had imprisoned him, “not
the people, not the party, neither any human being.”104 This
notion, known as al hakimiyya lil-llah (the principle of the
government of God), projects a political Islam and its sole
successful expression (the Caliphate) into the core of the
political arena, the boundaries of which are strictly defined by
the interpretation of the Prophet’s teachings, not by modern
forms of government such as democracy or socialism.

As such, Qutb’s message is one of total severance from the
Western-style politics embraced by Nasser and, at the same
time, an exhortation to cleanse Islam of any external influence,
sacred or profane. Any departure from the principle of the
government of God, Qutb affirms, is an act of apostasy
(riddah).

Although the accusation of apostasy (takfir) is originally a
religious concept, it has, over Islam’s history, been molded
into a powerful political weapon. It allowed Qutb, an Arab, to
challenge the political legitimacy of Nasser, another Arab,
painting him as an infidel on par with the Western colonizers.
In power struggles within Islam, the accusation of apostasy is
common. The first instigated by a takfir was fought soon after
the death of the Prophet, during the reign of Caliph Abu Bakr



(632–34), and is the genesis of the schism between Sunnis and
Shias.105

Through the centuries, both Sunnis and Shias have used
the concept of takfir to exclude each other from power. As we
shall see in the following chapter, in recent times both al
Zarqawi and al Baghdadi have used takfir to legitimize their
genocidal wars against the Shias, whom they regard as the
close and constant allies of foreign powers.



Chapter Seven

The New Mongols
In June 2014, global public opinion was shocked and
disgusted at the news that after conquering Mosul, the army of
the Islamic State turned against Shia women and children in
nearby villages. Using machine guns, they killed hundreds of
innocents, dumping the bodies in mass graves. They looted
Shia homes and confiscated Shia property. In the town of Tal
Afar, for example, al Baghdadi’s warriors confiscated 4,000
houses as “spoils of war.”106 They bombed and burned shrines
and mosques with the intent to wipe away all sign of Shia
presence in their territory. This type of destruction has been
repeated in every corner of the Caliphate to implement the
religious cleansing that many believe the most radical
interpretation of Salafism demands.

As we shall see, however, the bloody sectarian civil war
that the Islamic State has initiated has less to do with the
radical doctrine of Salafism and more with the use of
genocidal warfare as a tactic to gain control of the insurgency,
a strategy that al Zarqawi engineered in 2003, soon after
coalition forces invaded Iraq.

Whatever the aim of these heinous acts, the word genocide
seems well suited to describe what has been happening in
recent years in Syria and, since the beginning of the summer
of 2014, in Iraq. Indeed, today, to be a Shia or a member of a
related sect, such as the Syrian Alawati, comes very close to
being a Jew in Nazi Germany. Following in al Zarqawi’s
footsteps, the Islamic State appears inclined to eradicate the
Shia population from the Caliphate by any means possible,
including extermination.



Against this backdrop, many believe that al Baghdadi’s
involvement in Syria in 2011 had nothing to do with the
removal of the Assad regime, but rather was motivated by a
desire to ethnically cleanse the Alawati from the region
destined to become the cradle of the new Caliphate. Again, the
parallel with Nazi Germany and the supremacy of the Aryan
race cannot be avoided. While Hitler justified the
extermination of the Jews with a fictive eugenics, the Islamic
State uses the concept of takfir, apostasy, to carry out the
religious “purification” of Islam. Shias, and the followers of
all creeds but Salafism, are heretics guilty of a sin so serious as
to demand death.

Before exploring the true motivations for this genocide, it
is imperative to understand the power that the concept of tafkir
exercises in the collective imaginations of both Shias and
Sunnis.

Al Takfir

The genesis of takfir can be traced back to the first violent
clash between the Sunnis and Shias, the Great Fitna, the first
civil war among Muslims. Ignited in 655 AD, a year before the
assassination of Caliph Uthman, this feud broke when the
followers of Mohammed fought over the issue of succession.
Uthman was charged with apostasy by the supporters of Ali,
who claimed that Ali was the direct descendent of the Prophet,
hence he should be Caliph. The Great Fitna gave birth to the
schism between the Shias, the followers of Ali, and the Sunnis,
the followers of Uthman. Ever since, each of these two
branches of Islam has accused the other of apostasy, of takfir,
in its respective bids for political power.107

Since the seventh century, the concept of takfir has
remained solidly anchored to political and economic issues.



Possibly, because the Prophet was both a religious and a
political leader, the boundaries between the material and
spiritual domain within Islam were blurred from the start.
Hence takfir became an instrument, a tool of politics dressed
in religious garb. In the eighteenth century, for example, Abd
al Wahhab, a Saudi preacher and the founder of the Wahhabi
movement, accused the Ottoman Empire of apostasy; he
claimed that it had departed from the true source of legitimacy,
the word of God. The accusation of takfir that Wahhab
launched at the Turks allowed the House of Saud to take up
arms against its rulers, the Ottomans in the Arabian
Peninsula.108 For the next two centuries, the war of conquest
conducted by two powerful allies, the House of Saud and the
Wahhabists, was fought with economic and political weaponry
dressed up as religious zeal.

Defining takfir, much like defining terrorism, has always
been slippery, and this explains why the concept represents a
powerful tool in the hands of Muslim armed organizations and
sectarian powers to justify their claim to legitimacy. As we
have seen in previous chapters, in the 1950s and 1960s
members of the Muslim Brotherhood reformulated it to justify
their opposition to Nasser, whom they claimed had pushed
them into the underworld of illegality, a case of Sunnis
employing takfir as a weapon against other Sunnis.

Originally, the final aim of takfir was not the exclusion of
heretics from the spiritual community, nor their extermination,
but rather their eviction from the material community:
removing them from the system of social rights and privileges
and from the economy. Hence, they were pushed outside the
boundaries of political legitimacy. The concept of the
extermination of the Shias was not introduced until 2003 when



al Zarqawi launched several suicide attacks against Shia
targets.

The Blindness of the West

The first such suicide mission in Iraq took place on August 29,
2003, targeting the Imam Ali Mosque in Najaf. This event
represented a watershed in the Iraqi conflict, opening a second
front against the Shia population. It had already been justified
by a propaganda campaign launched months before and
bankrolled by key Sunni players in the region, including Saudi
Arabia and several oligarchs from the Gulf states. The Iraqi
Shias were accused of having forged alliances with foreign
powers seeking a regime change in Iraq, acts that Salafists
considered mukaffir, or grounds for takfir.

Using a timeless, apocalyptic rhetoric, a parallel was
drawn between the forthcoming invasion of Iraq and the
thirteenth-century invasion of the Mongols. Images of
Mongols and Tartars sacking the splendid city of Baghdad in
1258 are, for Sunni Iraqis, evocative of shameful memories.109

Soon after the fall of Saddam’s regime, a vast literature
became available on the internet about the new Mongol
invasion. In the virtual magazine Bashaer, the reader learned
that, before reaching Baghdad, the Mongols had invaded the
kingdom of Khwarizm (in today’s Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan), just as Coalition forces had attacked
Afghanistan before invading Iraq.110 Mongols and Tartars
forged an alliance to wage war against Baghdad, as had the
United States and the United Kingdom. In both circumstances,
Baghdad was attacked from the east and west, the siege lasted
twenty-one days, the military superiority of the invaders was
enormous, and people were so afraid that they did not pray on
the first Friday after the attack had begun. In the thirteenth



century, as in modern Iraq, the rivalry between Shiite and
Sunni weakened central power. Mongols and Tartars advanced
with armies of mercenaries who participated in the invasion
and sacked the city; Coalition forces stood by as their Iraqi
supporters looted libraries and cultural institutions and killed
women and children.

Bashaer’s analogy ends with a prediction drawn from the
historical close of the Mongol invasion: two years after the
sacking of Baghdad, the Syrian and Egyptian armies, together
with groups of Arab volunteers, defeated the Mongols and the
Tartars at Ayn Jalut. “We are sure that God will punish
America for good,” the editorial concludes. “When will the
new Ayn Jalut take place?”111 Today the Islamic State is
carving out its Caliphate, having launched its offensive from
Syria. In so doing it hopes to build toward a contemporary Ayn
Jalut.

In the summer of 2003, al Zarqawi used the analogy of the
Mongol invasion to justifiy his offensive against the Shia. As
al Zarqawi explained it, Ibn al Alqami, the Shia vizier of
Baghdad, had helped the Mongols in their conquest of the city,
urging his followers to do the same.112 In a similar fashion, the
Shias had conspired with the Americans and welcomed them
into Iraq. This was the first time that sectarian infighting
between Sunnis and Shias surfaced within the Iraqi
insurgency.

The attack in Najaf, which marked the beginning of al
Zarqawi’s active fight against the Shias in Iraq, represents the
first manifestation of the clash between Sunnis and Shias, a
civil war that the Islamic State still carries on. As al Zarqawi
explained to bin Laden in a rich correspondence from 2003 to
2005, the fitna against the Shias was only a tactic to prevent
the formation of a united secular front against Coalition forces



from which the jihadist would be excluded, similar to the one
that decades earlier had led the Iraqi struggle for independence
from the United Kingdom.113

But in 2003, Coalition forces had failed to appreciate the
significance of a war between Sunnis and Shias—a serious
oversight. At the time, the motives for the bombing seemed
incomprehensible, its perpetrators unknown. In the summer of
2003, Coalition forces were battling al Sadr’s militia—
considered the primary armed opposition in Iraq. At that time,
the Sunni insurgency, composed primarily of remnants of the
Baath party and Muslim nationalists, did not pose a serious
threat. Yet a close look at how Islamic radicalization had
advanced in Iraq during the economic sanctions would have
offered useful clues to the fact that a major civil and sectarian
war was brewing, with the potential to destabilize the entire
Muslim world.114

The West had not paid attention to the profound changes
that swept over in Iraq during the economic sanctions of the
1990s. Under the patronage of Saddam Hussein, modern
Salafism had taken hold across Iraq, and become a source of
powerful radicalization. The new religious fervor of the Iraqi
dictator aimed at appeasing the Sunni tribes in times of great
economic difficulties. During the UN economic sanctions,
religion had become a source of comfort for the impoverished
Sunni middle class, the backbone of Saddam’s regime, and
Islam a spiritual means of coping with prolonged economic
hardship. At the same time, the radicalization of Iraq helped
Saddam hide the economic failures of his regime. For
example, by prohibiting women from working in public places
and subsequently even at home, he quickly halved
unemployment.



Unlike Western powers, jihadists knew that for a decade
many in the Sunni Triangle had been harboring radical Salafist
religious beliefs. Hence, soon after Saddam’s fall, they flocked
to this area from all over the Middle East. Some were even
linked to local Iraqi Salafist groups, all based inside the Sunni
Triangle in places like Ramadi, Fallujah, and Mosul, which
became prime breeding grounds for the jihadist Sunni
insurgency. Al Zarqawi was among these new arrivals.

Much as Coalition forces had virtually ignored the changes
that a decade of economic sanctions had produced in Iraq,
those same nations ignored too the danger that the
proliferation of jihadist and insurgent groups in Syria,
bankrolled by Gulf sponsors, posed to the entire region. The
West and the world conveniently dismissed the radicalization
of Iraq and Syria as a product of religious fanaticism.

The Religious Alibi

It is surreal that Western powers believed that what is taking
place in the Middle East is a war of religion motivated by a
feud started in seventh-century Arabia. Indeed, when similar
conflicts have been waged by Christians, religion has rarely
been more than a pretext for politics. In fifteenth-century
Europe, apostasy was a crime that commanded a gruesome
death by fire. Europe was alight with the auto-da-fé, as bodies
were burned in the name of God. Today, the Caliphate uses
decapitation and crucifixion in a similar fashion.

The greatest danger faced by fifteenth-century Europe was
the possibility of a civil war between Catholics and
Protestants, one fought along religious lines, but with roots in
the Continent’s ancient, vicious power struggles. Today, the
accusation of apostasy, or takfir, against the Shiite population
aims at triggering just such a civil war (fitna) in Iraq, Syria and



beyond—that is, a war which at first glance appears to be
motivated by religion, in which political and economic
interests are obscured. But as in fifteenth-century Europe, the
true motivations are political and economic and their roots are
found in the power struggle to control the entire region.

The Caliphate is well aware that to build a new state, and
to construct legitimacy through consensus, much more than a
sleek campaign of religious propaganda promulgated on social
media is needed. In particular, cleansing its territory of Shias
offers many advantages for nation-building, guaranteeing the
support of local Sunni populations, producing a more
homogeneous populace with fewer opportunities for
sectarianism, and freeing up resources to offer fighters as
spoils of war. In a word, the extermination of the Shias makes
things easier for the leadership of the Caliphate both
economically and politically, while at the same time satisfying
a deeply rooted desire for revenge among the Sunnis, which
can only help build consensus within and loyalty to the new
state.

The warfare, therefore, far from reflecting a religious
mission, is in fact a political tactic implemented by a highly
pragmatic leadership. Unlike the Taliban or the Nazis, the
Islamic State shows flexibility: those willing to convert are
welcomed into the new state, while those able to pay the
jizyah, a tax linked to their heresy, can leave freely. The
Caliphate is even willing to release hostages to foreign powers
for ransoms.

Pragmatism springs from the hard task of nation-building,
which is the Islamic State’s top priority. To successfully rule
regions plagued by decades of war requires a complete
reconstruction of all socio-economic infrastructures, keeping
foreign Arab interests at bay while waging a war of conquest.



More than a functioning religious alibi, what is most needed is
a steady and large flow of money.

The Islamic State has transcended the mythology and
rhetoric of previous jihadist groups. It has shown pragmatism
and modernity in developing the strategies required to pursue
its ambitious dream of nation-building. It has privatized the
business of terrorism very quickly, gaining independence from
its sponsors and establishing an economics not entirely
dependent upon war. It has created partnerships with local
Sunni tribes to quell opposition and share revenues generated
by the exploitation of key resources. It has been circumspect,
even clever—something we cannot say of the Assad or Maliki
regime.



Chapter Eight

Contemporary Pre-Modern Wars
Since June of 2014, world leaders have been battling the rising
power of the Islamic State. We have seen them presenting their
electorates with plans for dealing with the threat, laden with
novel terminology. And IS has responded—at some times with
acts of barbarity, such as the beheadings of James Foley and
Steven Sotloff, and at others through statements made by
European IS members and hostages like John Cantlie.115

How did an armed organization, virtually unknown just
three years ago, come to challenge the world’s greatest
powers? Not only militarily, on the battlefields of Syria and
Iraq, but ideologically, using all the modern means of
communication?

The answer lies in the progressive breakdown of the nation
state in Syria and Iraq. Emptied of their role as representatives
of their populations, these nations’ governments regressed to
the conditions of pre-modern enclaves.

The Disembodiment of Arab Nations

In Syria, the Arab Spring met with a violent response and,
amid the indifference of the world, a dream of democracy
collapsed. This was brilliantly summarized by Ali Khedery,
who served as special assistant to five American ambassadors
in Iraq and as senior adviser to three heads of US Central
Command from 2003 to 2010. “Facing Assad’s army and
intelligence services, Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Iraq’s Shia
Islamist militias and their grand patron, Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards, Syria’s initially peaceful protesters quickly became



disenchanted, disillusioned and disenfranchised—and then
radicalised and violently militant.”116

Sectarian fronts opened almost overnight and peaceful
protests morphed into a civil war, which in turn degenerated
into a modern proxy war, with several rich Gulf states
bankrolling their own Sunni armed groups in pursuit of
revenge against Iran, their number one Shia enemy, and Assad,
Tehran’s Arab ally. Many of the international rules of war
were broken, including prohibitions on the use of chemical
weapons against civilians, and the wealthiest villas in Aleppo
were looted. In the blink of an eye, a twenty-first century
nation was riven by seemingly intractable conflict.

In Iraq, Nouri al Maliki, ignoring his promises to share
power with other political groups, consolidated it instead,
through a sectarian campaign aimed at destroying his rivals.
He attempted to arrest his vice-president, Tariq al Hashimi,
“supported by Iran and armed with US-made Humvees, M-
16s, and M1A1 tanks.”117 The same ordeal was reserved for a
second prominent Sunni rival, the finance minister Rafea al-
Essawi, who abandoned politics and fled to his tribe’s
stronghold in Iraq’s Anbar province.118

“Facing mass unrest, Iraq’s Sunni Arab provincial councils
voted for semi-autonomous rule like that of the neighboring
Kurdistan region. Maliki blocked the implementation of a
referendum through bureaucratic ploys, in contravention of
Iraq’s constitution. Demonstrations of civil disobedience
erupted across the Sunni provinces, as millions of Iraqis once
again saw that they had no stake in Iraq’s success—only its
failure. Claiming intelligence that al Qaeda had penetrated the
protest camps, Maliki crushed them with lethal force. Several
dozen people were killed during an Iraqi military raid in



Hawija in April 2013, further inflaming what were already
spiking sectarian tensions.”119

Two Shia leaders, Assad backed by Russia and al Maliki
backed by the West, abused their power and violently
repressed the call of the people for true democracy. Both
leaders reneged on their promises. Assuming power after the
death of his father, Assad had inflamed mass hope with the
promise democratic reforms. Similarly, al Maliki had pledged
to rule according to the constitution and to preside over Iraq’s
first truly democratic government.

Iraq is the mirror image of Syria, backsliding into pre-
modernity. Damascus leads by a few years in this depressing
process; the disintegration of the Iraqi state has only just
begun. And the Islamic State has shown an extraordinary
understanding of the similarities between the countries,
exploiting them with remarkable timing.

Will the West and the world deal with Iraq differently than
they have with Syria, especially now that the Islamic State has
proclaimed its Caliphate? This is a question that nobody can
answer. In the past, neither the US nor Europe could find a
formula to overcome Russia and China’s veto on any military
intervention in Syria. While everybody knows that Assad
guarantees the Russian fleet access in the Mediterranean,
China’s reluctance springs from how badly the Europeans and
the Americans have handled regime change in Libya, leaving a
profoundly unstable country. And after the lies Bush and Blair
used to justify their invasion of Iraq, and the high price paid by
Coalition forces, the West is in no rush to topple another Arab
dictator.

The current policy of containment in Syria may prove
insufficient when faced with an armed organization that has



morphed into a state. Indeed, the nature of the challenge that
the Islamic State poses is very different from the one presented
by conflicts in areas where the modern state has collapsed.

World War III

In the summer of 2014, Pope Francis declared that World War
III had already started, a miasma of conflicts spreading across
the globe, bearing little resemblance to the two world wars of
the twentieth century. Instead, these conflicts are reminiscent
of pre-modern warfare, managed not by sovereign states but
by warlords, terrorists, militias, and mercenaries, whose
ultimate goal is territorial conquest with the aim of exploiting
people and natural resources. None of these wars are waged to
create nation states.

Missing are the trenches, battlefields, and even
international rules that to some extent used to set codes and
boundaries for the behavior of combatants. The Geneva
Convention has been consigned to the trash bin. The parties to
these various conflicts are all guilty of severe excesses,
including religious violence, wanton destruction, and even
genocide. Even some regular armies behave as militias. In
Nigeria, Amnesty International has filmed Nigerian soldiers
and members of the Civilian Join Task Force, a civilian
militia, cutting the throats of prisoners suspected of
membership in the notorious Islamist militia Boko Haram, and
throwing the decapitated bodies into mass graves.120

From Nigeria to Syria, from the Sahel to Afghanistan, the
victims of this new war are largely civilians. In Nigeria,
according to estimates by Amnesty International, 4,000
people, mostly civilians, have been killed in attacks carried out
by Boko Haram and the Nigerian army in the past year. In
Syria more than one million people have been displaced, and



200,000 have been murdered, since the beginning of the civil
war.

Similar statistics can be gathered at the edges of the
European Union. From April to August 2014, the UN
estimates that 1,129 civilians have died in violent clashes
between the Ukrainian National Army and separatist, pro-
Russian militias. Other unofficial statistics report a much
higher figure.

What we face are pre-modern conflicts that harness
modern technology, a deadly combination that hugely
increases civilian casualties. One striking example is the
shooting down of Malaysian Airlines Flight 17 in July 2014
over Ukrainian airspace.

Professor Mary Kaldor of the London School of
Economics, author of New and Old Wars: Organized Violence
in a Global Era121 has written that globalization plunges some
regions into conditions of anarchy similar to philosopher
Thomas Hobbes’s famous description the state of nature: “The
state of men without civil society (which state we may
properly call the state of nature) is nothing else but a mere war
of all against all … with a continual fear and danger of violent
death.” Life before civil society was “nasty, brutish and short.”
These are the conditions into which parts of Syria and Iraq
have regressed today.

Globalization has undermined the stability of a number of
authoritarian regimes, from Libya to Syria to Iraq and beyond,
by making people aware of their political conditions. The fall
of Gaddafi in 2011 resulted in a political vacuum that rival
tribal militias—from liberals to hard-line Islamists—have
filled with violence. The violent responses to the Syrian Arab
Spring and the Sunni Iraqi uprising have created a similar



vacuum. The common objective of the many armed groups
that have filled it is the conquest of political and economic
power for the purposes of exploitation. These groups harbor
no intention of creating a democratic state, nor a new nation in
any modern sense of that term. On the contrary, anarchy is the
best environment for the pillaging of resources and
exploitation of people.

The process of the state’s degeneration and collapse is
therefore the root cause of the pre-modern nature of today’s
conflicts, and is a phenomenon increasingly tied to economic
factors—to the drastic impoverishment of large regions and
populations.

Globalization has brought prosperity in some regions, such
as China and Brazil, and poverty in many others, such as the
Middle East and parts of Africa. The crisis of the state in
Africa is linked to both climate change and the race of rich
countries to grab the continent’s resources. In the Middle East,
other phenomena have contributed to this impoverishment. In
Iraq, for example, a decade of economic sanctions has
transformed the nation with the highest level of education in
the Arab world to one in which women do not have the right to
work. The process of regression to a pre-modern society has
gone hand in hand with the nation’s impoverishment.

The deadly combination of globalization and rising
poverty has stirred up widespread insecurity and fostered tribal
armed conflicts under the banners of religion and faction.
Conflicts have inevitably become multipolar. In Mali, Tuareg
separatists and Islamic factions are fighting amongst
themselves and at the same time against the government; in
the Central African Republic, Muslim and Christian militias
are involved in a bloody war, which threatens to become
genocide, while members of the national army take positions



according to their creeds; in Western Africa, al Qaeda in the
Maghreb is active almost everywhere.

Brutal violence characterizes all of these conflicts—often
on camera. The most striking example is the killing of the
American journalist James Foley by the Islamic State; the
video of his beheading quickly made the global circuit of
social media.

However, it would be misguided to lump the Islamic
Caliphate’s war of conquest in Syria and Iraq in the same
category with the pre-modern conflicts described above.
Though the war of conquest that IS is waging is part of Pope
Francis’s World War III, it differs fundamentally from the
contemporary pre-modern conflict that other armed groups are
waging.

Redefining the Modern State

The Islamic State shares in the ambitious goals of the founders
of the European nation state, articulating these goals in a
contemporary and modern way. Like Israel’s, IS’s concept of a
nation state is ethno-religious, rather than solely ethnic. It also
attempts to fulfill all the requirements of the modern state:
territoriality, sovereignty (for now recognized only internally),
legitimacy, and bureaucracy. Instead of being satisfied with
small enclaves, it seeks to create a twenty-first century version
of the ancient Caliphate and shuns the idea of permanent
anarchy. On the contrary, in the conquered territories, one of
the first tasks that IS carries out is the imposition of Sharia
law.

The Caliphate considers the maintenance of law and order
to be its responsibility, and implements them, if in a rough and
rudimentary manner. The Caliphate is also responsible for the
protection of the areas under its command from enemy attack.



Hence, the Islamic State also takes up the task of national
security. Law and order and national security are the two key
indications that distinguish a modern state from a pre-modern
enclave run by war lords and barons. The other important
element is the consensus of the population, what Rousseau
defined as the social contract, its legitimacy.

There is no doubt that the Islamic State aims to establish
consensus by any possible means. Unlike other armed groups,
for example, it is using the revenues from strategic resources,
like oil wells and hydro-electric dams, not only to bankroll a
war of conquest but also to rebuild key socio-economic
infrastructure inside the Caliphate.

Sophisticated propaganda is committed to promoting the
image of a real state, legitimized by the Muslim population,
not only locally but also internationally. Abu Bakr al Baghdadi
is presented to the entire community of Muslims, the Umma,
as the new Caliph, a descendant of the Prophet Mohammed.
The Caliphate spreads images of a regular army, quite different
from the armed gangs of al Qaeda or Boko Haram, an army
that is fighting traditional battles on fields and in trenches,
using modern weapons (ironically, for the most part American
and Russian, stolen from the Iraqi and Syrian army
respectively). It recruits internationally with sophisticated
propaganda; its foreign soldiers come from Europe, the US,
Asia, North Africa, Australia, and even New Zealand. While it
may be engaged in sectarian cleansing, the Caliphate is
missionary and offers anyone the opportunity to convert to
Sunni Salafism and thus become a citizen. Those who refuse
and cannot flee are executed. It negotiates with foreign powers
for the release of hostages, showing a pragmatism that al
Qaeda never has.



Where the Islamic State differs from the modern nation
state is in the means used to achieve this geographical and
political construction: terrorism. While revolutions are
regarded as an acceptable source of legitimacy for the modern
state, terrorism is not.

Amid the existential crisis of modern democracies in a
multipolar world, and in the midst of the destabilization of the
Middle East, against the background of a World War III
reminiscent of pre-modern conflicts, the true challenge of the
Islamic State rests on its nascent efforts at nation-building.
Regardless of whether the Caliphate succeeds in establishing
itself as a new state in the near future, the new model with
which it has experimented will inevitably inspire other armed
groups. The failure of the West and the world to address this
issue will have devastating consequences for the world order.



Chapter Nine

Jihadist Cinderellas
If the Islamic State understands the West extremely well, the
West, in contrast, has remained painfully ignorant of its
seduction. Hence our refusal to use clear, uniform terminology
to define the Caliphate: ISIS, ISIL, Daesh, all these words
contribute to the general confusion about the identity, goals,
and tactics of the Islamic State. They prevent us from
recognizing that we face a new phenomenon, one that holds
tremendous appeal to young recruits. Worse yet, Western
leaders’ failure to appreciate the uniqueness of ISIS has been
key to the group’s success by allowing its recruitment to go
unabated.

This is particularly true in relation to the radicalization of
Westerners. Recruitment does not take place in mosques, as
happened with al Qaeda. Instead, it is conducted one-on-one,
through the Internet, and focuses on the individual, taking into
consideration his or her needs, personal motivations, and
aspirations. The recruiter is generally a peer, someone who has
gone through similar experiences, not an old preacher. But the
uniqueness of ISIS’s radical message rests on its nationalistic
and patriotic nature, versus the strong religious component of
other groups, such as al Qaeda. Unlike the Taliban, religion for
the Caliphate is only a veneer. The true seduction of the
Islamic State rests upon its anti-imperialist nature, its powerful
drive to build a new Muslim nation, which is the
implementation of the Muslim political utopia, a dream shared
by generations and generations of Muslims all over the world.

As such, it should come as no surprise that the Islamic
State is interested in attracting not only a large number of male



fighters, but also women, children, and families to populate
the new nation. Though women exist only inside a domestic
environment, they are instrumental in the success of the new
state. ISIS’s nation-building project is constructed upon the old
nationalistic formula that families have the right to form a
society. Indeed, women and children are the backbone of the
Caliphate; they are its future.

Against this background, it is easy to understand why the
Caliph, Abu Bakr al Baghdadi, has been encouraging his
warriors to marry and procreate. That task is easier said than
done. Inside the Caliphate, women are in very short supply
while men are plentiful. From June 2014, when the new state
was born, to the end of 2015, it is estimated that over 6,000
young Western Muslims joined the ranks of the Islamic State.
In 2015, to find suitable wives for such a large number of
fighters, ISIS sped up its recruitment program: it encouraged
men to post marriage proposal ads on ad hoc websites; it
offered access to a marriage bureau in al Bab, a village in the
province of Aleppo, free of charge. Women have been given a
$1,200 dowry, and the newlywed couples have received a fully
paid honeymoon and a house inside the Islamic State–
controlled territory.

Recruitment of women has been taking place everywhere,
including among those belonging to other religious groups, for
example, the Yazidis. “They beg us. They promise us
everything,” one of the Yazidi women told the Independent.
“They say they will give us houses and we will lead happy
lives.”122 However, ISIS warriors cannot marry non-Muslims,
so the Yazidi women are encouraged to convert.

Recruiting foreign Muslim women, especially those born
in Western countries, has been much more effective. They are
easily located online because they are very active on social



media, which is the seed of radicalization for both Muslim
men and women. The victims are always very young,
preferably teenagers who are psychologically vulnerable, often
seeking comfort or answers to existential questions linked to
Islam online. Paradoxically, Western Muslim women are
especially good targets as their education and independence
make them more sensitive to ISIS’s nationalist and patriotic
messages and more prone than, for example, Arab or Asian
women to abandon their parents, relatives, and friends for a
new life in a faraway land. “Ours is a patriotic project, the
birth of a nation and we are the mothers of the homeland,”
tweeted Fatima, a twenty-year-old Australian-born Muslim
and former biology student who arrived in Syria at the end of
2013.

A handful of young women, some barely out of
adolescence, all Western born and educated, have been
recruiting jihadist brides in the West, primarily in their country
of origin, using their native language. Their task has been to
locate the victims among their peers and to convince them to
abandon consumerism and Western culture to undertake a
splendid romantic adventure alongside a patriotic warrior, or
rather, a jihadist hero. They do not only sell an ideal husband;
they market a social package, a new life taking into account
their national identity and high social status.

Aqsa Mahmood, a former medical student from Glasgow
born into an immigrant Pakistani family, recruits British
teenagers. Aqsa is exceptional because she is a self-made
jihadist bride. Her radicalization took place in her bedroom
through videos of Islamic propaganda, without the help of a
recruiter. She was among the first Western women to travel to
Syria, where she joined the ranks of the Islamic State,



becoming the main female voice of the Caliphate on the
Internet.

Before leaving, Aqsa kept a blog where she reported her
process of radicalization day by day, giving valuable insight
into the mind of a Muslim teenager brought up in the West.
Reading it, one realizes that the author is not just a smart girl
who felt uncomfortable in her own skin, but that she also
possesses the rationality, curiosity, and independence of spirit
shared by many Western-educated women, regardless of their
religion. These traits led her to search the Internet for answers
to several pressing questions regarding the role of women
inside Islam, the meaning of Muslim patriotism, the role of
violence in nation building, as well as the root causes of the
decadence of Western society. At the same time, her
independent spirit made it possible for her to abandon her
family and her life in Glasgow to become a citizen of the
Caliphate.

Aqsa’s clever use of social media, coupled with the story
of her own personal transformation, forms an effective
recruitment tool to persuade and seduce her peers. Depending
on the psychology and education of the latter, she uses
patriotic poems or exchanges recipes for Middle Eastern
cuisine enhanced by Western ingredients, such as Nutella
crepes, with would-be recruits. Once her peers are hooked,
Aqsa chats with them online constantly, building a web of
romanticism and patriotism around them through her
descriptions of the amazing daily life of a woman inside the
Caliphate. Little by little she becomes their best friend, their
companion, their adviser, and finally the voice in their head.

The main German recruiter is a young woman who calls
herself Mahajira. A German immigrant, Mahajira traveled to
Raqqa by herself without the help of a recruiter, and used



similar tactics to those of Aqsa. In her chats she
simultaneously discusses the fundamentals of Islam and the
love stories of the Jihadist brides inside the Caliphate. In her
blog, “True Heroine,” she describes her journey as a splendid
adventure, a fairy tale of sorts.

Both Aqsa and Mahajira advise the future brides on what
to bring on their journey and what to leave behind, as well as
how to prepare for the marriage. The recruiters offer these
runaway women tips on how to handle their parents: when,
and from where, to call and let them know that the new
adventure has begun, and what to tell them.

Clearly, the radicalization process of the Islamic State is
much more sophisticated and effective than that carried out by
al Qaeda. It is built upon a clear understanding of young
Muslims’ psychology, coupled with a strong nationalistic and
patriotic message. What motivates Westerners, both men and
women, to approach and learn more about the Islamic State is
not curiosity but their own lack of identity and the desire to
give meaning to their lives. The recruiters know this well,
having experienced similar anxieties. From Aqsa’s blog, for
example, it emerges that ISIS’s strongest appeal to her was the
opportunity to implement the Muslim political utopia, a
patriotic dream that for centuries her family had discussed and
hoped for. Aqsa saw herself as one of the founding mothers of
the Caliphate and skillfully used the same narrative to recruit
the three British teenagers who in February 2015 immigrated
to Raqqa: fifteen-year-old Amira Abase and Shamima Begum
and sixteen-year-old Kadiza Sultana. They too were model
students, smart girls who dreamed of becoming important
members of the new Islamic society.

The Caliphate offers to these young people an identity,
perhaps the sole one that they have had. So the message of the



Caliph becomes not only a patriotic and nationalistic call to
arms—it assumes all aspects of a personal calling to those
women to join the Islamic State in order to populate the new
nation.

In 2014 and 2015, Loubna Muhamed, the main Spanish
recruiter, used a different approach to lure Muslim girls from
Ceuta, the Spanish enclave in northern Morocco where she
was born. Twenty-year-old Loubna was a nursery school
teacher before immigrating to the Islamic State. From Raqqa
she chatted with less educated girls than Amira, Shamima, and
Kadiza: teenagers whose only dream was to fall madly in love,
get married, and have a family.

The teenagers from Ceuta, like most British and European
Muslim women living in working-class areas of high youth
unemployment (often as high as 30 percent), have grown up in
a mixed and often multiethnic society that lacks true
integration. To cope with this harsh reality, they have retreated
to a fantastical virtual world populated by other idealistic and
romantic teenagers like them. Hence, it is easy for the
recruiters to project an idyllic future in a faraway land, where
the girls will meet the jihadist version of Prince Charming—a
warrior and a hero who will treat them like a princess.
Ironically, the Islamic State’s recruiters skillfully exploit
Western models assimilated by young Muslims. That is, the
ability of the recruiter to seduce these Islamist Cinderellas
rests on the manipulation of the traditional images produced
by Western culture, such as European fairy tales—images that
are familiar to teenagers who have grown up in the West
watching romantic Hollywood movies.

Nobody is immune from the conditioning of these
stereotypes. Even the better-educated, intellectual British
jihadist brides believe in this fairy tale: they are convinced that



they will fall in love and marry an exceptional man, a hero,
and that they will give birth to amazing children and their
family will be one of the pillars of the new society. All these
girls, without exception, nurture a strong domestic dream. The
career woman, jostling with men on the boards of big
corporations, does not appeal to them. It is as repulsive as the
idea of ending up a spinster.

These recruits are the jihadist version of the 1950s
American housewife celebrated in the films of Doris Day,
where women are confined to domestic activity and seek only
to look beautiful for their husbands. To those about to start
their journey toward the Caliphate, the recruiters even suggest
bringing beauty products not readily available inside the
Islamic State, such as argan oil and body lotion.

In these techniques, the Caliphate shows an in-depth
knowledge of the psychology of Muslim teenagers brought up
in the West and of which seductions are best used to radicalize
them. Clearly, the battle to prevent these young women from
immigrating to the Caliphate must take into consideration their
vulnerability vis-à-vis such messages. Simply preventing them
from traveling by blocking them when leaving European
countries, as has happened since the beginning of 2015, is not
enough. To avoid radicalization, young Muslim women and
men must feel integrated in the society in which they live,
regardless of their religious or ethnic origins. This task
requires a long-term approach completely different from the
military interventions in Syria and Iraq. Yet from August 2014
onwards, the bombing option appeared to be a quick fix.
Equally, preventing young recruits from traveling to the
Caliphate does not solve the problem of their radicalization.
On the contrary, it may well turn them into terrorists in their
own countries.



Chapter Ten

ISIS Economics
Just as its blindness to the seduction of the Islamic State
proved dangerous, so too did the West’s denial of the
statehood of the Islamic State, insisting that it was merely a
terrorist organization, prove a huge mistake. At its outset, this
misappraisal led us to undervalue the organization’s military
capability and to ignore its financial muscle. Indeed, it is in the
domain of economics that the Caliphate has been most
innovative and successful, incorporating elements of the
socialist welfare state as well as of the capitalist system. In
other words, it has created a hybrid economic model.

In the previous chapters we have seen how since 2011 ISIS
leadership has targeted and conquered regions rich in strategic
resources; it has cleared them of all opposition—including all
religious and ethnic diversity—to create a highly homogenous
society. Inside these enclaves, it has sought and gained the
consent of the population by re-establishing law and order, and
by constructing an efficient and modern administrative system
that fosters a healthy economy.

Right from the beginning, regulations and price control
proved very successful. For example, the Islamic State banned
fishermen from using dynamite, protecting an important and
profitable industry; it also limited the profit margins on oil by-
products, ice, flour, and other essential commodities to stop
profiteering. These measures balanced out the decline in
resources and services produced by the civil war. By the
summer of 2015 food seemed to be plentiful inside the
Caliphate, most of it coming from Turkey or Iraq, whose
borders have remained open. However, toward the beginning



of 2016 things changed. The intensification of the bombing
campaign and, later on in the year, the Russian military
intervention not only took a big toll on the local population,
but it also disrupted trade flows. Retrenching inside the main
city, the Caliphate has been battling to protect its urban
enclaves and strategic resources, losing some cities after
violent battles, leaving them flattened and in ruins, for
example, Ramadi. The town close to Baghdad has vanished,
people cannot go back home and repopulate it; it is highly
unlikely that after such destruction it will be possible to
reconstruct the town. Those inhabitants that have not fled
together with the troops of the Islamic State are displaced;
they are either refugees in Baghdad or they are on their way to
Europe, seeking a new life.

Despite the bombing campaign, ISIS’s management of the
new nation has not changed, continuing to seek the support of
the population, which the bombing campaign has strengthened
instead of weakening. The battle of Fallujah, a stronghold of
Sunni jihadists in 2003–04 and later on an important town for
the Caliphate, well illustrates the quagmire in which coalition
forces find themselves in Iraq. So far, the military push on the
ground in Iraq has been carried out predominantly by Shia
militias backed by Iran and Kurdish forces. Both are hostile to
the Sunni population, which finds itself caught in a surreal
scenario. Because they have lived under ISIS rule they are
considered sympathizers of the Caliphate, and therefore are
discriminated against by the “liberating” forces.

ISIS Social Works

Health is another area where the Caliphate followed in the
footsteps of the European welfare state. For example, the
vaccination of children has become mandatory; all citizens
have access to a free health care system and have been handed



identity cards to use when needed. To guarantee these vital
services, foreign doctors, nurses, and paramedics are in high
demand—female doctors are even allowed to work with
women—and those who decide to relocate to the Caliphate are
paid very high salaries. Again, the bombing campaign has
greatly undermined these social programs, leading people to
look at the coalition forces as enemies.

The Islamic State has also invested in police-state
institutions, sharia courts, media, teachers, market regulators
and other vital professions, such as geologists and oil
engineers. Against this background it is easy to understand
why its largest expenditure has been salaries, which the
RAND corporation in mid-2015 estimated to be between $3
million and $10 million per month.

Until 2016, most of the new state expenditures have been
met by a sophisticated system of progressive taxation levied
upon a population that at the end of 2015 was estimated to be
around 8 million people. Salaries have been taxed between 5
and 20 percent. Judges, doctors, and engineers were paid more
than blue-collar workers. Merchants and traders were taxed
according to their profits. The Caliphate also levied taxes on
trade crossing. Trucks traveling along the busy highway from
Baghdad to Jordan, for example, have been charged $800 per
crossing. In 2016, the bombing campaign greatly reduced the
cash flow generated by the payment of taxes in the cities and
by smuggling, and the economy has reverted to a sustenance
war economy.

When it came to structuring the exploitation of its natural
resources, the Caliphate decided to apply the classic capitalist
model instead of the welfare state one. The management of oil
wells, water dams, and vast agricultural land has been handed
to the tribal leaders who run these businesses and pay royalties



or taxes to the central authority. The tribal leaders act like the
board of directors of any Western corporation. This model has
maximized profits and at the same time consolidated the
consensus among the local population because it has not
disrupted an already existing and well-functioning economic
system.

In Syria, smuggling oil was rampant after the civil war
erupted. Oil had been heavily taxed by the Assad regime.
Cheaper oil revived the local agribusiness—smuggling and
livestock trade markets began booming again. When ISIS
seized control of some of these areas, such as Jazira, people
were already buying their own oil for irrigation and electricity
and didn’t need to rely on subsidized services. The Islamic
State simply regulated this system and replicated it all over the
Caliphate. This was a very clever move, approved by the local
population, who began seeing the ISIS administrative and
bureaucratic machine as a partner in business, and not as a
dictator.

Though oil revenues dropped significantly after the air
strikes began, toward the end of 2015 oil smuggling to
neighboring countries, such as Turkey and Jordan, and to other
areas in Syria and Iraq still accounted for about 20 percent of
the GDP of ISIS. In part, the losses have been compensated for
by the exploitation of new resources. For example, in 2011,
Syria’s giant phosphate mines, which held only 1.6 percent of
the world’s supply of phosphate rock, ranked ninth in global
production. Nonetheless, the bombing of the oil fields is
undeniably reducing the Caliphate’s wealth. Yet the bombings’
toll on the local populations that manage ISIS’s strategic
resources is less clear. It can hardly be said that this population
now supports the ones bombing them instead of the
organization that recruited them in the first place.



Funding the Caliphate: Trafficking Migrants

Unlike other armed jihadist organizations, ISIS distinguishes
between military and social work expenditures and revenues
inside the balance of payments of the Caliphate. In other
words, a set of revenues is dedicated to carrying on social
work and another is earmarked for military expenditures. The
ghanima (war spoils), for example, has been one of the
group’s largest and most valuable sources of income and is
used primarily to fund the ISIS war effort. This includes looted
artwork and repossessed properties. Another source of revenue
for the jihadist army has been kidnapping ransoms, especially
ransoms from small, short-term kidnappings of private
citizens. A series of text messages sent in 2015 by a Belgian
jihadist, Hakim, to his girlfriend and intercepted by the
European anti-terrorism force shows how profitable this type
of enterprise can be. “Normally it is seventy thousand” euros,
Hakim wrote. However, prices depend upon the victim’s
religion and sect. Hakim released an Armenian Christian after
his family paid only thirty thousand euros.123

Since the outbreak of the civil war in 2011, kidnapping has
been a booming business. Criminal gangs and jihadist groups
began abducting wealthy Syrians and, as these people moved
abroad, they started to kidnap Westerners to bankroll their
organizations. Since 2013 more and more Western hostages
have been sold to armed groups such as the Islamic State or al
Nusra, al Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. These organizations have
the funds, the expertise, and the structure to keep prisoners for
a long time and to negotiate large ransoms with Western
powers. However, ISIS has always bought hostages, not
necessarily to negotiate rich ransoms but to execute them for
political reasons, as part of its media war with the West.



In the second half of 2014, the Islamic State held twenty-
five Western hostages, including James Foley and Kenji Goto,
the Japanese hostage beheaded in January 2015. According to
a top European negotiator who in 2014 negotiated the ransom
for Daniel Rye Ottosen, a Danish photojournalist held by the
Islamic State for thirteen months together with James Foley
and other Western hostages, European governments paid a
ransom ranging from €2 million to €6 million for each of the
hostages. Less was demanded of hostages of other
nationalities, such as the employees of the Turkish embassy in
Mosul, who were kidnapped after ISIS conquered the city.

Overall, the Islamic State received a total of between $70
million and $100 million from ransoms124—a sum much less
than the $200 million demanded for two Japanese hostages
alone. Unlike other jihadist groups, kidnapping has never been
an important source of revenue for ISIS. On the contrary,
executing hostages represents a financial loss: it does not even
recuperate the money paid to buy them from Syrian criminal
groups that specialize in kidnapping and to keep them in
captivity.

The trade in Western hostages has been an important
source of cash for the various criminal groups operating in
Syria. In 2015, however, trafficking refugees turned out to be
an easier and much more profitable business to run, especially
considering that kidnapping gangs also control the smuggling
routes between Turkey and Syria. Daniel Rye Ottosen and
several other European hostages freed by the Islamic State
have been smuggled across the Turkish border to freedom,
together with thousands of Syrian refugees, possibly by the
same people who kidnapped them in the first place.

With passage to Greece from northern Syria costing
between €5,000 and €7,000 per person,125 it is easy to



calculate how much more profitable than kidnapping
smuggling refugees is. Traffickers have been pocketing as
much as €100 million per month.126 Part of the money is
immediately reinvested in Turkey to buy primary products,
which are then smuggled back to Syria, often in the same
vehicles used to transport the refugees. Every day, fleets of
trucks, buses, and even cars drive through the main border
crossing between Turkey and Syria. These gateways are
controlled by the Islamic State, which levies a tax for each
refugee, work of art, and oil barrel leaving Syria and for each
cargo of smuggled goods that enters it. This is a business that
nets the Islamic State as much as €300,000 to €500,000 per
week.127

European hostage negotiators admit that the progressive
destabilization of the region has been beneficial to the finances
of the Islamic State and the criminal organizations linked to it.
The Russian military intervention and the participation of
other Western countries in the bombing campaign are only
prompting more people to join the ranks of supporters of ISIS.
Sadly, as long as the Caliphate controls the border crossing
with Turkey, the smuggling of people and goods will continue
to bankroll its nation-building project and its affiliate criminal
gangs.



Chapter Eleven

Know Thy Enemy
One cannot avoid wondering how an armed organization born
from the ashes of the defeated jihadist insurgency in Iraq and
the dismantled military and intelligence machine of Saddam
Hussein succeeded in building a new nation. How has ISIS
kept the strongest countries in the world in check while
challenging the status quo in the Middle East and smashing a
world order created by those most powerful Western nations?
It appears they carefully applied the cardinal rule of war: know
thy enemy.

Jihadist Diplomacy

Regardless of the name we call it by, or the brutality of its
actions, the Caliphate has proven to be a formidable enemy.
Well aware that in the digital era politics constantly requires
consensus, ISIS has skillfully manipulated world public
opinion using its own version of the politics of fear.

Soon after the declaration of the new state in the summer
of 2014, the Caliphate began terrorizing the world using its
own diplomacy. Its speaker was Jihadi John, the Caliphate’s
executioner. He broadcasted its political messages before
severing the heads of foreign hostages. An efficient
propaganda machine packaged the gruesome images and the
statements in different formats: one for the enemies, another
for ISIS supporters, a third one for the potential followers—
different narratives for different audiences.

Global media immediately took the bait and amplified the
impact of those images and messages. In a consumer society
anything that makes people consume is welcome, and people



turned on the TV, flocked to media webpages, and rushed to
newspaper stands to see Jihadi John cutting off the head of
James Foley. For months the mantra of ISIS diplomacy,
drenched in fear and terror, resonated around the world,
reaching the privacy of our homes. This was a powerful global
advertising campaign and it was free of charge!

In the space of two months, the Caliphate’s apocalyptic
narrative turned an unknown armed organization into the
number one enemy of the world. And the more fearsome the
Islamic State became, the weaker its enemies appeared to be
for the democratic electorate. ISIS diplomacy staged a terror
campaign that succeeded in inflating the power of the
Caliphate in the eyes of the world while at the same time
undermining the international political leadership.

To a terrorized public opinion, world leaders began
looking weak and helpless. Once this sense of vulnerability
became cemented in the collective imagination, the Islamic
State began sneaking into domestic politics, manipulating
foreign policy decisions, in short forcing the enemy to take
specific actions. For example, after resisting any type of
involvement in Syria and Iraq, in August 2014 President
Obama reversed his decision and gathered a grand coalition to
start a bombing campaign in Iraq, which later on was extended
to Syria. Under pressure after the beheading of American
hostages, the White House simply gave in because public
opinion demanded some concrete action. This was a victory
for the Islamic State. It reinforced its anti-imperialist claim,
and indeed the Caliphate could finally prove that the newly
born nation was under attack from the modern version of the
crusaders and from their Muslim allies, the corrupted Middle
Eastern elites.

The Japanese Hostage Crisis



The best example of how ISIS diplomacy succeeded in
influencing major decisions abroad came during the Japanese
hostage crisis of January 2015. Until Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe’s speech in Egypt, when he pledged $200 million in non-
military aid to countries fighting ISIS, Haruna Yukawa, who
had been kidnapped in the summer of 2014, and Kenji Goto,
captured in the fall of 2014, were simply hostages. Their value
was monetary, measured by how much the Japanese
government was willing to pay for their release.

Prime Minister Abe admitted that the government knew of
Mr. Goto’s kidnapping as early as November 2014. According
to Goto’s wife, in November she started receiving emails,
appearing to be from ISIS, about her husband’s abduction. In
late December, the kidnappers began talking about ransom,
eventually demanding about two billion yen (or seventeen
million dollars) to release him, a request in line with the initial
ransom demands that the Islamic State had put forward to
other Western governments. For this demand, as with many
others, ISIS activated its own ad hoc channels to negotiate the
ransom. The negotiations took place in secrecy, out of the
reach of the media. But everything changed after Prime
Minister Abe’s high-profile visit to the Middle East.

His speech offered the Islamic State a great opportunity to
challenge the grand anti-ISIS coalition and to punish Japan for
wanting to be an active part of it. Japan had long earned
goodwill in the Middle East by discreetly working in the
background rather than grandstanding. Since July 2014,
however, the prime minister had initiated a campaign to
change the interpretation of Japan’s pacifist constitution to
allow the “exercise of the right of collective self-defense”128

abroad. The controversial reinterpretation of Article 9 of the
Constitution had triggered strong opposition in Japan. Abe



decided to use his visit to the Middle East to turn public
opinion on this matter.

How did the Islamic State know so much about Japanese
politics? As the Islamic State’s new citizens are truly
cosmopolitan, coming from across the globe, the leadership
keeps an eye on its enemies by asking its citizens to maintain
ties to their native countries and act as interpreters to decipher
these nations’ politics. It is not surprising, then, that the
political elite of the Caliphate knew all too well what was
happening in Japan and that it had a pretty good idea of how
controversial the reinterpretation of Article 9 had proved.

Against this exceptional background, the Islamic State saw
a unique opportunity to use the hostages to prevent Japan from
entering Obama’s coalition and at the same time to reinforce
ISIS’s claim to statehood.

The negotiations for the release of Mr. Yukawa and Mr.
Goto suddenly became public, producing a social media
frenzy. To emphasize the weakness of the enemy, the Islamic
State ensured that none of the conditions put forward could
realistically be fulfilled: $200 million in seventy-two hours to
free both hostages; the exchange of a Jordanian prisoner,
Sajida al Rishawi—an Arab woman who failed to detonate her
suicide belt in the 2005 attack against the Radisson hotel in
Amman—for Mr. Goto in little more than forty-eight hours.
Not only was the time allowed for the negotiations deliberately
too short, the ransom was far too high to be accepted,
especially if compared with the $2 million and $6 million paid
for other foreign hostages released by the Islamic State.

From hostages, Mr. Yukawa and Mr. Goto were
transformed into political pawns in ISIS’s new jihadist
diplomacy, a metamorphosis that Mr. Abe’s willingness to join



Obama’s grand coalition had triggered. Hence the two
Japanese hostages joined the likes of James Foley as Jihadi
John used images of their severed heads to broadcast ISIS’s
message to the world. It announced the arrival of the Caliphate
as a new regional political power and marked the end of
Western domination and influence over the region.

The manipulation of the hostage crisis was a great success
for ISIS. It tipped Japanese public opinion toward keeping a
low profile in the fight against Islamist terrorism. Indeed, the
hostage videos and the changing conditions of their release
were all aimed at increasing frustration and instilling fear in
the Japanese population so as to convince them not to back the
change to the Japanese Constitution. By its propaganda, then,
ISIS created a dialogue directly with the Japanese people,
engaging the government through its electorate.

Dragging Jordan into the negotiation simply reinforced the
Japanese government’s impotence in the eyes of the world.
The demand to exchange Mr. Goto, and not the captured
Jordanian pilot, Moaz al Kasasbeh, with Sajida al Rishawi was
also an open provocation to Jordan. ISIS knew that King
Abdullah would never accept such conditions. Exchanging
Sajida for Goto, leaving al Kasasbeh in the hands of the
Islamic State, would have enraged the Jordanian population.
So by skillfully manipulating the Japanese hostage crisis ISIS
also undermined the Jordanian government.

Despite this complicated statesmanship, many analysts
overlooked the sophisticated diplomacy of the Caliphate and
remained focused on the messages of violence—gruesome,
barbarous violence. Similarly, during 2015, they failed to miss
another “diplomatic” victory for ISIS: the exposure of the
weaknesses of Europe.



Targeting Europe and Beyond

Sydney, Ottawa, Paris, Copenhagen, Beirut, San Bernardino,
Brussels, Nice—there have been many terrorist attacks in the
world carried out under the banner of ISIS since June 2014, far
too many. Clearly, they confirm the success of the Islamic
State’s radicalization campaign outside the Middle East. But it
would be a mistake to believe that the Caliphate shares al
Qaeda’s desire to physically destroy the far-away enemy, i.e.,
the West, which, until recently, remained an absurd and
unreachable objective. The Islamic State is too pragmatic to
make this mistake; it has had a much more sophisticated and
realistic plan: use Western leaders’ politics of fear to expose
their weaknesses to public opinion.

Indeed, back in June 2014, the message of the Caliph to
the Muslim population was clear: This is your land—we need
you, we want you, without your work we will not be able to
succeed in building this new nation. However, if for any
reason you cannot join us, then do whatever you can wherever
you are. ISIS has not been interested in planning, plotting, or
funding any replica of 9/11. It did not need to do that. There
are plenty of people in the world eager to carry out very small-
scale attacks against the West under the banner of the
Caliphate. But although these attacks are tiny in comparison
with 9/11, the politics of fear has amplified them, reawakening
the nightmare of 9/11 in world public opinion each time we
wake up to another terrorist attack news headline. This is
particularly true of the 2016 attacks in Brussels and Nice and
the 2015 attacks in Paris—the second-biggest European attack
since 2004, when four jihadists blew themselves up inside the
Atocha train station in Madrid.

As expected, the 2015 Bataclan attack in Paris and all
other attacks carried out in France provoked the overwhelming



response of François Hollande, the French president. Echoing
George Bush in the aftermath of 9/11, Hollande publicly
declared over and over again that France was at war. The
subsequent shutdown of Brussels, the capital of the EU, for
days as a massive manhunt was conducted to find the
perpetrators of the Paris attack brought back to mind all the
fears prompted by 9/11.

And yet the Paris commandos showed all the
characteristics of amateur terrorists: of the three suicide
bombers who allegedly planned to blow themselves up in the
stadium while Hollande was watching the game, only one had
purchased a ticket. When they could not get in, they decided to
detonate their suicide belts without creating panic in the
stadium.

One of the jihadists who fled threw his mobile phone away
outside the stadium without destroying it. “This is ridiculous,”
says a former member of the Red Brigades. “He should have
smashed it and swallowed the SIM card.”129 These are
textbook mistakes: never leave any trail, especially an
electronic one. Indeed, that telephone led the police to the
apartment where the second commando was hiding. Instead of
moving to another hideout, a safe house, the second
commando barricaded himself in the house, breaking one of
the cardinal rules of those who live in hiding: after an attack
you move.

Terrorist experts agree that the jihadist European network
is very different from al Qaeda’s suicide bombers of 9/11. The
former acts alone, it is independent and does not follow
specific orders from ISIS leadership. The European network
has a life of its own; it is the product of the Caliphate’s
seductive propaganda, of the contradiction of European
integration policies. The bombing campaign coupled with the



restrictions imposed upon young people wanting to travel to
Syria and Iraq to join the Caliphate have forced potential
jihadists to act inside Europe to manifest their support for
ISIS.

European public opinion senses this shift and fears a long
season of terrorist attacks is in the pipeline. Above all people
are confused about the politicians’ response to the present
danger. The Brussels shutdown compounded the disturbing
sense of weakness that Europeans have felt vis-à-vis their
leaders for a very long time. Both in handling the refugee
crisis and in dealing with the military intervention in Syria and
Iraq, the European Union has failed to reassure its own
citizens. The politics of fear, used to justify the bombing
campaign against the Islamic State and the opening of the
borders to the refugees, is backfiring, because it hides a
shocking truth: Europe does not know how to handle Middle
Eastern foreign policy.

A decade ago, Europe was equally divided about the
military intervention in Iraq and therefore vulnerable. Spanish
participation in the preventive strike in Iraq motivated the
Madrid bombing in March 2004. The jihadists wanted revenge
for the civilian casualties of the war in Iraq. The bombing
prompted the election of the socialist leader Zapatero, who
brought the troops home from Iraq.

In a terrifying déjà vu, in 2015 and 2016 the jihadists who
carried out the European attacks sought to avenge the victims
of the bombing campaign in Syria and Iraq, bringing the
horror of the Syrian war to a European capital. But unlike
Zapatero, François Hollande’s response was to intensify the
bombing campaign. To do so he asked Western leaders to rally
around his idea of strengthening the military commitment in
Syria and Iraq. But the response has been lukewarm, as was



the response to Zapatero’s refusal to participate in the Iraq war.
European leaders seem unable to make up their minds about
how to address the challenge of jihadist terrorism inside and
outside their own borders.

An ideological link binds all terrorist attacks conducted
under the banner of ISIS, as shown by the dynamic of the
Brussels attacks. We know that a European network made
them possible and that this web stretches all the way to the
Middle East. Under attack from drones and forced to retrench
inside the cities, ISIS has changed its message. Its European
followers are no longer incited to migrate to Syria or Iraq, they
are advised to commit terrorist acts at the heart of Europe.
Why? Because a terrorist attack on European soil projects a
strong propaganda message to the world, letting us believe that
the Caliphate is still strong, that its long arm can reach us in
our cities. While the media was obsessed with the Brussels
attacks, ISIS was losing the battle of Ramadi, yet nobody paid
attention to it; all eyes were focused on the blood it shed in
Belgium. Equally, when in July 2016 a wave of terrorist
attacks hit France, ISIS was under attack in Mosul.

But it would be misleading to believe that ISIS is losing
control of the Caliphate, that it is on the verge of being
defeated. As proven by its history, this is a phenomenon that
changes, that has the ability to reinvent itself. Today we see its
black flag in West and East Africa, Libya, Egypt, Yemen, even
in southern Lebanon; there have been attacks in Bangladesh,
Pakistan, and other Asian countries. Damascus has been hit by
ISIS suicide missions, as well as Aleppo. The Caliphate does
not need permanent physical boundaries; as a conceptual
political entity it can assume any shape and size, which can
vary geographically. As long as it can fill the front page of the
world’s media the Caliphate is alive and strong in people’s



minds. Clearly this is not an enemy who can be destroyed with
traditional means, an enemy who can be obliterated with
weapons. Military superiority will not dislodge from people’s
minds the dream of a new, independent Muslim nation. What
is needed is an understanding of the political chaos in which
ISIS has been fostered.

Today, as a decade ago, Europe seems unable to follow this
approach and continues to be deeply divided about the Middle
East. Similar to how it was a decade ago, the root causes of
these failures spring from the impossibility of understanding
complex phenomena such as the rising power of the Caliphate
and of leading in matters of foreign policy. The political
structure of the European Union makes it impossible for its
members to hum the same tune. As a result, Europe has no
voice. Emasculated by a union that has strengthened the
economic muscles of the continent while letting the military
and foreign policy ones succumb to atrophy, Europe has
delegated its national security to the NATO umbrella and its
foreign policy to the US.

The “war on terror” was a product Made in the USA, as is
the anti-ISIS grand coalition. Though it was embraced by
Tony Blair, the preventive strike in Iraq was the brainchild of
George Bush’s administration. President Obama, not the
European leaders, assembled the grand coalition of sixty
countries that has backed a relentless bombing campaign in
Iraq—and, more recently, in Syria—since August 2014. As in
2003, not only does Europe not lead, it follows whatever is
decided in Washington. And yet, since 9/11 most major
terrorist attacks conducted in the West have taken place in
Europe, and ISIS’s language of violence and revenge is
primarily directed against Europe.

Why?



The Middle East is Europe’s backyard. It is economically
and politically very important to Europeans. After the invasion
of Iraq in 2003, Europe and the Nordic countries in particular
opened their borders to the victims of the Iraqi conflict and,
more recently, to the refugees of the Syrian civil war. We are
neighbors—we help each other. Europe, and not the US, is
therefore both geographically accessible and a fertile terrain
for radicalization.

Hence, radicalization in Europe has been conducted among
a growing Muslim population originating in the Middle East.
The harshness of the economic crisis has made integration into
European society more difficult. In many countries, Muslim
unemployment is almost twice as high as non-Muslim
unemployment. This is particularly true in France. How can
we forget the riots in 2005 when young Muslims wrote on the
walls of the French banlieues, “J’existe”? They demanded
recognition from a state that they perceived to be indifferent to
them.

And yet Europe has been unable to address all these issues.

In 2016, as in 2004, the jihadists wanted to open a new
front in Europe in what clearly is an asymmetrical war that
foreign powers have fought primarily in the Middle East. They
also aimed to further fracture the European front. Though they
did not achieve the first objective, they are close to fulfilling
the second one.

Without a diplomatic solution there will be other terrorist
attacks. Millions of people will migrate from the Middle East
to Europe. ISIS will continue to seduce young minds and the
destabilization of the Middle East will gain momentum. To
avert this gloomy prediction Europe must lead; it must find its
voice. If not, the current world disorder will become the new



normal. Against this scenario, if the Caliphate plays its cards
well, it will be able to celebrate several more anniversaries.



EPILOGUE
During the writing of this book, while the Islamic State was
setting the Middle East on fire, the Umbrella Revolution—yet
another uprising of young people crying for democracy—
paralyzed Hong Kong. Are these event somehow related? And
what is the link between the Arab Spring and a brutal terrorist
organization that has successfully morphed into a state and is
redrawing in blood the map of the Middle East?

The democratic uprisings of the last decade and the Islamic
State are both products of the current multipolar world
disorder, a phenomenon that has been taking shape since the
end of the Cold War. The Arab Spring and the Islamic State, in
particular, are a modern Janus head, two responses to the same
problem: a corrupt middle eastern leadership. Why is the latter
successful where the former has failed?

As we have seen, the Islamic State presents not just a new
breed of terrorism, but a truly modern phenomenon. Could this
be the main source of its success? It is possible. While the
West and its Muslim allies refused to acknowledge the advent
of a new international political landscape, the Islamic State has
not only adapted, but has fully exploited it.

The emergence of a multipolar system, where the power of
the United States is kept in check by rising powers overseas
like China, has made older models of foreign policy obsolete.
Western intervention in Syria under a UN mandate remains
improbable because of China’s and Russia’s opposition. But
even with the ostensible legitimacy of the grand coalition
assembled by President Obama, intervention against the
Islamic State will be limited to Iraq and confined to aerial
bombing in support of local troops. In other words, the



coalition will back anybody willing to fight the Islamic State
on the ground, broadening the already huge diameter of the
modern war by proxy. This approach risks encouraging other
groups to follow the path of the Islamic State and use the arms
and the money supplied by their sponsors to carve out their
own states, further destabilizing the Middle East.

The American and European decision to arm the
Peshmerga and the PKK, still listed as terrorist organizations,
has already redrawn the battle lines in the fight for an
independent Kurdistan in Turkey, a nation where 20 percent of
the population is of Kurdish origin. Violent clashes between
the Kurds and the Turks have already broken out in several
Turkish towns, and demonstrations in favor of an independent
Kurdistan have been staged all over Europe. Among these was
a brief occupation of the European parliament.

Meanwhile the question of military intervention continues
to baffle Coalition forces. Aerial bombing seems insufficient
to stop the advance of the Islamic State’s army; hence the
question of whether to redeploy ground troops to Iraq may
soon come up for debate. Whatever the outcome, it is clear
that foreign intervention will not halt the destabilization of the
region—it never has and it never will—and that a fresh and
more pragmatic approach is badly needed to prevent further
deaths and destruction. This approach must acknowledge the
existence of a new power in the region and must recognize that
war by proxy is a strategy doomed to boomerang. Accordingly
it must seek to address this new power using instruments other
than war.

The emergence of this multipolar system has opened novel
opportunities for those who understand the new rules of the
game. We have seen how the Islamic State has exploited the
Syrian war by proxy to its own advantage, and how it is



exposing, through its powerful propaganda machine, the
surreal contradictions of Obama’s grand coalition.

As well as modern politics, the Islamic State has mastered
modern technology to proselytize, recruit, and raise money,
and this is a clear sign of modernity. The nation-building
successes of its digital campaign offer a textbook example of
the power of communication. The same cannot be said of the
several democratic protest movements of the last decade.

The Iranian street uprising of 2009 was fueled by Twitter.
In 2011 the Arab Spring’s use of Facebook made what was
happening in Cairo visible to the world. A year later the
Occupy movement broadcasted its protests on YouTube.
Today, the Umbrella Revolution in Hong Kong is using
Bluetooth to bypass Internet censorship. Yet none of these
movements has brought about political, economic, and social
changes of the magnitude of those achieved by the Islamic
State.

Modern technology and a clear understanding of how our
multipolar world functions, however, are not enough to
succeed. Is it possible that the “smartphone uprisings,”
including the Arab Spring, failed where the Islamic State has
succeeded because the latter is managed by a professional
elite, which guides the rank and file, while the former finds
itself at the mercy of their constant interaction and
participation? If so, is the Islamic State’s model of nation-
building more modern than that of the Arab Spring? This are
frightful questions that democracies and legitimate states must
address if they want to prevent the proliferation of a new wave
of authoritarianism.

Is there a third option besides the failure of the Arab
Spring and the successes of the Islamic State? Yes, there is,



and it involves education, knowledge, and an understanding of
the changing political environment we live in—the same
instruments used in the past to bring about political change
without bloodshed but with consensus, something that both the
young warriors of the smartphone and the gray suits of politics
still fail to understand.



GLOSSARY
Alawati: A religious sect in Syria that follows a mystical brand
of Shia Islam. As they have historically kept their beliefs
secret from outsiders, not much is known about them; they
hold a significant minority in Syria, with believers comprising
12 percent of the population.

Anti-Soviet jihad: The war fought by Afghan and other
Muslim warriors (mujahedin) against the Soviet invasion and
occupation of Afghanistan from December 1979 to February
1989. Ended with the defeat and withdrawal of the Soviet
Army.

Sheik Abdullah Azzam: A Sunni Muslim who spoke in support
of jihad against the Soviet invaders during the late 1980s.
Along with bin Laden, he established the Afghan Services
Bureau, which raised funds and recruited terrorists, and al
Qaeda. He was killed by a car bomb in November 1989.

Abu Bakr al Baghdadi: The leader of ISIS and self-proclaimed
Caliph of the Islamic State.

Caliph: Title of the chief Muslim civil and religious ruler who
protects the integrity of the state and the faith. The Caliphs are
regarded as the successors of Mohammed. The term derives
from the Arabic khalifa, meaning “successor.” “Caliph” was
also the honorary title adopted by the Ottoman sultans in the
sixteenth century, after Sultan Mehmed II conquered Syria and
Palestine, made Egypt a satellite of the Ottoman Empire, and
was recognized as the guardian of the holy cities of Mecca and
Medina.

Caliphate: The dominion or rule of the Caliph.



Crusades: A series of military campaigns fought by Christian
armies from Western Europe to reclaim the Holy Land from
Muslim control. In 1095, Pope Urban II launched the First
Crusade. Between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries there
were eight Crusades, and the knights who took part in them
believed that they were assured of a place in heaven. For
Muslims, the Crusades were a sustained military campaign to
expand the territory of Christendom and eliminate Islam.

Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA): Euskadi ta Askatasuna, which
means “Basque Fatherland and Liberty” in the Basque
language, is an armed group fighting for the independence of
the Basque country from Spain. ETA originates from the
EKIN, a nationalist group that changed its name to the Euskadi
ta Askatasuna in 1958. The group’s initial activities involved
planting explosives in Basque cities such as Bilbao. In 1968
ETA put its first military initiative into action, and in
subsequent years it intensified its violence targeting security
forces and politicians. The group is still active in Spain and
maintains ties with armed groups all over the world. Its
membership is believed to be quite small, perhaps no more
than twenty hardcore activists and several hundred supporters,
and its headquarters are believed to be in the Basque provinces
of Spain and France.

FARC: Founded in 1964 by Manuel Marulanda Vélez and
other members of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of Colombia (Partido Comunista de Colombia—PCC),
the FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, in
English, “Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia”) is an
armed organization with a Marxist bent whose aim is to
overthrow the government. It claims to defend the rural poor
against Colombia’s wealthy classes and therefore opposes
American influence in Colombia, the privatization of natural



resources, and the presence of multinational corporations. The
group targets wealthy landowners, foreign tourists, and
prominent international and domestic officials. It is structured
in a military fashion and its members, estimated at around
7,000, wear uniforms and behave as a regular army. Its
importance has grown thanks to an alliance with Colombian
drug traffickers. Experts estimate that the FARC takes in
between $200 million and $400 million annually—at least half
from the illegal drug trade. The rest is generated through
kidnappings, extortion schemes, and an unofficial “tax” levied
in the countryside (www.contrast.org/mirrors/farc/).

Fitna: Originally considered a trial of a believer’s faith, fitna
now refers to periods of unrest and internal war within the
Muslim community. It is often used in Islamic history with the
specific sense of civil war.

Groupe Islamique Armè (GIA): An Islamist armed group
believed to have been founded in March 1992 by Arab-
Afghans who, returning to Algeria after the Afghan war. It is
headed by the emir Abou Abd Ahmed, also known as “Djafaar
al Afghani.” The GIA’s final aim is to overthrow the country’s
current military-backed government and establish an Islamist
state based on Sharia. Its membership is estimated at around
20,000–25,000. Since December 1993, the GIA has carried out
particularly violent attacks against foreigners in Algeria as
well as against Algerian citizens.

Hamas: Created on December 14, 1987 (five days after the
beginning of the Intifada) as a Palestinian branch of the
Muslim Brotherhood, the group’s objective is to establish an
Islamic Palestinian state in place of Israel. The PLO’s main
rival in the territories occupied by Israel, Hamas benefited
from Yasser Arafat’s failures on the international front,
especially after the Gulf War. It considers war the only means
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to free the Occupied Territories, and has established a direct
link between Islam and the liberation of the Occupied
Territories that limits, or even excludes, all compromises on
the issue. It is responsible for many attacks in Israel, primarily
suicide bombings, but was prepared to recognize Israel as a
condition of joining a coalition government in the early
summer of 2014. Its activities are concentrated in the Gaza
Strip and a few areas in the West Bank. Hamas’s objectives as
stated in its charter of August 18, 1988 include, in addition to
the liberation of Palestine and the creation of an Islamic
Palestinian state, the rejection of any Western presence in
Muslim countries and opposition to the secularization and
Westernization of Arab society.

Hezbollah: Arabic for “Party of God,” Hezbollah is a radical
Lebanese Shia group formed in 1982 in response to the Israeli
invasion of Lebanon. It advocates the establishment of Islamic
rule in Lebanon as happened in Iran, the liberation of all
occupied Arab lands, and the expulsion of non-Muslims from
Muslim countries. The group is sponsored by Iran and
predominantly operates in the Bekaa Valley, south of Beirut.
Its membership is estimated at 40,000 in Lebanon and several
thousand supporters. It possesses heavy artillery such as
multiple BM-21 rockets. A number of its members are known
or suspected to have been involved in numerous armed attacks
against the US. Hezbollah also goes by the name of Islamic
Jihad, but its official armed wing is called the Islamic
Resistance. The latter, created in 1983, oversees military
operations in south Lebanon. It has 400 well-trained fighters
and 5,000 supporters. Besides sporadic attacks (mostly
bombings and murders), it leads proper military operations
against the Israeli and Lebanese armies. Militarily organized,
the Islamic Resistance’s activities have become increasingly



illegal since 1993. The group has tried especially to establish a
popular base in south Lebanon through social aid activities,
such as its Jihad al Hoed (“Holy effort for the reconstruction”),
which finances the reconstruction of buildings destroyed by
the Israeli army. It also gives $25,000 to the families of the
“martyrs” who die during its suicide operations.

Imam: In general use, it means the leader of Muslim
congregational prayers, a post that requires no ordination or
special spiritual powers beyond sufficient education to carry
out this function. It is also used figuratively by many Sunni
Muslims to refer to the leader of the Islamic community.
Among Shiites the word takes on many complex meanings. In
general, however, and particularly when capitalized, it
indicates to Shias the descendant of the Party of Ali believed
to have been the designated repository of God’s spiritual
authority.

Islamism: A political ideology based on the belief that Muslim
religious principles should dominate every aspect of public
and private life.

ISI: Islamic State in Iraq.

ISIS: Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Also known as Islamic
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and the Islamic State (IS),
this terrorist organization was officially created in 2013,
though its history stretches back to the early 2000s and al
Qaeda. Its territory covers large swaths of both Iraq and Syria,
and its forces were attacking the Iraqi city of Mosul as late as
early September 2014.

Jabhat al Nusra: a branch of al Qaeda that operates in Syria
and Lebanon. They were created in 2012 during the Syrian
Civil War. They have had several clashes with ISIS, and as of



the printing of this book were losing badly in open warfare
with the Islamic State.

Jihad: This term has often been mistranslated as “Holy War,” a
concept coined in Europe during the Crusades. “Jihad” is
Arabic for “striving,” and a better translation of its meaning as
a religious doctrine would be “striving in the cause of God.”
There are two aspects of jihad: great jihad, the struggle to
overcome carnal desires and evil inclinations, and small jihad,
the armed defense of Islam against aggressors. The term has
been used by different armed groups in their violent
confrontations with the West; famously, Osama bin Laden
called for a jihad in his fatwa against Americans, calling for
“just war” against the oppressor.

Jizyah: a tax enacted on sections of Islamic societies who are
not Muslims. While the tax is not upheld by nation-states in
the Islamic world, IS enforces it in some areas.

Koran: The holy scripture of Islam.

Kufr: Literally “disbelief,” the term is used to describe those
who do not believe in Islam.

Modern Salafism: Radical interpretation of Salafism. A
strongly anti-Western movement that calls for a return to the
purity of Islam.

Mujahedin: Plural form of the Arabic word mujahed, literally
meaning “one who makes jihad.” The term was applied to
Muslims fighting the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan (1979–
89), and has been translated as “holy warriors.”

Muktab al Kidmat: Also known as the Arab-Afghan Bureau.
An organization founded in 1984 by Osama bin Laden and
Abdullah Azzam. Its purpose was to raise funds and recruit



terrorist soldiers against the Soviets. After Azzam’s death in
1989, Muktab al Kidmat was absorbed into al Qaeda.

Muslim Brotherhood: Founded in Egypt in 1928, this
association is considered the prototype for all modern Islamist
movements of Sunni obedience. Present all over the world, the
Muslim Brotherhood promotes a reformist Islam.

Al Nahda: A cultural renaissance occurring during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Egypt and the
larger Middle East, spurred on, among other factors, by
contact with Europe. It is seen as a period of intellectual
modernization and reform.

Nationalism: Term used to describe the sentiment and
ideology of attachment to a nation and to its interests. The
word originates from the theory that a state should be founded
in a nation and that a nation should be constituted as a state.
Nationalism requires the consciousness of national identity,
which may include territorial integrity, common language,
shared customs, and other elements of culture.

Mullah Omar: The spiritual leader and commander of the
Taliban. He was also Afghanistan’s leader from 1996 to 2001,
and was deposed when the United States invaded the country.

Ottoman Empire: The Muslim empire established at the end of
the thirteenth century by Osman I, founder of a Turkish
dynasty in northwestern Anatolia, and enlarged by his
successors, known as the Ottomans, who took over the
Byzantine territories of western Anatolia and southeastern
Europe. At its height, Ottoman power extended throughout the
Middle East, parts of North Africa, and southeastern Europe,
but the empire began to disintegrate in the nineteenth century
and collapsed at the end of the World War I; the Anatolian



heartland became the Republic of Turkey, and the outlying
provinces were recognized as independent states.

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO): A Palestinian
nationalist movement and the central organization of all
Palestinian movements, the PLO was created in 1964 by
Ahmed Shukeiry under the auspices of Egypt. Its objective, as
stated in its charter established in May 1964, is the creation of
an independent Palestinian State on the territory today covered
by Israel or, at least, in the Occupied Territories (Gaza and the
West Bank). Its leader was Yasser Arafat from 1969 until his
death in 2004, when he was succeeded Mahmoud Abbas, who
continues to hold the post.

Peshmerga: Official name of the Kurdish Army. These fighters
have existed in one form or another since the Kurdish
independence movement of the 1920s, after the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire, and notably include women in their ranks.

Al Qaeda: Literally meaning “the base,” it was originally
formed around 1988 by Osama bin Laden and Abu Ubaydah al
Banshiri, bin Laden’s top military commander, as a network to
connect the Arabs who volunteered to fight in the anti-Soviet
Jihad. Al Qaeda also helped to finance, recruit, and train Sunni
Islamic extremists for the Afghan resistance. Soon, it became a
multiethnic Sunni Islamist insurgent organization that
remained active well beyond the end of the Afghan war. Its
primary aim is the establishment of a pan-Islamist Caliphate
throughout the Muslim world, and therefore it seeks the
collaboration of other Islamist armed organizations to
overthrow existing regimes regarded as “non-Islamic” and to
expel Westerners and non-Muslims from Muslim countries. In
1998, it merged with the Egyptian Islamic Jihad (“al Jihad”).
Its membership is thought to be anywhere between several
hundred and several thousand people.



Red Brigades: The Red Brigades (Brigate Rosse, or BR) was
formed in 1969 in Italy out of the student and workers’
movements. Its ideology advocated violence in the service of
class warfare and revolution. The group was based in and
operated from Italy and mainly targeted symbols of the
establishment such as industrialists, politicians, and
businessmen.

Moqtada al Sadr: A deeply influential Iraqi Islamist leader. In
February 2014 he suddenly withdrew from government.

Salafism: A sect of Islam that espouses strict, literal adherence
to the tenets of Islam. Originating in the nineteenth century in
response to European influence in the region, Salafism is
sometimes considered puritanical, and often associated with
jihad. Salafists are mostly located in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and
the United Arab Emirates, and are considered to be the
“dominant minority” in the Middle East.

SCIRI: Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq, an Iraqi Shia Islamist
political party.

Sharia: Literally “legislation,” a word that refers to the moral
and legal code that binds religious Muslims.

Shiites: The lineage of the supporters of Ali, Mohammed’s
son-in-law, who refused to submit to Caliph Muawiyah in the
Great Fitna, thereby creating the greatest schism in Islam.

Shell-state: The result of the process through which an armed
organization assembles the socioeconomic infrastructure
(taxation, employment services, etc.) of a state without the
political one (i.e., no territory, no self-determination).

Sunnism: The largest sect of Islam. After Mohammed’s death,
those followers who supported a traditional method of election
based on community agreement became known as Sunnis;



they were opposed by the Shiites, who favored a hereditary
transition in leadership.

Takfir: An accusation of apostasy.

Tawhid: The unity of God in Muslim theology.

Al Tawhid al Jihad: A militant Islamist group founded in
Fallujah in 2003 and headed by Abu Musab al Zarqawi. The
group arranged false documents for more than one hundred al
Qaeda fighters who escaped from Afghanistan during the 2001
war. It also provided them with funds and a safe haven (near
Tehran), and then organized their movement out of Iran to
other areas in the Middle East and the West. In 2004, the group
declared fealty to Osama bin Laden and changed its name to al
Qaeda in Iraq. The name means “Monotheism and Jihad.”

War by proxy: A term denoting third parties’ fighting in place
of larger world powers. A prime example of this type of
warfare is the Vietnam conflict in the late 1960s and early
1970s.

Ulema: Islamic scholars.

Umma: The community of believers, which transcends
national, ethnic, political, and economic differences.

Zakat: The obligatory almsgiving that constitutes one of the
five pillars of Islam. Literally, “purifying.”

Abu Mussab al Zarqawi: Islamic militant from Jordan who ran
a terrorist training camp there in the mid-1990s. He rose to
fame after going to Iraq and being responsible for a number of
bombings during the Iraq War. Killed in 2006 by US forces.
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