
12 June 26, 2016

Special Focus Fighting ISIS

Dubai

T 

he rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has spawned vexing 
questions about its origins 
and the circumstances 
from which it was born. 

Despite ISIS’s global notoriety, how 
exactly it emerged remains unclear. 
Was ISIS an inevitability of violent 
sectarian conflicts in Iraq and Syria 
or is it part of an elaborate plan by 
covert international forces?

Various explanations on ISIS’s 
origins exist but the most perva-
sive theory is that behind the rise of 
ISIS is a ploy by an American-Israeli 
nexus to destabilise Arab states 
and remove any remaining military 
challenges to Israel. Eventually, 
this line of thought goes, Israel will 
expand its borders by taking di-
rect control of new Arab territories 
as states on its periphery, such as 
Syria, disintegrate into weakly con-
trolled tribal enclaves.

Israeli complicity with ISIS is said 
to be proven by its soft line towards 
the group — ISIS has never faced the 
Israeli fire Hezbollah is accustomed 
to. On the contrary, ISIS fight-
ers, like al-Qaeda’s, have received 
emergency treatment from Israeli 
medics, which do not vet their pa-
tients, on both sides of the Israeli-
Syrian border.

The United States, on the other 
hand, allegedly hopes to deepen 
its regional influence and domina-
tion as ISIS produces social fissures 
in Arab societies and engineers an 
environment of persistent conflict. 
The United States will prolong the 
conflicts to consolidate its control 
of Middle Eastern resources and 
geostrategic dominance, perhaps 
muddy the march of China to su-

perpower status.
American complicity is said to 

be similarly subtle and understat-
ed. US leaders are yet to task their 
drones with taking out Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi — the leader of ISIS, kept 
in US military detention for years 
in Iraq — in the way it has hunted 
down al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and 
Yemen. American resistance to take 
the fight to ISIS on the ground also 
puzzles. Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Turkey and indeed 
many voices in NATO are convinced 
ground forces are the only way to 
defeat ISIS.

Many regional states have made 
public their willingness to deploy 
with US forces for an anti-ISIS mis-
sion. Instead, the United States 
seems to remain keener on fighting 
ISIS through arming and training 
an alliance of anti-Turkish Kurdish 
militias hoping to establish an inde-
pendent Kurdish state. The Turks, 
of course, have long suspected the 
United States of cooking up Kurdish 
separatism.

A survey on religion and politics 
in North Africa by Konrad Ade-
nauer Stiftung and Sigma Conseil 
released in May showed that half of 
all respondents from Egypt, Moroc-
co, Tunisia, Algeria and Libya say 
that the United States is behind the 
establishment of ISIS — and almost 
one-in-five say Israel is the main fi-
nancier alongside them.

In short, ambiguous US Middle 
East policy has had the danger-
ous unintended consequences of 
fuelling suspicions among Arab 
societies and implicated them by 
aligning ISIS to the needs of their 
perceived agenda.

Great powers — whether British, 
French or the Americans — have 
shaped regional political discourses 
and trajectories extraordinarily for 

centuries. T.E. Lawrence described 
the Arab revolt a century ago as “a 
side-show of a side-show”. 
The rise of 
ISIS and 
the Syrian 
civil war 
today ap-
pears to 
be little dif-
ferent.

ISIS has 
violated 
the politi-
cal aspi-
rations, 
social co-
hesion and 
religious 
beliefs of 
Arabs to the extent it can only be 
comprehended by them as a crea-
tion of non-Arab enemies, tradi-
tionally represented by Israelis and 
American friends of Israel.

In reality, however, ISIS is not so 
alien to the Arab world — in its ori-
gins and in the elements that con-
tinue to drive its existence.

First, ISIS aims to derive its legiti-
macy from religious validations. Its 
puritan fundamentalism has roots 
in the same Salafi school of reli-
gious thought that is followed by 
large numbers of Muslims around 
the world but brings new meaning 
to the interpretation of religious 
texts with their extreme takfiri 
nature with fanatical emphasis on 
jihad.

From a sociological perspective, 
ISIS is perhaps a predictable conse-
quence of the sectarian conflict ig-
nited by the US-led invasion of Iraq 
and exasperated when the “Arab 
spring” arrived in Syria to open a 
new front in Sunni-Shia conflict. 
ISIS is not easily categorised — it is 
a ruthless insurgency that adopted 
the most accommodating ideology 
it could retrieve, a hard-line trans-
regional religious movement and 
terrorist group all at once.

As such, depending on the level 
of analysis applied, ISIS can have 
different meanings and those 
meanings can be traced to different 
starting points at macro-, micro- 

and meso-levels.
At the broadest level, the Syrian 

war that provides ISIS its core op-
erational theatre and global head-
quarters is a ground for superpower 
competition between the United 
States and Russia. Both desperately 
need ISIS to frame their regional 
policy and serve their agendas for 
the moment.

Similarly, without ISIS the re-
gime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and Iran would have run out 
of cards to play — both have ben-
efited from the effect ISIS has had 
on international concerns of a post-
Assad Syria.

At the micro-level, regional Sun-
ni states, the Americans and even 
the Israelis have supported the 
arming of Sunni tribes or militias in 
Syria and Iraq. Even if it has never 
received direct support from Sunni 
states and other international play-
ers, ISIS is part of the spectrum of 

Syrian rebel groups that continues 
to evoke sympathy in Sunni com-
munities outside Syria and it has 
arguably developed a stronger in-
ternational brand following among 
those rebel groups.

The meso-level reveals another 
set of uncomfortable realities. Put-
ting aside the competitive roles and 
agendas of regional and extra-re-
gional forces, the foot soldiers, exe-
cutioners and ISIS suicide bombers 
are undeniably products of differ-
ent Arab societies — and their con-
victions that associating with ISIS 
will lead them to paradise were not 
put there by Americans or Israelis.
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I 

n less than 100 days in the 
summer of 2014, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) launched its 
blitzkrieg in Iraq, Libya’s 
government collapsed, civil 
war engulfed Yemen, Israeli 

bombing of Gaza left more than 
2,200 Palestinians dead, Russia 
reignited the Cold War and Iran 
became a de facto ally of the 
United States in Iraq as Tehran 
and Washington sought, each for 
different reasons, to bolster the 
Baghdad government.

Since January 2015, ISIS has 
sponsored massive terrorist at-
tacks in Paris and Brussels, giving 
the lie to the argument that it is 
focused exclusively on fighting 
Shia Muslims in the Middle East.

“Thirteen years, thousands of 
lives and billions of dollars after 
9/11, any progress in the War on 
Terrorism had seemingly been 
swept away in a matter of weeks,” 
David Kilcullen wrote in Blood 
Year: The Unraveling of Western 
Counterterrorism.

Kilcullen was an Australian army 
officer who served in Afghani-
stan and Iraq and was seconded 
to become chief strategist in the 
US State Department’s Bureau of 
Counterterrorism. He is steeped 
in counter-insurgency theory and 
kept notes as “this enormous slow-
motion train wreck took place”.

He wears his erudition lightly 
and tells an utterly chilling story. 

His prose is spare given the deprav-
ity of ISIS but, as a good soldier, he 
does do gore. In his view, George 
W. Bush’s 2003 invasion of Iraq 
amounts to “the greatest strategic 
screw-up since Hitler’s invasion of 
Russia”.

Fifteen years after 9/11 we are 
nowhere close to the end of the 
War on Terror. Repeated attacks 
in the Middle East, Asia, Europe, 
Africa and Europe underline the 
“need for an honest conversa-
tion about the risks of massive 
immigration (especially illegal 
immigration) from war zones, and 
the dangers posed by marginal-
ised, non-integrated communities 
within Western democracies,” 
Kilcullen wrote.

The threat of “remote radi-
calisation” — a process by which 
terrorists exploit electronic means 
to project violence into societies by 
mobilising vulnerable individuals 
—  has wrong-footed many intel-
ligence services; we underestimate 
the extent to which organised 
crime networks, street gangs and 
drugs traffickers in Europe and 
the United States are importing 
techniques and technologies, such 
as urban ambush techniques, from 
Iraq and Afghanistan, “creating an 
increasing convergence between 
crime and war, something special 
operations analysts call a grey 
zone”.

Kilcullen argues that we should 
never have gone into Iraq with the 
job unfinished in Afghanistan.

When he was seconded to US 
Army General David Petraeus 
during the 2007-08 “surge” in 
Iraq that succeeded in restoring 
security to a society broken by 
the US-led occupation after 2003, 
Kilcullen witnessed the defeat of 
al-Qaeda thanks to the co-opting 
of Sunni tribal fighters. Unfortu-
nately, Nuri al-Maliki, the Shia 
prime minister of Iraq, a joint 
protégé of Iran and the United 
States, pursued a relentlessly 
sectarian anti-Sunni policy allow-
ing the remnants of al-Qaeda and 
former Iraqi officers to be reborn as 
an even deadlier threat in the form 
of ISIS.

Although he was elected on a 
pledge to extract the United States 
from the Middle East, US President 
Barack Obama left Iraq irrespon-
sibly early, Kilcullen wrote. The 
“reckless” Bush had been replaced 
by the “feckless” Obama and the 
latter’s failure to respect his own 
red line and punish Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad after Syrian 
troops attacked rebel enclaves 
with nerve gas in 2013 diminished 
America’s role in the region and al-
lowed ISIS to storm back into Iraq, 
he argues in the book. It offered 
huge leverage to a reinvigorated 
Russia.

Fawaz Gerges, writing ISIS: A 
History, offers a more political 
canvas that explains how ISIS 
emerged from the chaos of Iraq 
and, greatly strengthened by the 
failure of the “Arab spring”, seized 

the leadership of the jihadist 
movement from al-Qaeda.

The success of ISIS is the 
symptom of a severe, organic 
crisis of Arab governance and, at 
another level, a manifestation of 
decades of development failure in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
that has resulted in the social and 
economic pauperisation of those 
societies. It is also the result of 
constant Western intervention in 
the internal affairs of the region for 
two centuries, Gerges said.

ISIS is a long-term threat to the 
region and the outside world 
— it controls a large area in Iraq 
and Syria with a population of 5 
million people, boasts an army 
numbering more than 30,000 and 
has attracted thousands of recruits 
from 90 countries.

Its extreme totalitarianism, even 
with its allies, its extraordinary 
punishment of religious minorities 
and its modern sex trade including 
sales contracts notarised by its Is-
lamic courts, all point to an attempt 
to rebuild a Sunni identity, which 
can only result in further violence, 
Gerges wrote. The movement’s 
ideology, struggle and strategy are 
well explained within the context 
of the complexities of militant 
jihadist policies.

Neither book makes for comfort-
able reading.
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Without ISIS, the 
regime of Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad and Iran would 
have run out of cards 
to play.

From a sociological 
perspective, ISIS is 
perhaps a predictable 
consequence of the 
sectarian conflict 
ignited by the US-led 
invasion of Iraq.

Iraqi fighters hold an image of the Islamic State flag after clashes 
with ISIS militants in Saqlawiya, north of Falluja, Iraq, on June 4th.


