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he Trump administration 
has announced its inten-
tion to “annihilate” the 
forces of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in what is described 

as a tactical shift in the campaign to 
oust the jihadists from their shrink-
ing territory in Iraq and Syria.

US Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis revealed the new policy in mid-
May and spelled it out again ten 
days later after the Pentagon admit-
ted that more than 100 civilians had 
died in a US air strike on Mosul in 
March.

Mattis said such casualties were 
“a fact of life” in such conflicts, 
which will be no consolation to the 
thousands trapped in the Iraqi city 
between its ISIS occupiers and ad-
vancing Iraqi government forces.

In his formal presentation of the 
new strategy on May 19, Mattis said 
US President Donald Trump had 
ordered an accelerated campaign 
against ISIS that would include a 
shift in existing tactics.

He inevitably raised the question 
of whether the White House was 
planning to escalate US involve-
ment in the conflict and what the 
consequences of such action might 
be.

First, Mattis said, the military hi-

erarchy would be given a freer hand 
in conducting the campaign. That 
implied a relaxation of the tight ex-
ecutive control of anti-ISIS opera-
tions exercised by the Obama White 
House.

Second, he revealed, the United 
States would seek to annihilate ISIS 
by surrounding and killing its forc-
es rather than simply chasing them 
out of territory they control.

The expressed rationale for wip-
ing out the jihadists was to prevent 
the foreign fighters among them es-
caping the battlefield and returning 
to their home countries to carry out 
attacks.

The US defence secretary elabo-
rated on the strategy at the end of 
May when he told CBS News’ pro-
gramme “Face the Nation”: “Our 
intention is that the foreign fighters 
do not survive the fight to return 
home to North Africa, to Europe, to 
America, to Asia, to Africa.

“We’re not going to allow them to 
do so,” Mattis said. “We’re going to 
stop them there and take apart the 
caliphate.”

Those comments came days after 
a suicide bomber killed 22 people at 
a concert hall in Manchester, Eng-
land. The bomber was identified as 
a man born in Britain to Libyan par-
ents and whom British authorities 
said may have been in Syria at some 
stage. ISIS claimed responsibility 
for the attack.

None of the United States’ al-
lies in the Middle East and beyond 
would disagree with the ultimate 
objective of removing the ISIS 
scourge but some are resistant to 
being bulldozed into backing the 
accelerated and more aggressive 
strategy emanating from the Trump 
administration.

Ahead of a NATO summit attend-
ed by Trump in late May, several 
European countries were reported 
to be sceptical about bowing to the 

US president’s demands that the 
28-member alliance should formal-
ly enter the international coalition 
against ISIS.

Member countries are individu-
ally part of the coalition but France 
and Germany were among those 
said to be reluctant to see opera-
tions in Syria and Iraq turning into 
a NATO war.

The Brussels summit agreed that 
NATO would become a full mem-
ber of the international coalition, 
although that announcement was 
somewhat eclipsed by Trump’s ha-
rangue of fellow members for not 
spending enough on defence.

NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg stressed that joining 
the coalition did not mean that the 
alliance would engage in combat 
against ISIS.

He emphasised NATO support in 
terms of aerial surveillance, infor-
mation sharing, intelligence and 
training of Iraqi troops, thereby as-

suaging concerns of alliance mem-
bers about being dragged deeper 
into the conflict by a newly aggres-
sive White House.

Although the United States’ al-
lies have had to confront the chal-
lenges of dealing with a new presi-
dent who has proved capricious on 
many foreign policy issues, the new 
Washington strategy does not auto-
matically signal a major escalation 
in the scale of the anti-ISIS cam-
paign or the resources dedicated to 
it.

It was unveiled after the US Con-
gress said it would hold up billions 
of dollars of supplementary mili-
tary spending unless the admin-
istration provided it with a formal 
strategy to defeat ISIS.

Shortly before the strategy was 
delivered, Mattis said the admin-
istration planned to focus on de-
feating ISIS without getting more 
deeply involved in Syria’s civil war.

Despite an increase in the small 

number of US and allied soldiers 
on the ground, the war in both Iraq 
and Syria is likely to continue to 
be fought overwhelmingly by local 
forces.

And, despite the more aggressive 
rhetoric coming out of the White 
House and the Pentagon, even 
“Mad Dog” Mattis — he earned the 
nickname as a US Marine Corps 
general — has been cautious about 
predicting that the new strategy 
will bring a speedy end to ISIS.

He said on “Face the Nation” it 
would be “a long fight” and would 
involve not only beating the group 
on the ground in Iraq and Syria but 
also defeating what he called the 
“virtual caliphate” existing on the 
internet.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including “No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds.”
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Our intention is 
that the foreign 
fighters do not 
survive the fight to 
return home.”

US Defence Secretary 
James Mattis

I
t may be unthinkable to 
many but the degrees of 
separation that divide 
Western values and Islamic 
State jihadists may not be as 
dramatic as they are thought 

to be.
Two features made the Islamic 

State (ISIS) stand out when it 
appeared in northern Syria four 
years ago. First, a ruthless sav-
agery saw it purge rival factions 
from large areas of territory; its 
second, more consequential, move 
was, remarkably, to market itself 
in a way that attracted thousands 
of young Muslim men and women 
from around the world to a 
dilapidated war zone in Syria — an 
advertising feat political candi-
dates and leaders of the capitalist 
world would love to duplicate.

ISIS rose to global notoriety 
because it works hard to place its 
shock footage in front of as many 
eyeballs as possible. Moved by the 
grisly and creative nature of its 
killings, journalists wanted to 
know more about who and what 
this ultraviolent organisation 
stood for to be able to tell the 
world what the uprising in Syria 
had spawned.

The idea that modernity and ISIS 
share anything may be antitheti-
cal. It says it wants to restore a 
medieval system of governance 

and its actions — caged drownings, 
decapitations and mass execu-
tions — suggest that indeed may be 
the case. Despite the violence, 
however, its real goal, to simply 
endure, can only succeed through 
modern methods of communica-
tion.

“There’s nothing medieval 
about this mix of ruthless business 
enterprise, well-publicised 
savagery and transnational 
organised crime,” writes political 
philosopher John Gray. “Though 
they’d hate to hear it, these violent 
jihadists owe the way they 
organise themselves and their 
utopian goals to the modern 
West.”

The cinematic detail of its shock 
footage only tells part of its 
success story. Testimonies from 
returning foreign ISIS fighters 
never reference a desire to take 
part in its violence as the compel-
ling reason to travel from France 
or Britain to Raqqa. It is the smart 

use of modern technology — the 
ability to seek out and engage 
disaffected young Muslims in the 
West — that has made it such a 
terrible and terribly successful 
force.

With it on the back foot from 
Syrian Defence Forces advances in 
Syria and an Iraqi forces’ offensive 
in Mosul, for it to stay relevant ISIS 
must increasingly turn to modern 
technology. The degree to which it 
will rely on Western-made, 
21st-century technology will grow 
in the coming years through a 
thoroughly modern form of 
communication that is open and 
liberal — not repressive — in 
nature.

Whether the terrorists who 
committed the massacre at a 
Florida nightclub last June or in 
Manchester last month were, in 
fact, ISIS soldiers — and the 
likelihood is that they were not — 
is no longer the point. What 
matters is that there are young 

Islamic State has more in common with the West than we think 
Muslim men, some of whom have 
never traveled to the so-called 
caliphate, in their last moments of 
life who decide to declare alle-
giance to ISIS. A large part of this is 
down to their desire to be remem-
bered forever as an affiliate of the 
group and not be forgotten, cast 
aside as just another unbalanced 
individual with easy access to 
powerful weapons.

The reality is that due to its 
massive loss of territory in Syria 
and Iraq, ISIS will increasingly 
only really exist as an idea. It will 
depend more and more on the 
online world, a world built by 
Western technologists. As its 
so-called caliphate shrinks, the 
internet will become the only 
venue with which to maintain its 
profile, recruit and thus, claim 
relevance as a terrorist force.

The young men and women in 
Silicon Valley responsible for 
giving the world Twitter, Kik and 
Telegram — some of the messaging 
applications favoured by jihadists 
— are individuals whose ideas are 
thoroughly at the forefront of 
modernity. ISIS is a fundamentally 
modern organisation rooted to 
surviving in a 21st century, 
Western-built online world.

Perhaps the sooner we begin 
seeing it as less a mindless cult and 
more as successful opportunists 
shaped by our capitalist ideology, 
the closer we will be to finding 
lasting solutions that bring about 
its demise.

Stephen Starr is the author of 
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to 
the Uprising” and has lived in Syria 
and Turkey since 2007.
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View point
The 
cinematic 
detail of 
ISIS shock 
footage 
only tells 
part of its 
success 
story.

The reality is that due to its 
massive loss of territory in 
Syria and Iraq, ISIS will 
increasingly only really exist 
as an idea.

Cinematic detail. An image grab from a 2015 video shows  
Ethiopian Christians captured in Libya kneeling on the ground in 
front of masked ISIS militants before their execution.                  (AFP)

Freer hand. US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Marine Corps General Joseph F. Dunford (R), 
US Secretary of Defence James Mattis (C) and Special Presidential Envoy for the Global Coalition to 
Counter ISIS Brett McGurk (L) answer questions during a Pentagon briefing, on May 19.                     (AFP)


