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ith the once seem-
ingly invulner-
able forces of 
the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in appar-

ent disarray, tacticians and 
academics are speculating 
what might come next for the  
jihadist group whose blitzkrieg 
advance across Syria and Iraq  
shocked the world.

While US President Donald 
Trump’s claim in the wake of New 
York’s Halloween terror attack 
that ISIS had been defeated in the 
Middle East may have been over-
stated, it is impossible to deny that 
the crumbling of ISIS’s caliphate 
has fundamentally undermined its 
ability to stage the kind of dramat-
ic advance that had established its 
reputation. However, after years of 
its brutal rule and the wilful radi-
calisation of thousands of young 
people, its lasting legacy may yet 
outlive its rule.

Central to the ISIS’s identity was 
the caliphate. What the group’s 
forerunners in al-Qaeda had only 
spoken of in terms of years, ISIS 
had made real. “The [caliphate] 
was and is the critical conceptual 
part of [ISIS], its pull and the moral 
foundations of its commitment 
and prowess.” Scott Atran, director 
of Research in Anthropology at the 
Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique in Paris, said via e-
mail.

The importance of the caliphate 
to ISIS’s mythology is hard to over-
state. Its establishment tapped 
directly into a vein of Islamic am-
bition that had long been denied. 
The group’s rules and dictates cov-
ering every aspect of life rendered 
the caliphate real and served as a 
daily reminder of its presence.

Despite ISIS’s advances, the 
signs that its dreams of a lasting 
caliphate were turning to dust 

also cannot be denied. A recent 
report by the Soufan Group stated 
that the flow of foreign fighters to 
ISIS’s ranks has slowed to a trickle. 
Over the last two years, propagan-
da from ISIS keyboards morphed 
from bucolic scenes of life within 
the caliphate and the strictures by 
which it operates to postings dom-
inated by heroic scenes of warfare 
and carnage, researcher Charlie 
Winter at the International Centre 
for the Study of Radicalisation at 
King’s College London wrote.

“ISIS was really good at portray-
ing itself as the dominant jihadist 
group,” said Nicholas Heras, a Mid-
dle East security fellow at the Cen-
tre for a New American Security in 
Washington, “but that brand has 
taken a beating. Now it needs to 
hope that its myth will buy it the 
time to reconstruct itself.”

Though its reputation may buy it 
time, the savagery with which ISIS 
forged that myth may work against 

it. The rejection of any religious 
compromise is hardwired into 
ISIS’s DNA. Now, either defeated 
or retreating across much of Syria, 
the group is vulnerable in a way it 
has never previously experienced.

“ISIS lived by the sword and 
now they’re going to need to get 
used to dying or at least suffering 
by the sword. There are very few 
groups in Syria that are going to 
help them,” Heras said.

ISIS remains a powerful force, 
capable and experienced in fight-
ing terrorist, insurgent and pitched 
warfare campaigns at different 
locations successfully and simul-
taneously. Even from what terri-
tory it has been forced from, the 
group remains a presence.“ISIS 
has dominated much of Syria for 
nearly half a decade.” Heras said, 
“During that time, it’s really fo-
cused upon recruiting and radical-
ising the youth. What’s more, it’s 
been incredibly effective at that. 
For any holding force (entrusted 
with guarding seized territory) 
with young soldiers typically tak-
en from that territory, that leaves 
them wide open to infiltration.

Though the loss of ISIS’s terri-
tory to the regime, its allies and 
the US-backed Kurdish-dominat-
ed Syrian Democratic Forces may 
have levelled the group to that of 
other jihadist groups, the threat 
it poses remains. ISIS will always 
have the ability “to endure and ex-
pand under the appropriate condi-
tions, where chaos and no over-
arching power reign,” Atran said.

Ultimately, he said, the group’s 
revolutionary message, deeply 
rooted in the moral history of Is-
lam, will leave the door open to 
its resurgence “in the world where 
moral authority is absent, corrupt-
ed or so fragmented that no one re-
ally knows what’s what and longs 
for clear red lines that eliminate 
moral uncertainty.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with 
The Arab Weekly.
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Shrinking reach. A member of the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces removes an ISIS flag in the 
town of Tabqa, last April.                    (AFP) 

Loss of ISIS caliphate 
more significant than 
just lost territory
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ISIS lived by the 
sword and now 
they’re going to need 
to get used to dying or 
at least suffering 
by the sword.

Nicholas Heras, a Middle 
East security fellow at the 
Centre for a New American 
Security in Washington

Russia assumes 
the lead in Syria’s 
peace process

T 

he seventh round of the 
Astana talks concluded 
with no breakthrough. 
The eighth round has 
been pencilled in for the 
second half of Decem-

ber. None of the topics the partici-
pants wanted to discuss — prisoner 
exchange, mine detection and a 
general amnesty from Damascus — 
was agreed upon at Astana VII.

Instead, Astana VII focused on 
a forthcoming national dialogue 
conference that the Russian Foreign 
Ministry is organising in Sochi, Rus-
sia, a favourite venue for Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Many 
see it as a gradual substitute for 
the UN-mandated Geneva talks, 
which Putin was never too enthu-
siastic about, seeing them as the 
brainchild of former US Secretary of 
State John Kerry.

Sochi I will most probably be 
followed by Sochi II and Sochi III, 
giving political cover to the Astana 
talks and substance to the cease-
fire agreements reached in four 
de-conflict zones by Russia, Iran 
and Turkey. The Russians hope to 
include new territory in the de-
conflict zones agreement, south 
of Damascus, bringing them to a 
total of five. Idlib in north-western 
Syria is presently being handled by 
Turkish troops and Russian military 
police have been deployed in the 
countryside of Damascus and in all 
territory from the Syrian-Jordanian 
borders in southern Syria to the 
vicinity of Sweida in the Druze 
Mountains.

The date for the Russian confer-
ence was scheduled for October 29 
but it was postponed so as not to 
overlap with Astana VII. It has now 
been fixed for November 18 and its 
name was changed from “Congress 
of the Syrian Peoples” which many 
found demeaning, to a “National 
Dialogue Conference.” Also, it won’t 
take place on the Russian military 
base of Hmeimim on the Syrian 
coast, given reservations from the 
Syrian opposition, but on Russian 
territory.

The list of invitees has reached up 
to 1,300 individuals and 33 politi-
cal entities, 18 of them from within 
Syria. The Saudi-backed High 
Negotiations Committee (HNC) 
has been invited and so have the 
Cairo-backed National Coordination 
Committee (NCC) and the Syrian 
National Coalition.

The latter have declined the 
invitation, saying they will not 
“participate in any negotiations 
with the regime outside Geneva or 
without UN sponsorship.” The HNC 
will likely follow, with one of its top 
figures, Mohammad Alloush, saying 
that Sochi will be talks “between 
the regime and the regime.” Observ-
ers in Moscow and Damascus said 
that this would likely change when 
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, the two 
main backers of the Syrian opposi-
tion, are brought on-board the Sochi 
talks.

All Russian-friendly opposition 
figures, members of the Moscow 
Platform, have been invited and so 
have all the local councils produced 
from the four de-conflict zones, 
along with scores of Kurdish poli-
ticians, headed by the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF). Commander of 
the SDF-aligned People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) Sipan Hamo recently 

made a high-profile visit to Mos-
cow. More than any other player 
in the Syrian battlefield, the SDF’s 
presence is vital as they control 
oil-rich cities east of the Euphrates 
River, including Raqqa, the former 
capital of the Islamic State and are 
the only fighters receiving US arms 
and assistance.

The Russian constitutional draft 
will be high on the agenda at Sochi, 
rather than the transitional govern-
ment body (TGB) that the opposi-
tion insists on creating to take over 
power from Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. No mention of Assad’s 
departure has been made in all 
literature and documents produced 
ahead of the Sochi conference, rais-
ing the possibility of a Saudi boycott 
of the entire convention. Instead, 
the Russians are still calling on the 
Syrian opposition to “moderate” its 
views and push for a more realistic 
power-sharing agenda, rather than 
continuing to insist upon regime-
change within Damascus. This has 
prompted a spokesman for the op-
position to accuse Russia of acting 
as an “occupying state.”

The Kurds seem to be content 
with the Sochi conference, as they 
cuddle up to the Russians, who 
are not critical of their attempts 
at creating a Kurdish-led federal 
government in northern Syria. 

Communal elections were allowed 
to happen on September 25 and 
elections within the municipali-
ties are scheduled for Qamishli, 
Hasakeh, Kobane and Afrin. If the 
present form of the Russian-written 
constitution passes, they will get to 
elect their own governing coun-
cils, use the Kurdish language at 
schools, name their own governors 
and gain a share of their territory’s 
natural resources.

A Russian presidential envoy 
went to Damascus in late October 
to outline details of the conference 
at Sochi. Speaking to Russia Today 
after his Syria visit, Alexander 
Lavrentiev said participants at the 
Sochi conference would discuss 
drafting a new constitution, along 
with upcoming parliamentary and 
presidential elections.

The timing of the parliamentary 
vote is up for discussion at Sochi 
and will likely be monitored by 
credible international organisations 
but the presidential vote is fixed for 
2021, which is when Assad’s third 
term ends.

It’s a Russian-event from start 
to finish, with very little — if any 
— input from Riyadh, Ankara, 
Tehran, Washington or even the 
United Nations. Interestingly, none 
of those world capitals objected to 
the Sochi conference nor did they 
say that Russia was hijacking the 
political process or replacing the 
UN-mandated one in Switzerland. 
Seemingly all of them have surren-
dered to Putin’s vision of the Syrian 
endgame and are unwilling to com-
mit money or resources to change 
or challenge that.
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