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mar Mateen stormed a 
nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, killing 49 peo-
ple and wounding 53 
others and declared 

his allegiance to the Islamic State 
(ISIS). The group proclaimed the 
shooter “one of the soldiers of the 
caliphate in America”.

US officials cautioned that, even 
if Mateen was inspired by ISIS to 
undertake the worst mass shoot-
ing in modern US history, there was 
no evidence he had a direct link to 
the group. Rather, Mateen might 
have heeded a call by ISIS leaders to 
carry out “lone wolf” attacks in the 
West, especially during Ramadan.

ISIS has in many ways overshad-
owed al-Qaeda as the world’s most 
serious terrorist threat. Western 
and Middle Eastern security of-
ficials view ISIS as the greater 
danger to domestic security, es-
pecially because of ISIS’s mastery 
of social media and its ability to 
recruit thousands of disenchanted 
young Muslims into its ranks.

After ISIS seized territory in Syria 
and Iraq in 2014, the group pro-
claimed a caliphate and named its 
leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, as ca-
liph and “leader of Muslims every-
where”. ISIS has governed territory, 
trained thousands of fighters and 
generated income from illicit trade 
in oil and other resources — all on a 
scale larger than anything al-Qaeda 
achieved. ISIS also established a 
larger recruitment effort and more 
sophisticated social media pres-
ence than al-Qaeda.

ISIS controls more resources 
and generates more income than 

al-Qaeda. The group sells oil and 
wheat, imposes taxes on residents 
of the territory it controls and col-
lects money paid through extor-
tion. In 2014, ISIS raked in about $2 
billion, according to the US Treas-
ury Department. Al-Qaeda has his-
torically relied on donations from 
wealthy individuals, especially 
from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the 
United Arab Emirates.

Even in its weakened state, al-
Qaeda poses a danger. In recent 
years, al-Qaeda has become more 
active in Yemen and has estab-
lished a strong affiliate in Syria, al-
Nusra Front, which is a dominant 
force among the jihadists fight-
ing the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

ISIS and al-Qaeda differ in impor-
tant ways: Al-Qaeda wants to over-
throw what it views as the corrupt 
and “apostate” regimes of the Mid-
dle East — the “near enemy”. To do 
so, al-Qaeda’s leaders focused on 
the “far enemy” — the United States 
and the West.

That focus was motivated by US 
support for regimes in countries 
such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 
which spawned al-Qaeda’s top 
leaders. Both Osama bin Laden, a 
Saudi, and his top lieutenant and 
successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, an 
Egyptian, at first turned against the 
leadership at home.

Realising that the United States 
was helping prop up those regimes, 
they targeted the “far enemy”. In 
taking on the United States, al-
Qaeda apparently believes it will 
force Washington to withdraw its 
support for autocratic Arab regimes 
and abandon the Middle East.

ISIS does not subscribe to al-Qae-
da’s vision and instead focuses on 

the “near enemy” — the so-called 
apostate regimes in Syria, Iraq and 
other parts of the Arab world. ISIS 
has been more successful in strat-
egy, which relies on capturing and 
holding territory.

It was Zawahiri who convinced 
bin Laden to shift attention to the 
“far enemy”, helping inspire the 
9/11 terrorist attacks. Zawahiri fled 
Egypt in the early 1980s, after serv-
ing three years in prison for belong-
ing to an outlawed militant group. 
He spent time in Sudan, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan, where he met 
bin Laden in 1987.

Zawahiri established an office 
in Peshawar, a Pakistani city near 
the Afghan border that served as a 

training ground and supply conduit 
for the Afghan resistance. It was in 
Peshawar that Zawahiri began to 
reshape bin Laden’s thinking about 
militant Islam. Zawahiri helped 
turn bin Laden from a financial 
backer of the Afghan resistance into 
a strong believer in the ideology of 
jihad, fighting against the perceived 
enemies of Islam.

As al-Qaeda’s influence waned, 
ISIS tried to fill the vacuum by 
expanding. In November 2014, 
Baghdadi announced he was cre-
ating new “provinces” of his self-
declared caliphate in Saudi Ara-
bia, Yemen, Libya, Algeria and 
Egypt. While ISIS sympathisers had 
pledged allegiance to Baghdadi in 

other regions, he singled out coun-
tries where the movement had 
a strong support base and could 
mount sustained attacks.

Baghdadi also called on support-
ers to carry out “lone wolf” attacks 
wherever possible. “Oh soldiers of 
the Islamic State, erupt volcanoes 
of jihad everywhere,” he declared. 
“Light the Earth with fire against 
all dictators.” And for more than a 
year, ISIS militants have been heed-
ing the self-proclaimed caliph’s 
call.
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This poster, distributed by an Islamic State militant supporter to advertise a new propaganda video, 
shows Omar Mateen, who killed 49 people at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida, with ‘Islamic 
State’ blazoned behind him.In 2014, ISIS raked in 

about $2 billion, 
according to the US 
Treasury Department.

ISIS has governed 
territory, trained 
thousands of fighters 
and generated income 
from illicit trade in oil 
and other resources.
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ISIS faces losing its ‘heaven on Earth’ — then what?

I
t may turn out to have been a 
public relations error for IS, 
ISIL, ISIS, Daesh or whatever 
else we choose to call the 
Islamic State to have 
incorporated “State” into its 

title. After all, statehood implies 
territory.

The recapture of the centre of 
Falluja by Iraqi security forces 
was further confirmation that the 
movement is on the retreat, territo-
rially at least, with little prospect of 
holding its remaining Iraqi strong-
hold of Mosul, a more emblematic 
prize, in the long term.

The picture in Syria is more 
mixed. ISIS is accused of holding 
the civilian population hostage in 
its heavily bombarded stronghold 
of Raqqa.

Winning a battle does not mean 
winning the war and what happens 
once Falluja is liberated will be 
important.

That said, the eventual recovery 
of all Iraqi territory held by the 
jihadists at their high point of mid-
2014, when ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi declared his Islamic 
caliphate, may be a question of 
when, not if.

In the build-up to any Mosul 
offensive, the focus is on how Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi will 
be able to bring the liberated popu-

lation of the Sunni heartland back 
into what he called “the embrace of 
the nation”.

That is no easy task. Civilians 
who fled the Falluja battlefront 
may not regret the departure of ISIS 
but neither will they want to swap 
one oppressor for another. Sunni 
hostility to the sectarian policies of 
Abadi’s predecessor, Nuri al-Maliki, 
in part facilitated the ISIS takeover.

Warnings that the participation 
of Iranian-backed Shia militias 
in retaking Falluja could lead to 
violence against Sunnis were to a 
degree borne out.

Human rights agencies accused 
some militias of widespread abuse, 
including murder and torture, of 
fleeing Sunnis. The Iraqi authorities 
arrested four militiamen accused 
of having “executed” 49 Sunni men 
who surrendered to them. A gov-
ernment spokesman said all forces 
were under strict orders to protect 
civilians.

Amid reports of abuses against 
civilians fleeing the battle through 

militia-held territory north of the 
city, regular forces encouraged oth-
ers to take a safer southern route.

The question yet to be resolved 
is whether the stated good inten-
tions of Abadi, government officials 
and the army will be sufficient to 
control such abuses by militias that 
regard Falluja and its people as the 
very embodiment of a hostile Sunni 
community. A victory over ISIS 
would be hollow if the aftermath 
were to be renewed sectarian war.

This potential threat aside, ISIS 
now looks more vulnerable than it 
did six months or even a week ago. 
At the peak of its fortunes in mid-
2014, Baghdadi not only declared a 
caliphate, he struck the words “Iraq 
and al-Sham” from its name. It was 
a propaganda gesture to indicate 
that the movement’s ambitions 
were global rather just regional.

From then until now, ISIS has 
claimed to have fulfilled the func-
tions of a state on behalf of those 
living within its shifting borders. 
It could be argued that what the 

regime of murder, torture and 
extortion inflicted on the unwill-
ing citizenry has been barely worse 
than that of the worst dictatorships 
that have governed in the region.

But ISIS can make no claims to 
statehood if it no longer has terri-
tory.

However glossy the journals, 
however professional the videos 
and however nimble the social me-
dia expertise, ISIS cannot function 
as a virtual state. At best, it would 
have to morph into something 
resembling its past and present 
rivals.

Some of these, such as al-Nusra 
Front, al-Qaeda’s branch in Syria, 
have controlled and continue to 
control territory and aspire to come 
to power in their respective states 
but they are not self-declared 
states.

The unique ISIS selling point 
among its disaffected and some-
times naïve audience abroad has 
been its ability to offer a physical 
haven, even if some of those who 
risk it find that the “caliphate” is 
not the heaven on Earth that was 
promised.

Recruits have included not just 
fighters but also young people, 
such as the three teenage British 
girls who travelled to ISIS territory 
early in 2015. One, now willingly 
married to an Australian ISIS vol-
unteer, is accused of trying to lure 
other girls to join her.

If ISIS is eventually deprived 
of its territory, how long will her 
fantasy last?
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View point
The 
recapture of 
the centre 
of Falluja by 
Iraqi security 
forces was 
further 
confirmation 
that the 
movement 
is on the 
retreat.

However nimble the 
social media expertise, 
ISIS cannot function as a 
virtual state.

Iraqi soldiers gather at the main gate of the hospital in Falluja, on June 19th, after 
Iraqi security forces retook the city centre after two years of ISIS control.


