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Introduction 

 
The rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, and the US war against ISIS, have 

exploded into a regional and global conflagration. Once again, civilians are paying the price for 
both extremist attacks and US wars. 

When ISIS swept across northern Syria and northwestern Iraq in June 2014, occupying 
cities and towns and imposing its draconian version of Islam on terrified populations, to many 
around the world it looked like something that had popped up out of nowhere. This was not the 
case, but the complicated interweaving of players, places, and alliances make understanding 
ISIS seem almost impossible. But ISIS has a traceable past, a history and a political trajectory 
grounded in movements, organizations, governments, and political moments that form a long 
story in the Middle East: from Saudi Arabia to al-Qaeda, from the US invasion and occupation of 
Iraq to the Arab Spring, to regime change in Libya and the chaos of Syria's civil war. 

The US war against ISIS, President Obama's iteration of George Bush's much-heralded and 
long-failed "global war on terror," presents us with an equally complex set of paradoxes and 
contradictions: The US is fighting against ISIS alongside Iran and the Iranian-backed Baghdad 
government in Iraq, and fighting in Syria against ISIS alongside (sort of) the Iranian-backed and 
US-opposed government in Damascus. And all the while, the US and its Arab Gulf allies are 
arming and paying a host of largely unaccountable, predominantly Sunni militias that are fighting 
against the Syrian government and fighting—sort of—against ISIS. Meanwhile, in Iraq, the 
Iranian government is arming and training a host of largely unaccountable, predominantly Shi'a 
militias that are fighting against ISIS and—sort of—alongside the US-backed Iraqi government. 

It's a mess. 
That's why this book came to be written. It's designed to help readers sort out the history 

and the players, identify who's doing what to whom, who's on what side, and most of all, figure 
out what we can do to help stop the killing. That's why the last questions in the book are 
perhaps the most important—what would an alternative US policy toward ISIS, toward the 
region, toward war and peace, actually look like? What can we all do to bring those alternative 
approaches into the light of day? 

For more than a century, US policy in the Middle East has been rooted largely in maintaining 
access to and control of oil. For roughly three-quarters of a century, US policy has been 
grounded in oil plus the Cold War-driven strategic interest in stability and US bases to challenge 
competitors and project power. And for almost a half-century, US policy has been built on a 
triple play of oil plus stability plus Israel. 

While each component of this triplet played the dominant role at different times, overall US 
interests in the region remained constant. But some changes are under way. Oil is still important 
to the global economy, but as the threat posed by oil's role in global warming becomes better 
understood and sustainable alternatives continue to emerge, it is less of a factor than it once 
was. And where it comes from is changing too. The United States is producing and exporting 
more oil than ever, and while the Middle East is still a huge exporter of oil, Africa surpassed the 
Middle East as a source of US oil imports in 2010. 

The US continues to pay more than $3.1 billion every year of taxpayer money to the Israeli 
military, and continues to provide absolute protection to Israel in the United Nations and 
elsewhere, assuring that no Israeli officials are held accountable for potential war crimes or 
human rights violations. But with rising tensions between Washington and Tel Aviv over 
settlement expansion and especially over Israel's efforts to undermine Washington's 



negotiations with Iran, President Obama in 201S for the first time hinted at a shift, indicating that 
the US might reconsider its grant of absolute impunity to Israel. With public opinion shifting 
dramatically away from the assumption that Israel can do no wrong, and influential, increasingly 
mainstream campaigns pushing policymakers in that direction, a real shift in US policy may be 
on its way. We're not there yet, but change is coming. 

That leaves the strategic stability, military bases, and ability to "project power"—read: send 
troops and bombers—in and from the Middle East as the most important "national interest" 
driving US policy. This means that the war on terror, the seemingly permanent US response to 
instability in the region, is strategically more important—and far more dangerous—than ever. 

That war is rooted in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attacks—the US invasion of 
Afghanistan, and especially the 2003 invasion and occupation of Iraq. Twelve years after the 
invasion of Iraq, several groups of physicians attempted to accomplish what the "we don't do 
body counts" Pentagon had long refused to do: calculate the human costs of the US war on 
terror. In "Body Count: Casualty Figures After Ten Years of the War on Terror," the Nobel 
Peace Prize-winning International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, Physicians for 
Social Responsibility, and Physicians for Global Survival together reached the staggering 
conclusion that the war was responsible for the loss of at least 1.3 million lives in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Pakistan from the September 11, 2001 attacks until 2013. 

And that total didn't take into account the more than 500,000 Iraqi children killed by US-
imposed economic sanctions in the 1990s in the run-up to the war. It didn't take into account the 
expansion of the wars to Libya and Syria, or include President Obama's expanding drone war in 
Somalia and Yemen. It didn't take into account the rapidly escalating casualty figures in 2014 
and 2015 throughout the theaters of the war on terror. But the breathtaking realty of 1.5 million 
dead is still a vital reality check on those who would assert that somehow the war on terror is 
"worth the price," as former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright famously described the death 
of half a million Iraqi children under sanctions. 

This book aims to help probe behind the propaganda, help sort out the facts from the 
mythology, help figure out what we need to know to build a path away from war as the default 
option. There may be some duplication between some of the questions, and some sections 
provide different levels of detail than others. The questions are organized by subject, designed 
for readers to pick and choose, find a subject of interest and delve into the questions most 
relevant to that subject, then come back later to other issues. 

Inevitably, writing a book like this presents enormous challenges, not least the rapid pace of 
events. Just when you think you've got most of the region covered, Yemen explodes. Just when 
you think you've clarified the possibilities and dangers for the Iran nuclear talks, the interim 
agreement is announced and anti-diplomacy hardliners in Tehran and especially in Washington 
start their campaigns to undermine it. This is not a full, definitive account of ISIS, its theology, or 
its strategy. This is an overview, designed to provide a basic understanding so we can move 
toward identifying and implementing new alternative strategies, instead of war. 

Ultimately, that is the reason for this book: to help activists, policymakers, journalists, 
students—and all the people in their orbit—with the hard task of changing the discourse and 
turning United States policy around. The basic assumption underlying this book is that you can't 
bomb extremism—you can only bomb people. And even if some of the people you bomb are 
extremists, those bombing campaigns cause more extremism, not less. We need to move away 
from war as an answer to extremism, and instead build a new approach grounded in diplomacy 
and negotiation, arms embargos and international law, the United Nations, humanitarian 
assistance, and human rights. 

  
Phyllis Bennis Washington D.C. May 2015 
 
 



Part One 
The Global War on Terror 
 
What is the "global war on terror"? 
 
One day after the September 11 attacks on New York's World Trade Center and the 

Pentagon in 2001, then-President George W. Bush announced that the US response to this 
crime would be to lead a global war on terror. 

The first target was Afghanistan, despite the fact that none of the 19 hijackers responsible 
for the attack were Afghans (they were Saudis and Egyptians), none of them lived in 
Afghanistan (they lived in Hamburg), none went to flight school in Afghanistan (they went to 
flight school in Florida), none trained in Afghanistan (they trained in Minnesota). But the leaders 
of al-Qaeda, the organization the hijackers were linked to, had found refuge in Afghanistan, 
which was then under the rule of the extreme Islamist Taliban government. 

Using the language of bringing those responsible to justice," the Bush administration 
launched a war of aggression that soon stretched far beyond Afghanistan, in countries with no 
connection to al-Qaeda, targeting nonexistent organizations and individuals who were still 
children when the Twin Towers were attacked. 

That war continues today—some call it Permanent War. 
Since 9/11, the US has gone to war in Afghanistan and Iraq, in the Philippines and Libya, 

Somalia, Yemen, Djibouti, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and beyond. For much of the world the war was 
defined by CIA-run "rendition," in which people were snatched off the streets, smuggled to so-
called black sites around the world, or to the Pentagon-run prison at Guantanamo Bay, and 
subjected to years of detention without trial, and interrogation using a limitless range of torture 
techniques. International law and US law were routinely violated. The US partnered with Israel's 
Mossad intelligence service to assassinate Hezbollah leader Imad Mughniyah in Damascus in 
2008, using a car bomb as he took an evening walk down a quiet street. Car bombing, 
according to Mary Ellen O'Connell, a leading professor of international law at the University of 
Notre Dame, is "a killing method used by terrorists and gangsters. It violates one of the oldest 
battlefield rules." But neither the international law prohibition against "murder by treachery of 
individuals belonging to the hostile nation or army" nor the longstanding US law prohibiting 
assassination was of any concern to US officials, who regularly authorize the use of such a 
method. Indeed, one US official justified the killing by referencing Hezbollah operations in US-
occupied Iraq: "Remember, they were carrying out suicide bombings and IED at-tacks," the 
official told the Washington Post. Apparently, so long as the terrorists were doing it, it was fine 
for the US to do it too. 

Among Americans, initial support for the Afghanistan "war on terror" was based on cries for 
vengeance. Bush told a stunned and frightened nation that the choice the US faced was to 
either go to war or let them get away with it. And since letting the perpetrators "get away with it" 
was an unacceptable option, the vast majority of Americans chose war. On October 7, weeks 
after the attacks, the US launched a massive air and ground war against Afghanistan, 
overthrowing the Taliban government and bombing cities, villages, and vast stretches of the 
impoverished country. Tens of thousands of Afghans were killed. At the height of troop 
deployments, 100,000 US forces and tens of thousands more NATO troops occupied 
Afghanistan. More than fourteen years later, thousands of US troops were still in Afghanistan, in 
what had long ago become the longest war the United States ever fought. 

 
 
 
 
 



What is terrorism? 
 
Terrorism has no single definition. The word is politically charged and its meaning is rarely 

agreed upon. Well over 100 definitions of the word exist in different countries, among different 
organizations, and under varying sets of laws. 

US law requires the State Department to report to Congress every year on terrorist attacks 
around the world. It defines terrorism as "premeditated, politically motivated violence 
perpetrated against noncombatant targets by sub-national groups or clandestine agents." That 
definition might sound objective and neutral, but it leaves lots of questions unanswered. Who 
are "noncombatant" targets? Not the same as civilians, apparently, since the attacks on the 
armed warship USS Cole, the US Marine Corps barracks in Beirut, the Pentagon, and other 
military installations are routinely referred to as "terrorist" attacks. Does it mean soldiers are 
noncombatants if they're sleeping, or just not on patrol at that moment? Then there's the 
confusion over the "sub-national groups or clandestine agents" part. Does that mean "state 
terrorism" is not a recognized reality, or might "clandestine agents" include agents of a state, to 
explain the common US references to "Iranian terrorist attack"? If noncombatant—real 
noncombatants, like civilians—are deliberately attacked by national, not sub-national groups, 
like the Israeli Air Force in Gaza for instance, in a "premeditated, politically motivated" 
campaign, is that exempt from the term "terrorism"? 

 
What are the implications of the world's inability to agree on a definition of terrorism? 
 
What happens in the real world of US and western leaders, US policy, US media, and too 

many people is that "terrorism" is used almost exclusively to describe political violence 
committed by extremist Muslims. It's a term used to create fear and to justify repressive actions, 
whether in the United States or in the context of the "global war on terror." 

Often in the United States an act of "premeditated, politically motivated violence" is assumed 
to be an act of terror, rather than the result of mental illness or some other possible cause, when 
the perpetrator is Arab or Muslim. For example, following the 2009 deadly attack on soldiers at 
Fort Hood, Texas by US Maj. Nidal Malik Hasan, the question of Hasan's mental state was 
never addressed. In incidents when the perpetrator is white, the term is carefully avoided, and 
mental illness is often asserted as the most likely cause, as was the case in the 2011 attack on 
Rep. Gabrielle Giffords in Tucson, Arizona. Similarly, "an argument over a parking space" was 
claimed as the reason a white neighbor killed three young Muslim Americans in North Carolina 
in 2015, despite the killer having expressed hatred of Islam and other religions and having 
threatened the victims earlier by displaying his guns. 

Similarly, whether an act perpetrated by Muslims abroad is deemed terrorism by the United 
States also depends on which Muslims are held responsible. In official US circles, for example, 
the beheadings routinely carried out by the Saudi government as part of a judicial system 
designed to terrify political opponents are never referred to as terrorist acts, but ISIS 
beheadings are routinely identified as proving the terrorist nature of the organization.                                                                                                                   

In early 2015, Saudi Arabia passed a new law that defined any form of political opposition as 
terrorism. Saudi King Abdullah, who died in February 2015, had already declared that political 
dissidents were terrorists no different from violent organizations, and that atheism equaled 
terrorism. Just days after Abdullah's death, the Saudi government announced a new anti-
terrorism law, of which Article One defined terrorism as "calling for atheist thought in any form, 
or calling into question the fundamentals of the Islamic religion on which this country is based." 

The foregoing examples demonstrate how the use of the terms "terrorism" and "terrorist" 
depends on who is using the term, supporting the common notion that "one person's terrorist is 
another person's freedom fighter." Nelson Mandela was placed on the US "anti-terrorist" list in 
1988 by then-President Ronald Reagan, who excoriated the revered South African leader as a 



communist during the height of the Cold War. Long after his 1990 release from prison, and even 
when he was elected president of South Africa in 1994, President Mandela remained on that 
list. It took until 2008 for his name to finally be removed. 

In US federal criminal law, "international terrorism" is defined as violence or acts dangerous 
to human life that appear to be intended "to intimidate or coerce a civilian population; to 
influence the policy of a government by intimidation or coercion; or to affect the conduct of a 
government by mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping." This definition doesn't limit 
terrorism to attacks by non-state actors. 

Ambassador Edward Peck, a retired US diplomat with experience throughout the Arab 
world, described on Democracy Nowl his work as deputy director of the White House Task 
Force on Terrorism under then-President Ronald Reagan. The task force, he said, was asked 

 
to come up with a definition of terrorism that could be used throughout the government. 
We produced about six, and each and every case, they were rejected, because careful 
reading would indicate that our own country had been involved in some of those 
activities. ...After the task force concluded its work, Congress [passed] US Code Title 18, 
Section 2331...the US definition of terrorism. ...[O]ne of the terms, "international 
terrorism," means activities that, I quote, "appear to be intended to affect the conduct of a 
government by mass destruction, assassination or kidnapping." .. .Yes, well, certainly, 
you can think of a number of countries that have been involved in such activities. Ours is 
one of them. .. .And so, the terrorist, of course, is in the eye of the beholder. 

 
How did the fight against al-Qaeda in Afghanistan shift to Iraq? 
 
Afghanistan was never the main target. Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense Secretary 

Donald Rumsfeld, and others leading the Bush administration's war drive, particularly the 
heavily represented neo-conservative ideologues staffing the vice president's office and the 
Pentagon, had Iraq in their sights from the moment the planes hit the Twin Towers. Pretexts for 
going to war against Iraq abounded: phony assertions regarding self-defense, made-up 
allegations that Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein had ties to al-Qaeda, forged documents about Iraq 
purchasing yellow-cake uranium from Niger, fictitious reports of aluminum tubes from China that 
could "only" be used to build nuclear weapons, sham warnings of Iraq's supposed stockpiling of 
weapons of mass destruction. 

All were false, and an unprecedented global anti-war movement arose, climaxing on 
February 15, 2003, when record-breaking crowds of between 12 and 14 million people filled 
streets across the globe, united around the slogan "The World Says No to War." Protests were 
launched in more than 665 cities, with the largest reserved for Italy, Spain, and Britain, whose 
leaders had agreed to join Bush's imminent war despite overwhelming popular opposition. The 
breadth and depth of the protests moved the New York Times to acknowledge on its front page 
that "there may still be two superpowers on the planet: the United States and world public 
opinion." Unwilling to give in to US pressure, a wide range of governments backed the street 
protests. So did the United Nations Security Council, which stood firm for eight months against 
US and British pressure to endorse the coming war. 

But plans to attack Iraq were already under way, and not even a worldwide outcry could 
prevent it. The Pentagon, backed by British forces, launched the invasion and occupation of Iraq 
on March 19, 2003. Within a month, US troops overthrew the Iraqi regime. 

 
What were the consequences of the overthrow of Saddam Hussein? 
 
The US forces disbanded Iraq's military and dismantled Iraq's government, seizing power in 

occupied Iraq in the name of the Coalition Provisional Authority. The CPA was made up of 
thousands of US bureaucrats, most of them chosen more for loyalty to the Bush administration 



than for any experience in the vast and disparate areas of governance they controlled. The CPA 
was itself backed by billions of dollars and hundreds of thousands of US occupation troops, as 
well as thousands of "coalition" troops and Pentagon-paid military mercenaries. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iraqi troops, including most of the generals, were unceremoniously dismissed. 
Hundreds of thousands of Iraq's government officials and civil servants, most of whom had been 
required to sign on to the ruling Baath Party to get their job, were sent packing in the name of 
"de-Baathification." Anger and opposition to the occupation rose immediately, with supporters of 
the old regime, nationalists of various stripes, and many ordinary Iraqis mobilizing political as 
well as military resistance. 

A year later the CPA was replaced by an interim Iraqi government, which provided Iraqi 
faces in government posts but was still appointed by and dependent on the US occupation. 
Washington created new political parties, all based on sectarian identities. Ostensibly they were 
designed to reflect the relative size and power of Iraq's various religious communities. Under 
Saddam Hussein's Baath Party, many Sunni Iraqis had found access to elite positions in the 
military, business, and elsewhere, while majority Shi'a in many cases were discriminated 
against, or at least were denied privileged financial and social status. With the overthrow of the 
government, that position was reversed, and the majority Shi'a emerged as the most powerful 
political force. They were strengthened by the many Iraqi exiles who had spent years as 
refugees in Shi'a Iran or in the West, and were now returning with strong US backing. But as 
Iraqi national identity was forcibly abandoned in favor of the smaller and narrower categories of 
Sunni, Shi'a, Christian, Kurd, Turkoman, Yazidi, etc., sectarian conflict began to rise. 

The US occupation of Iraq remained the centerpiece of Bush's "global war on terror." As a 
result, an entire population, already suffering from decades of war and 12 years of crippling 
economic sanctions that had shredded much of the country's social fabric, now faced the 
devastation of full-scale war. Under the new Shi'a-dominated Iraqi government that the US 
backed, parties based on religion recruited their own militia forces, and the war took on an 
increasingly sectarian cast. The US occupation forces created and perpetuated the new system, 
although Shi'a-led militias were among a range offerees fighting against the US. 

 
What was the response in Iraq to the US occupation? 
 
As is the case in any foreign military occupation, resistance was both broad and deep, 

including militias and resistance forces from across Iraq's crazy-quilt population. There were 
armed supporters of Sunni tribal leaders, Shi'a militias with close ties to Iran, former Baathist-led 
secular forces, and widely diverse and popular resistance organizations. As the occupation 
extended over years, an increasingly extremist sectarian resistance grew, and a civil war 
erupted alongside the anti-US resistance, pitting Sunni against Shi'a. 

In 2004, Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi, a Sunni militant, created what was first known as al-
Qaeda in Iraq; soon after, Zarqawi pledged fealty to Osama bin Laden and the main al-Qaeda 
organization. Al-Zarqawi was killed two years later, and in October 2006 a new leader, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, who had been released from the US-run Bucca prison in Iraq at the end of 2004, 
announced the organization had been renamed the Islamic State of Iraq, or ISI. The 
organization would resurface later as ISIS, or the Islamic State. 

 
What was the Sunni Awakening? 
 
In 2006—2007, as the Iraqi opposition became more sectarian, the US made a strategic 

calculation that it was better off co-opting the Sunni resistance sector instead of continuing the 
failed attempt to defeat them militarily. That plan became the "Sunni Awakening" movement, in 
which the US paid Sunni tribal leaders massive sums to fight alongside, instead of against, US 
occupation forces and the US-backed Iraqi government army. 



The Sunni Awakening was the key component of what was known as Bush's "surge," which 
included an increase of 30,000 US troops. With many of the Sunni-based opposition groups 
bought off by US funds, the occupation troops shifted their focus to the newly ascendant Shi'a 
resistance forces, especially those led by the Shi'a cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, along with the most 
extreme of the Sunni organizations, including ISI. The "surge" was deemed a success when 
sectarian violence waned somewhat in 2007—08. But this result was not only, or even primarily, 
due to the presence of the additional US troops. It stemmed from other elements, including the 
buy-off of most Sunni opposition forces, a unilateral ceasefire declared by al-Sadr's forces, and 
perhaps most important, the horrifying reality that the years of sectarian warfare had already 
largely succeeded. Mixed towns were now "ethnically pure"; historically diverse cities, including 
Baghdad itself, were now divided into ethnically defined neighborhoods separated by cement 
walls. Sectarian fighting largely ended because it had accomplished its goals. 

Fighting resumed around 2009—10, largely in response to the sectarian practices of the US-
backed prime minister, Nuri al-Maliki. The Shi'a-dominated government refused to continue 
paying off the Sunni tribal leaders and their militias, and escalated sectarian attacks against 
Sunni communities. A kind of Sunni uprising against the Iraqi government began in response, 
even as US troops were being pulled out. 

 
Part Two 
ISIS 
 
What are the origins of ISIS? 
 
Political Islam in its modern form, as Mahmoud Mamdani states in Good Muslims, Bad 

Muslims, is "more a domestic product than a foreign import." It was not, he reminds us, "bred in 
isolation... Political Islam was born in the colonial period. But it did not give rise to a terrorist 
movement until the Cold War." The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was born almost a century 
ago. Its followers in neighboring countries contested for power (rarely winning any) with 
governments across the region. The mobilization against the US-backed shah in Iran in the 
1970s resulted in the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in perhaps the most powerful, self-defined Islamic government of 
the twentieth century. But today's movement known as political Islam, with its military 
mobilizations holding the pride of place ahead of its political formations, emerged in its first 
coherent identity with the US-armed, US-paid, Pakistani-trained mujahideen warriors who fought 
the Soviet troops in Afghanistan starting in 1979. Continuing in the post-Vietnam Cold War 
1980s, the Afghanistan War ended with the defeat and ultimate collapse of the Soviet Union. 

The specific origins of ISIS, also known as ISIL or the Islamic State, lie in the 2003 US 
invasion and occupation of Iraq. The country was already in terrible shape, following decades of 
war (the Iran-Iraq War from 1980-89, then the first US Gulf War in 1991) and a dozen years of 
crippling economic sanctions imposed in 1990. Even after the first wars, and despite brutal 
repression of any potential opposition and the long-standing political and economic privileging of 
the large (20 percent or so) Sunni minority, the majority of Iraqis lived middle-class lives, 
including government-provided free health care and education, with some of the best medical 
and scientific institutions in the Arab world. The sanctions, imposed in the name of the United 
Nations but created and enforced by the United States, had shredded much of the social fabric 
of the once-prosperous, secular, cosmopolitan country. The Pentagon's "shock and awe" 
bombing campaign that opened the US invasion destroyed much of Iraq's physical 
infrastructure, as well as the lives of over 7,000 Iraqi civilians. 

 
 
 



How did the US invasion of Iraq affect the growth of ISIS? 
 
Among the first acts of the US occupation were the dissolution of the Iraqi military, the 

dismantling of the civil service, and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein's ruling Baath Party. All 
three institutions represented core concentrations of secular nationalist interests in Iraq, and 
their collapse was part of the reason for the turn toward religious and sectarian identity that 
began to replace national identity for many Iraqis. At the same time, in all three institutions, 
particularly at the highest echelons, Sunni Iraqis were more likely to suffer from the loss of 
income and prestige — since Sunnis held a disproportionate share of top jobs and top positions 
in the military and the Baath Party. So right from the beginning, a sectarian strand emerged at 
the very center of the rising opposition to the US occupation. 

Despite the Bush administration dismissals of the opposition as nothing but Baathist 
leftovers and foreign fighters, the Iraqi resistance was far broader. Within months after the 
March 2003 invasion, militias and informal groups of fighters were challenging the US-UK 
occupation across the country. One of the earliest was al-Qaeda in Iraq or AQI, sometimes 
known as al-Qaeda in Mesopotamia, a Sunni militia created in 2004 by Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi. 
He was Jordanian, although it appears most of the early members of AQI were Iraqis. Al-
Zarqawi announced publicly that AQI had pledged loyalty to the leadership of al-Qaeda and 
specifically to Osama bin Laden. The militia's tactics included bombings and improvised 
explosive devices (lEDs), as well as reported kidnappings and beheadings. While AQI began 
with a focus on the US and other coalition forces, aiming to rid Iraq of foreign occupiers, it soon 
expanded to a more explicitly sectarian agenda, in which the Shi'a-dominated Iraqi government, 
military, and police forces as well as Shi'a civilians were also targeted. 

Over the next several years, the forces fighting against the US occupation in Iraq became 
more sectarian, moving toward what would become a bloody civil war fought alongside the 
resistance to occupation. Beginning in 2006, the US shifted its Iraq strategy, deciding to move 
away from direct fighting against Sunni anti-occupation fighters and instead to try to co-opt 
them. The essence of the Sunni Awakening plan was that the US would bankroll Sunni tribal 
leaders, those who had earlier led the anti-US resistance, paying them off to fight with the 
occupation and US-backed government instead of against them. They would also fight against 
the Sunni outliers, those who rejected the Awakening movement, which included al-Qaeda in 
Iraq. And just about the time that the Sunni Awakening was taking hold, al-Qaeda in Iraq 
changed its name—this time to Islamic State of Iraq, or ISI. 

In August 2014, when Iraq's Anbar province had been largely overrun by ISIS, its governor, 
Ahmed al-Dulaimi, described for the NewYork Times the trajectory of an ISIS leader whom al-
Dulaimi had taught in military school. '"It was never clear that he would turn out like that,' Mr. 
Dulaimi said. 'He was from a simple family, with high morals, but all his brothers went in that 
direction,' becoming jihadists. After the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, Mr. Nijim joined al-
Qaeda in Iraq and was detained by American forces in 2005, Mr. Dulaimi said. 'We continue to 
live with the consequences of the decision to disband Saddam's army.. .All of these guys got 
religious after 2003.. .Surely, ISIS benefits from their experience.'" 

 
Who is Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and what was his role in the rise of ISIS? 
 
In June 2006 al-Zarqawi was killed by US bombs. According to some sources, four months 

later Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was announced as the new leader of AQI, having been released 
from ten months or so in the US-run Bucca prison in Iraq. Other sources claim that al-Baghdadi 
spent as much as five years in the US prison, and that after the death of al-Zarqawi, AQI was 
taken over by a different person with a similar name—Abu Omar al-Baghdadi—who may have 
led the organization until 2010. 



However long Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi spent at Bucca under the control of US troops, there is 
little doubt he would have seen, heard of, and perhaps experienced at least some of the 
brutality that characterized US treatment of prisoners in Iraq. Only a few months before al-
Baghdadi was imprisoned at Bucca prison, the torture photos from Abu Ghraib prison had been 
made public. It is unclear whether any prisoners who experienced that brutality at Abu Ghraib or 
elsewhere were present at Bucca with al-Baghdadi, but it is certain that reports of the torture 
were extensive throughout the US prison system in Iraq. 

The time in prison was also an opportunity for strategy planning and recruiting for AQI's 
expanding anti-occupation and anti-Shi'a resistance. Other former prisoners, in Bucca in 2004 
and later, recall al-Baghdadi's arrival and the role he and others played in education, organizing 
and planning for future military actions. There is little doubt that al-Baghdadi's time in US 
custody was instrumental in his rise as leader of what would become one of the most powerful 
extremist militias in the Middle East. 

Before and during al-Baghdadi's incarceration in the US military prison, the anti-occupation 
resistance was rapidly expanding. As The Guardian described it, "When Baghdadi, aged 33, 
arrived at Bucca, the Sunni-led anti-US insurgency was gathering steam across central and 
western Iraq. An invasion that had been sold as a war of liberation had become a grinding 
occupation. Iraq's Sunnis, disenfranchised by the overthrow of their patron, Saddam Hussein, 
were taking the fight to US forces—and starting to turn their guns towards the beneficiaries of 
Hussein's overthrow, the country's majority Shi'a population." 

 
Did the US troop surge in 2008 diminish sectarian fighting? 
 
Although the Bush administration claimed that its troop "surge" of 30,000 additional US 

military forces was the reason for the relative decline in sectarian fighting by 2008, the reality 
was far more complicated. It included the buying off of most of the leaders of Sunni tribal 
militias, the impact of a unilateral ceasefire declared in August 2007 by Shi'a militia leader 
Moqtada al-Sadr, and the horrific reality that the sectarian battles had largely achieved their 
goal. That is, by 2008 most mixed villages and towns had been ethnically cleansed to become 
virtually entirely Sunni or Shi'a. Baghdad, historically a cosmopolitan mashup of every religion 
and ethnicity, had become a city of districts defined by sect. Whether Sunni, Shi'a, Christian, or 
other, neighborhoods were largely separated by giant cement blast walls. 

In 2008, the US turned its commitment to paying the Sunni Awakening militias over to the 
Shi'a-dominated Iraqi government. Almost immediately, payments stopped, and the US-backed 
government under Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki escalated its sectarian practices. More and 
more Sunni generals and other military leaders, as well as ordinary Sunni Iraqis, turned against 
the government even as US troops were slowly being withdrawn, and by 2009 and into 2010, a 
serious Sunni uprising was under way. 

The Islamic State in Iraq, or ISI, had never joined the Sunni Awakening. It maintained its 
focus on fighting against the US occupation and the Iraqi government, although its military 
activities had diminished somewhat as the overall sectarian warfare had waned. But as the 
sectarian fighting escalated again in 2010, ISI reemerged as a leading Sunni force, attacking the 
government, the official Iraqi military, and the expanding Shi'a militias allied to the government, 
as well as targeting Shi'a civilians. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was by that point (whether newly in 
power or not) the clear chief of ISI, and he began to strengthen the military capacity of the 
organization, including by several attacks on prisons aimed at freeing key military leaders of the 
group. 

 
 
 
 



How did ISIS begin to expand beyond Iraq? 
 
By 2011, ISI emerged for the first time across the border in Syria. The uprising there was 

just beginning to morph into a multifaceted civil war, and already the sectarian Sunni—Shi'a split 
was becoming a major component. That started with the proxy war between regional powers—
Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi'a Iran—but soon spilled over to include an internal divide between 
Syria's majority Sunni population and the minority but privileged Alawites, an offshoot of Shi'a 
Islam. ISI took up arms against the Alawite/Shi'a regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. ISI was 
fighting alongside the wide range of secular and Sunni militias—including the al-Qaeda-linked 
Jabhat an-Nusra, or Nusra Front—that were already confronting the regime. Soon, ISI turned to 
fight against those same anti-Assad forces, challenging those who rejected ISI's power grabs, 
its violence, or its extremist definitions of Islam. 

ISI changed its name again, this time to ISIS—for the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. By 
some accounts the acronym actually referred to the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham, Arabic 
for "greater Syria." (See p. 34 for further discussion of the name.) 

Still led by al-Baghdadi and loyal to al-Qaeda, ISIS was rapidly gaining strength, not least 
from its recruiting of experienced fighters and acquisition of heavier arms in Iraq. It fought on 
both sides of the Iraq-Syria frontier, against governments and civilians in both countries, 
capturing crossing posts and essentially erasing the border altogether. In Anbar province and 
other Sunni-majority parts of northern and central Iraq, ISIS was able to establish a large 
military presence, supported by many Sunnis as a useful protector against the Shi'a-dominated 
government's sectarian practices. 

A major difference between ISIS and other militias, and particularly between ISIS and al-
Qaeda, was that ISIS moved to seize territory. In doing so, it was not only asserting the 
theoretical goal of creating a future "caliphate," it was actually doing so by occupying, holding, 
and governing an expanding land base across the Iraq-Syria border. In 2012 and into 2013, 
ISIS expanded its reach, establishing territorial control over large areas of northern Syria, 
including in and around the Syrian commercial center of Aleppo. ISIS based its core governing 
functions in the city of Raqqa, which by mid-2014 was named its official capital. 

Soon, however, relations deteriorated between ISIS and al-Qaeda, and between ISIS leader 
al-Baghdadi and al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri. From 2013 on, al-Baghdadi tried to bring 
the "official" al-Qaeda Syrian franchise, the Nusra Front, under the control of ISIS. At one point 
ISIS announced that Nusra had "merged" with ISIS, although Nusra denied the claim. Al-Qaeda 
leader al-Zawahiri, watching the rising power of ISIS and its ambitious leader, restated his 
official endorsement for the Nusra Front as al-Qaeda's official Syrian counterpart. There were 
other disagreements as well, including the divergence between al-Qaeda's religiously defined 
goal of establishing a global caliphate at some indeterminate point in the future and ISIS's tactic 
of seizing land, imposing its version of Sharia law, and declaring it part of a present-day ISIS-
run caliphate. The disagreements and power struggles continued, and in February 2014 al-
Zawahiri officially renounced ISIS, criticizing, among other things, its violence against other 
Muslims. 

Five months later, ISIS declared itself a global caliphate. Al-Baghdadi was named caliph, 
and once again the organization's name changed—this time to the "Islamic State." Since that 
time, small groups of Islamist militants in Sinai, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and elsewhere have 
declared their loyalty to al-Baghdadi and the Islamic State, although it remains doubtful those 
links are operational. Throughout the summer of 2014, as the Iraqi military largely collapsed, 
ISIS moved aggressively to seize and consolidate its hold on large chunks of both Syria and 
Iraq, including Mosul, Iraq's second-largest city. 

In August 2014 Patrick Cockburn wrote in the London Review of Books that  
 



The frontiers of the new Caliphate declared by Isis on 29 June are expanding by the day 
and now cover an area larger than Great Britain and inhabited by at least six million 
people, a population larger than that of Denmark, Finland or Ireland. In a few weeks of 
fighting in Syria Isis has established itself as the dominant force in the Syrian opposition, 
routing the official al-Qaida affiliate, Jabhat an-Nusra, in the oil-rich province of Deir 
Ezzor and executing its local commander as he tried to flee. In northern Syria some five 
thousand Isis fighters are using tanks and artillery captured from the Iraqi army in Mosul 
to besiege half a million Kurds in their enclave at Kobani on the Turkish border. In central 
Syria, near Palmyra, Isis fought the Syrian army as it overran the al-Shaer gasfield, one 
of the largest in the country, in a surprise assault that left an estimated three hundred 
soldiers and civilians dead. Repeated government counter-attacks finally retook the 
gasfield but Isis still controls most of Syria's oil and gas production. The Caliphate may be 
poor and isolated but its oil wells and control of crucial roads provide a steady income in 
addition to the plunder of war. 

The birth of the new state is the most radical change to the political geography of the 
Middle East since the Sykes-Picot Agreement was implemented in the aftermath of the 
First World War. 

 
As the militants continued to enlarge their territory and consolidate their control of an ever-

expanding population across the two countries, the Obama administration renewed 
consideration of direct US military intervention against ISIS. By late summer 2014 at least 3,000 
US troops were heading back into Iraq. And with the very real humanitarian crisis of Yazidi 
Syrians trapped on Mount Sinjar as a pretext, the US launched airstrikes against Syria. 

America was officially at war with ISIS. As Peter Baker of the New York Times described it, 
"In sending warplanes back into the skies over Iraq, President Obama found himself exactly 
where he did not want to be. Hoping to end the war in Iraq, Mr. Obama became the fourth 
president in a row to order military action in that graveyard of American ambition." 

 
Is there any precedent for the barbaric violence perpetrated by ISIS? 
 
Much of what ISIS does is clear from massive international media coverage: Kidnapping for 

ransom, whipping and other physical punishments, large-scale killing of civilians, and seizure of 
women and girls for rape and forced "marriage" to fighters have all been well documented. 
Reports of ISIS destruction of irreplaceable, centuries-old works of art have devastated 
historians and archaeologists around the world. Some of the most shocking reported actions are 
used against those ISIS deems non-believers, including crucifixion and stoning to death. Some 
of those actions hark back to punishments used in ancient times. As is true of the eras in which 
the holy texts of other influential religions were written, the years of Muhammed's life were also 
years of wars and constant battles for survival; that harsh wartime reality, including its 
punishments and its brutality, is reflected in the Quran as much as it is in the Torah, the Bible, 
and other texts. 

And yet some of these acts are also all too modern. Beheadings, for example, are currently 
used by governments, including the government of Saudi Arabia, as part of contemporary penal 
systems. Other actions, such as burning to death, also have contemporary forebears in the 
vigilante justice of mob actions, including the torture and burning to death of Christians in 
Pakistan or the "necklacing" with burning tires during the most difficult period of the South 
African liberation struggles. Perhaps no image is as powerful as these highly publicized 
killings—beheadings-, particularly of western journalists and aid workers, and most recently the 
torture-death of Muath al-Kaseasbeh, a captured Jordanian bomber pilot, who was burned alive 
in a cage. 

Those gruesome killings have come to symbolize the cruelty and violence at the core of 
ISIS, although it should be noted that these actions are hardly particular to the extremist 



organization. ISIS didn't invent the modern version of burning someone alive for revenge: Israeli 
extremists kidnapped a young Palestinian boy and burned him to death in Tune 2014, following 
the unrelated killing of three Israeli teenagers. Not too long ago, hundreds of mainly African-
American men were burned to death — often after other horrifying tortures — in lynchings 
across the American South. That's aside from the even more common and more recent realities 
of burning people to death — civilians, children — with weapons of war designed to do just that, 
such as the napalm and white phosphorous used by the US in Vietnam and Iraq and by Israel in 
Gaza. There is also a long history of beheadings in world history; during the French revolution 
the Jacobins are thought to have beheaded 17,000 people. Much more recently, in September 
2014, the US-backed Free Syrian Army beheaded six ISIS captives, just days after ISIS 
beheaded two US journalists. And there is a longstanding legacy much closer to home, and 
much closer to ISIS: Saudi Arabia itself. In the first two weeks of 201 5 alone, the government of 
Saudi Arabia beheaded ten people for "crimes" including apostasy, sorcery, and witchcraft. 

There are differences, of course. The Saudis arrested the journalist who leaked video of a 
recent beheading to the world- ISIS posts its carefully constructed videos on YouTube and other 
social media platforms to trumpet its crimes. The reason has much to do with ISIS's assumption 
that showing that level of violence, up close and personal, will also somehow demonstrate 
strength and commitment — and crucially, that it will show ISIS as winning. For some, there is 
also the attraction of violence itself. There are reports that some ISIS fighters and wannabe 
fighters, particular international supporters, do not hold strong Islamic beliefs at all, but are 
actually attracted to the organization by the violence itself. Understanding that frightening reality 
is crucial to understanding how an organization so identified with violence can still gain support. 

 
What are the motives and root causes underlying the ISIS tactic of public execution? 
 
Each time ISIS kills a western journalist or a Jordanian bomber pilot, the United States, or 

Jordan, Japan, or others, escalate their own direct military engagement. It was only after ISIS 
beheaded American journalists James Foley and Steven Sotloff in summer 2014 that the 
Obama administration finally announced it would send troops back to Iraq. It then returned to 
bombing Iraq and launched the first attacks in Syria. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
responded to the killing of Japanese journalist Kenji Goto with efforts to undermine Japan's 
longstanding pacifist constitution and promises to increase its engagement with the anti-ISIS 
war. Following the horrific killing of pilot Muath al-Kaseasbeh, the king of Jordan announced 
plans to increase its direct bombing raids against Syria and Iraq within the US "coalition." 

As Stephen Kinzer wrote in the Boston Globe even before the killing of al-Kaseasbeh, "By 
cleverly using grotesque theatrics, the Islamic State seems to be achieving its goal of luring the 
United States back into war. It knows that the presence of American soldiers in the Middle East 
will attract more radicals and misguided idealists to its cause. For many of these young men and 
women, fighting Kurds or Shiite militias may not seem especially glorious. To face the mighty 
United States on Middle Eastern soil, and if possible to kill an American or die at American 
hands, is their dream. We are giving them a chance to realize it. Through its impressive mastery 
of social media, the Islamic State is already using our escalation as a recruiting tool." 

 
What does ISIS believe? 
 
It is not possible to generalize with any accuracy what individual ISIS fighters, supporters, or 

allies—reluctant or otherwise—think or believe. Many of those who support or even join ISIS 
appear to be motivated as much by diverse combinations of political, personal, or economic 
reasons as they are by adherence to any specific theological framework. For some, the 
humiliation of foreign occupation, the indignity of repressive rulers, and the sense of 
disenfranchisement from one's own country play key motivating roles. We may never know 



exactly what each of those supporters believe. But the views of the leadership and the official 
positions of the organization are important for understanding who they are and why they act as 
they do—not to justify or apologize for its actions but precisely to figure out strategies that could 
actually work to stop its brutality, undermine its influence, and win its supporters away. 

One way of defining what ISIS believes is to examine what distinguishes the group from its 
closest spiritual cousin and forebear, al-Qaeda, and the jihadi organizations still tied to al-
Qaeda. Those distinctions include the nature of the "caliphate" that al-Qaeda supports and ISIS 
has declared, the role and legitimacy of government, and—crucial to understand given the 
horrific brutality that characterizes ISIS—the role and purpose of violence. 

When ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared himself the caliph, or leader, of his just-
announced Islamic state, or caliphate, in June 2014, he was claiming a direct linkage to a much 
older religious/political position of power. The last caliphate was dissolved by the newly secular 
Turkish Republic in 1924 following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I. Like earlier 
Islamist organizations, including al-Qaeda, ISIS had already been advocating the idea of 
rebuilding the original caliphate, a term for the territory ruled by an Islamic leader, which came 
into use following the death of the Prophet Muhammed. But unlike al-Qaeda, ISIS actually went 
ahead and acted to create a caliphate. The Islamic State declared by ISIS would be built in an 
undefined swath of the Arab world and perhaps beyond, beginning with the territory ISIS already 
controlled across Syria and Iraq. But its call for all Muslims and Islamist organizations to pledge 
fealty to al-Baghdadi as the new caliph was seen as a direct challenge, especially to al-Qaeda, 
which had already been feuding with ISIS over both political and religious differences. 

A major point of divergence was precisely on the question of whether the caliphate could be 
declared now, today, as ISIS claimed, or whether it was a goal to be sought in the future, as al-
Qaeda's leaders had long asserted. Part of that question has to do with whether the legitimacy 
of a caliphate requires its collective approval by Muslim scholars, or even the umma, or Muslim 
community as a whole, or whether an individual Muslim leader can simply proclaim a caliphate 
as his own. 

As the Times' David Kirkpatrick described the two sides, "Al Qaeda's ideologues have been 
more vehement. All insist that the promised caliphate requires a broad consensus, on behalf of 
Muslim scholars if not all Muslims, and not merely one man's proclamation after a military 
victory. 'Will this caliphate be a sanctuary for all the oppressed and a refuge for every Muslim?' 
Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, a senior jihadist scholar, recently asked in a statement on the 
Internet. 'Or will this creation take a sword against all the Muslims who oppose it' and 'nullify all 
the groups that do jihad in the name of God?'" 

Al-Baghdadi's Manichean approach in declaring his caliphate—demanding that every 
Muslim must pledge loyalty to him, and judging those who do not apostates or worse—echoes 
the all-or-nothing announcement of George W. Bush's global war on terror. "Either you're with 
us or you're with the terrorists," Bush declared on September 20, 2001. Governments who 
weren't "with us," even if they condemned the 9/11 attacks but disagreed with the US plan for 
war as a response, faced the possibility that their country would become a US target in an 
undefined, unlimited war. And any individual who wasn't "with us" faced the possibility of being 
treated like "them": as a terrorist. That meant the risk of being kidnapped, detained without trial, 
tortured, killed, injured, made homeless, forced into exile... 

Another point of disagreement between al-Qaeda and ISIS has to do with government. 
When the original caliphate, which held both religious and governing power, was dismantled in 
1924, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was the first Islamist organization to emerge in that new 
period. Its goal was to contend for political power with the new secular forces rising in the 
Islamic world. 

The Muslim Brotherhood became the model for generations of Islamist organizations that 
followed, engaging in political struggles—sometimes armed, often not—to win political power. 
But supporters of the most literal Wahhabi traditions refused to support any secular government; 



they recognized only the caliphate itself as holding legitimate power. All others, anyone who 
supported a secular or even religious government, would be considered a traitor, often 
sentenced to death. This shapes the antagonism of ISIS to organizations like today's Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, the democratic Islamist Ennahda Party in Tunisia, Hamas in Palestine, 
and others, and it forms much of the basis of the split between ISIS and al-Qaeda itself. 

Al-Qaeda, of course, never attempted to govern on its own. Its goals had to do with 
overthrowing governments, particularly the Saudi monarchy, which it deemed insufficiently pious 
and too corrupt to be worthy of support. But it didn't try to create a replacement government. 
When al-Qaeda took refuge in Afghanistan in the 1990s, it did nothing to challenge the Taliban 
government, nor to attempt any efforts to rule anywhere in the country. 

But ISIS—having swept through and captured huge swaths of territory in both Iraq and 
Syria, including large cities with a population estimated at five to six million people—now has to 
figure out how to govern in the modern world. However medieval its ideology, this urgency 
explains the group's efforts to recruit doctors, engineers, teachers, and other professionals, and 
to bribe and threaten local experts into remaining on the job. ISIS officials need to find people 
able to keep the electricity on and the water clean and flowing, to keep hospitals open and 
medicine accessible. That means money, which means increasing efforts to sell oil, mostly 
though not entirely on the black market, from oil-producing areas under its control, and to raise 
other funds through taxes on businesses under its authority, along with extortion and 
kidnappings for ransom. 

Al-Qaeda could concentrate on carrying out acts of violence aimed at destroying ungodly 
governments; ISIS needs to govern. And it may be that over time, the inability to provide 
ordinary people caught in ISIS-controlled territory with the ordinary requirements of life—jobs, 
electricity, schools, water, food, doctors—may lead to the collapse of its seemingly endlessly 
rising trajectory of power. 

Finally there is a significant divide regarding the use of violence. It's not quite accurate to 
claim, as many in the media did, that al-Qaeda broke with ISIS because it was "too violent." The 
conflict is less over the amount or nature of the violence than it is about the purpose and the 
chosen victims. The essential al-Qaeda critique, in a sense, is not that ISIS was "too violent" but 
that it used violence for the wrong reasons against too many Muslims. 

For al-Qaeda, violence was primarily understood as necessary to overthrow heretical, or 
insufficiently devout governments— starting with Saudi Arabia because the monarchy there has 
power over the holiest shrines of Islam—and those governments that keep them in power, most 
notably the United States. ISIS looked back to an earlier tradition. Princeton scholar Bernard 
Haykel describes ISIS as relying on "a kind of untamed Wahhabism" that saw violence as 
having a much more privileged position. 

As the New York Times describes it, "al-Qaeda grew out of a radical tradition that viewed 
Muslim states and societies as having fallen into sinful unbelief, and embraced violence as a 
tool to redeem them. But the Wahhabi tradition embraced the killing of those deemed 
unbelievers as essential to purifying the community of the faithful." That is the ISIS approach. 
Haykel described how "violence is part of their ideology. For al-Qaeda, violence is a means to 
an end; for ISIS, it is an end in itself." 

Another aspect of the ISIS belief system has to do with an apocalyptic vision of end times, 
which they believe is coming very soon. The ISIS countdown to Armageddon is shaped by a 
Manichean notion (based on some early Islamic theology) of a battle between Muslims and 
crusaders. In its particular version ISIS will lead the Muslims to victory in or near the small 
Syrian town of Dabiq, near the Turkish border, which ISIS occupied in the summer of 2014. 

As Graeme Wood described in his widely read Atlantic article examining the group's 
theology and beliefs, "ISIS has attached great importance to the Syrian city of Dabiq, near 
Aleppo. It named its propaganda magazine after the town, and celebrated madly when (at great 
cost) it conquered Dabiq's strategically unimportant plains. It is here, the Prophet reportedly 



said, that the armies of Rome will set up their camp. The armies of Islam will meet them, and 
Dabiq will be Rome's Waterloo or its Antietam.. ..The [ISIS] magazine quotes Zarqawi as 
saying, 'The spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heat will continue to intensify.. .until it burns 
the crusader armies in Dabiq.'" 

There is historical significance to Dabiq. In 1516 the town was the site of a major defeat of 
the Mamluk Sultan by the early Ottomans. But for ISIS, what is most important is the belief that 
Islam—in this case ISIS itself—will defeat the armies of Rome, or the crusaders, in Dabiq. For 
the ISIS leadership, the importance of conquering this militarily insignificant town seems to have 
been based on the idea that ISIS can wait there for the arrival of an enemy army which it will 
then conquer. 

The willingness of ISIS to wait for the crusader army to show up explains a great deal about 
the goal of its most gruesome atrocities. ISIS wants to provoke an attack by its enemies—the 
US, the west, the crusaders—on its own turf, just as the Quran predicts. The ISIS propaganda 
strategy is based on the understanding that the odds of western armies coming across the world 
to attack ISIS in its own territory rise dramatically if ISIS can outrage western publics. And the 
strategy has worked. The US and its allies decided to attack ISIS directly, rather than through 
proxies, only after public outrage at the horrors of ISIS treatment of prisoners and captured 
civilians. 

In sending US planes to bomb ISIS in Syria and US troops and special forces to fight 
against ISIS in Iraq, in supporting US allies like Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Jordan, and the UAE to 
attack ISIS throughout the region, the United States and its allies are giving ISIS exactly what it 
wants. 

 
What is Wahhabism? Why is it relevant to understanding ISIS? 
 
For the leaders of ISIS, and despite the intensity of official Saudi opposition to it, the group's 

roots lie directly in the Wahhabi branch of Sunni Islam, which officially governs Saudi Arabia. 
At its core and in its practice, ISIS is a thoroughly modern organization, but understanding it 

means going back to the eighteenth century, when the Muslim caliphate within the Ottoman 
Empire was losing territory and power. As the renowned scholar of religion Karen Armstrong 
noted in the New Statesman, this occurred in the same period when Europe was just beginning 
to separate church and state—a new phenomenon tied to modernism and the Enlightenment. 
The Muslim leadership of the caliphate did not believe in such a divide, and instead a variety of 
reformist movements emerged, whose followers believed that "if Muslims were to regain lost 
power and prestige, they must return to the fundamentals of their faith, ensuring that God—
rather than materialism or worldly ambition—dominated the political order. There was nothing 
militant about this 'fundamentalism'; rather, it was a grassroots attempt to reorient society and 
did not involve jihad." 

One of those movements was led by a scholar from central Arabia named Muhammad Ibn 
Abd al-Wahhab. Many local leaders rejected his approach, but he found a patron in a powerful 
local tribal leader, Muhammad Ibn Saud. In the local wars rising among the largely nomadic 
desert tribes for goods and land, Saud used Wahhabism to justify its opposite: his military 
campaigns were clearly fought for political and economic power. As Armstrong describes it, "two 
forms of Wahhabism were emerging: where Ibn Saud was happy to enforce Wahhabi Islam with 
the sword to enhance his political position, Ibn Abd al-Wahhab insisted that education, study, 
and debate were the only legitimate means of spreading the one true faith." 

When Wahhab died, Saud and later his sons continued to claim that Wahhabism was the 
only legitimate version of Islam and that it could be "enforced with the sword." Enforcing the 
Wahhabi version of Islam along with the practice of takfir, meaning identifying other Muslims as 
unbelievers and therefore deserving of death, became common ways of justifying mass killings 
that actually were committed for political or economic goals. Armstrong describes how, after 



Wahhab's death, "Wahhabism became more violent, an instrument of state terror. ...Saud's son 
and successor used takfir to justify the wholesale slaughter of resistant populations. In 1801, his 
army sacked the holy Shia city of Karbala in what is now Iraq, plundered the tomb of Imam 
Husain, and slaughtered thousands of Shias, including women and children; in 1803, in fear and 
panic, the holy city of Mecca surrendered to the Saudi leader." 

That was the origin of what would later—foil owing World War I and British and French 
colonial machinations—become the state of Saudi Arabia. During the decades that followed, 
competing violent strands of Wahhabism vied for power and influence, including a rebel 
movement known as the Ikhwan, or brotherhood. With the quashing of the Ikhwan rebellion in 
1930, the replacement of its rejection of modernity, and its extreme violence against civilians 
who disagreed with it, the official Saudi state presented a changed version of Wahhabism. 
Saudi Arabia abandoned the majority of the most violent practices, including the territorial 
expansion efforts that lay at the heart of early Wahhabism. 

Not surprisingly, not everyone agreed with that shift. There were struggles over the 
definitions, goals, and traditions of Wahhabi Islam, and in many ways ISIS now shows its roots 
in some of those earlier practices. As Karen Armstrong describes the trajectory, "the Ikhwan 
spirit and its dream of territorial expansion did not die, but gained new ground in the 1970s, 
when the kingdom became central to western foreign policy in the region. Washington 
welcomed the Saudis' opposition to Nasserism (the pan-Arab socialist ideology of Egypt's 
second president, Gamal Abdel Nasser) and to Soviet influence. After the Iranian Revolution, it 
[Washington] gave tacit support to the Saudis' project of countering Shia radicalism by 
Wahhabizing the entire Muslim world. .. .Like the Ikhwan, IS represents a rebellion against the 
official Wahhabism of modern Saudi Arabia. Its swords, covered faces and cut-throat executions 
all recall the original Brotherhood." 

Of course the immediate political trajectory of ISIS as an organization lies in the much more 
recent past, specifically the years of US occupation of Iraq and the rise of al-Qaeda. (See p. 16 
for more on ISIS origins and history.) But its religious and ideological touchstones have much 
older roots, in Saudi Arabia, not Iraq. 

 
How did the name ISIS evolve? 
 
The organization known as ISIS, or the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (or for some, the 

Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham), traces its origins to the earlier ISI, or Islamic State in Iraq, 
which was itself an outgrowth of al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), sometimes known as al-Qaeda in 
Mesopotamia. Beginning in June 2014, ISIS changed its name again and began to refer to itself 
as the Islamic State, or IS. (See p. 16 for more on the history of ISIS.) Contemporaneously with 
ISIS, the organization has also been known as ISIL, or the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant. 
In much of the Arab world, it is known as Daesh, the Arabic acronym for al-Dawla al-Islamiya fil-
Iraq wash-Sham (more or less the same as ISIS). 

The original name, al-Qaeda in Iraq, reflected the origins of the group, claiming the Iraqi 
franchise of the al-Qaeda brand. The name change from al-Qaeda in Iraq, or AQI, to Islamic 
State of Iraq, or ISI, took place during the US troop surge in 2006—07, when many Sunni 
militias were abandoning their opposition to the US occupation and instead joining the US-
initiated Awakening movement, which paid them to fight with the US occupation forces instead 
of against the newly renamed ISI, which rejected the Awakening movement and continued its 
anti-occupation military attacks, was thus distinguishing itself from its former allies among other 
Sunni militias. 

The next change, to ISIS or the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, came when the organization, 
after the 2009—10 period of not-quite-defeat but certainly significant setbacks in Iraq, 
reemerged in Syria as a rising player on the anti-Assad side of the Syrian civil war. This change 
also heralded the more ambitious self-definition of the group's intentions—beyond the 



geographic expansion from Iraq to Syria, it was also now looking toward the elimination of the 
Syrian-Iraqi border as part of its goal. ISIS, whether one defines the final "S" as Syria or al-
Sham, refers to an older, pre-colonial definition of the territory: what was long known as 
"Greater Syria." 

Al-Sham, Arabic for Greater Syria, referred to a wide and diverse territory that had been 
under control of the Ottoman Empire for 400 or so years. It included more or less today's Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, and historic Palestine, including what is now Israel. So "ISIS" generally refers 
both to the location of the group's fighters and supporters—contemporary Iraq and Syria—and 
the aspirations of the organization. ISIS has been public about its goal of erasing colonial 
borders, starting with the border between Iraq and Syria, but it is easy to see its goals extending 
to reversing the colonially imposed divide between Syria and Lebanon and beyond. ISIS has 
said little about the issue of Palestine, but it's difficult to imagine any discussion of colonial 
borders in the Middle East that did not quickly turn to Israel-Palestine. 

The alternative contemporary version of the name, ISIL, or Islamic State in Iraq and the 
Levant, may have emerged as a consequence of translation, rather than as the organization's 
own choice. The group itself uses "al-Sham" in its names, thus ISIS in translation. But al-Sham, 
historically, was the same thing as the Levant, a European term both colonialist and orientalist 
in its origins and usage. So the Obama administration's conscious choice to use "ISIL" rather 
than "ISIS" reflects a deliberate intention to be doubling insulting. 

As Public Radio International's "The World" program explains it, "The term Levant first 
appeared in medieval French. It literally means 'the rising,' referring to the land where the sun 
rises. If you're in France, in the western Mediterranean, that would make sense as a way to 
describe the eastern Mediterranean." Thus the colonialist legacy. PRI goes on, "Levant was 
also used in English from at least 1497. It's kind of archaic, but still used by scholars in English, 
though more widely in French. The Germans have a similar term for the same region: 
Moigenland, or 'the land of the morning.' It's even more archaic in German and kind of implies 
an imaginary, romantic, never-never land." Thus the orientalist part. 

Even the New York Times identified "Levant" as "a once-common term that now has 
something of an antique whiff about it, like 'the Orient.' Because of the term's French colonial 
associations, many Arab nationalists and Islamist radicals disdain it, and it is unlikely that the 
militant group would choose 'Levant' to render its name." But for the White House, apparently 
colonialist language does not seem to present a problem. At least through the spring of 2015, 
ISIL has remained the Obama administration's chosen term. There has been significant media 
attention paid to the word choice, but no clarity from the White House itself. 

Among Arabic speakers, the most common choice is the acronym Daesh, or Da'ish, 
essentially the Arabic version of ISIS, but with quite negative overtones. The Guardian notes 
that "in Arabic, the word lends itself to being snarled with aggression. As Simon Collis, the 
British ambassador to Iraq, told The Guardian's lan Black: 'Arabic speakers spit out the name 
Da'ish with different mixtures of contempt, ridicule and hostility. Da'ish is always negative.'" 

Not surprisingly, some news outlets, governments, analysts, and others have been reluctant 
to use the term "Islamic State" to describe the militants seeking power across large parts of Iraq 
and Syria. They believe that using the term would give credibility to the violent extremist 
organization's claim that it is a real state, a caliphate or Islamic state, that somehow has 
authority over the world's Muslims or at least is deserving of recognition as a state. For those 
who do use the term, the reasoning seems to be grounded primarily in pragmatic 
considerations: If this is the title the organization has given itself, we'll use it for now, but using it 
doesn't imply any endorsement. 

But the term "Islamic State," or IS, without the geographic specificity of the earlier ISI and 
ISIS versions, does have a propaganda purpose. The organization's name change was not 
arbitrary; indeed it was announced in the context of the declaration of a caliphate—not as a 
religious vision for end times but in today's real world, in real territory, in which it is governing 



real cities populated by real people. NPR quoted a former Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
staff analyst who described the name change to Islamic State as "a very potent area of 
propaganda, because ISIS has attracted potentially thousands of foreign fighters, and none of 
these foreign fighters see themselves as terrorists. They see themselves as knights. They see 
themselves as mujahideen. They see themselves as freedom fighters. .. .So they're very 
interested in fighting for the Islamic State." 

Over time the brutality of ISIS rule and its inability to provide for the basic needs of the 
populations it controls will certainly undermine support it does have. But in the meantime, the 
claim of creating a whole new society, an Islamic State, however brutal it may be, has played a 
major role in encouraging the large-scale recruitment to ISIS-controlled territory not only of 
fighters but also of doctors, engineers, computer nerds, indeed whole families from around the 
world. 

 
Did ISIS emerge because Obama pulled troops out of Iraq? 
 
Many political opponents of the Obama administration, including (though not limited to) 

supporters of even more robust US military action in the Middle East, claim that the seemingly 
sudden emergence of ISIS was the direct result of the pullout of US troops from Iraq. This 
notion gained traction because of the timing of the two events. ISIS's powerful military sweep 
across northern Syria and then into Iraq began just over a year after the last US troops left Iraq 
in December 2011. But the troop withdrawal was not the reason for the rise of ISIS in either Iraq 
or Syria. 

ISIS's re-emergence in Iraq after a period of relative quiescence in 2009-10 came in 
response to the escalating anti-Sunni sectarianism of the Shi'a-dominated government in 
Baghdad that was still armed, paid, and supported by the United States even while troop 
numbers were being reduced. 

Before that, the origins and influence of ISIS in Iraq lie in the invasion and occupation of that 
country, which began in 2003 under George W. Bush, not in the 2011 withdrawal of US troops. 
ISIS emerged in Iraq in 2004, as one of numerous Sunni militias fighting against the US, British, 
and other coalition forces and later against the so-called Iraqi Interim Government. 

As the anti-occupation war became increasingly sectarian, the Sunni AQI/ISIS continued to 
clash with the Shi'a-dominated, US-backed Iraqi government. 

In 2006 and '07, the Bush administration sent thousands of additional troops during the so-
called surge in Iraq and organized the Sunni Awakening movement. (See p. 13 for more on the 
surge and the Sunni Awakening.) 

ISIS had not joined the Awakening movement, but it was significantly weakened in the 
2007—08 period, when it lost support of Sunni communities and tribes, many of which were 
taking money from the Awakening movement and pulling back from the military struggle. When 
the US turned over responsibility for paying the Sunni tribes to the Shi'a-dominated—and 
increasingly sectarian— Iraqi government, the government of Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki 
stopped payments and escalated attacks against Sunni communities. Inevitably, the sectarian 
tensions increased and set the stage for the emergence of what amounted to a Sunni revolt 
against the government and an increase in Sunni support for ISIS. 

Large-scale fighting started again by early 2009, and ISIS re-emerged as a major force, this 
time within the renewed Sunni uprising. Its target was primarily the Shi'a government, which had 
already signed an agreement with the Bush administration requiring the withdrawal of all US 
troops and all Pentagon-paid military contractors from Iraq by the end of 2011. 

The new Obama administration actually reopened the withdrawal plan, trying to convince 
Iraq to allow up to 20,000 US troops to remain, but the negotiations foundered over the question 
of impunity. Prime Minister al-Maliki was reportedly in favor of keeping US troops in Iraq beyond 
the deadlines. But Iraq refused to grant Washington's demand that US troops be assured of 



absolute immunity for any war crimes they might commit, and without that impunity, presumably 
knowing that US troops would certainly continue to commit war crimes, the US refused to keep 
any troops in Iraq. 

The repression by the Shi'a-dominated Iraqi government increased, the Sunni uprising 
escalated, and full-scale sectarian war resumed, with US participation through the end of 2011 
and without the US starting in 2012. War continued, and ISIS played a major role in the 
sectarian battle. Under US pressure in August 2014 al-Maliki was replaced by another politician 
from the same Shi'a party. 

New Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi talked a more inclusive line, including announcing that 
his government would stop bombing Sunni communities, but he did little to change the sectarian 
practices of the military and police agencies, and thus the sectarian pressures continued. Sunni 
former generals, Sunni tribal leaders, and others continued to resist the repression. Many of 
them continued their alliance with ISIS, seeing it as the strongest opposition to the US-backed 
government. Using a combination of conventional military tactics and the brutality it had become 
known for, including kidnappings, beheadings, and sex slavery, ISIS fought against both Iraqi 
government forces and civilians: Shi'a, Christians, Yazidis, even Sunnis who did not accept its 
extremist interpretation of Islam. The Sunni revolt continued even as ISIS moved to consolidate 
its seizure of land and expansion into Syria, which would define the regional war for years to 
come. 

Whatever the beliefs and intentions of ISIS leadership, its revival and renewed Sunni 
support—which made possible its rapid success within the Sunni revolt in Iraq—were directly 
linked to the continuing sectarian marginalization and repression against Sunnis by the US-
backed and Shi'a-dominated government in Baghdad. So the origins and rise of ISIS stem from 
the US invasion and occupation of Iraq, not the belated withdrawal of US troops. 

 
Where does ISIS get its money from? 
 
Along with selling oil it produces from oilfields and refineries in territories it has seized (see 

p. 160 for more on oil), ISIS relies on several other sources of funding, including taxes levied on 
businesses within, and transporting of goods in and out of, cities, towns, and areas under its 
control. As ISIS consolidated its governance in northern Syria and western Iraq after declaring 
itself the Islamic State "caliphate" in 2014, it began to operate as if it were an actual 
government. While some of this was purely for appearances, ISIS did begin to issue 
commercial, building, and drivers' licenses to carry out at least the basics of running public 
utilities, the operation of schools and medical facilities, and to collect taxes. 

Taxes took the form of official-sounding taxes that any government might assess for 
commercial or other actions, as well as straight-up extortion. That reportedly included ISIS 
skimming money off the top of salary funds the Iraqi government is still paying to civil service 
workers in ISIS-occupied Mosul. Since ISIS took control of the central bank in Mosul, the 
salaries of government workers were paid in cash picked up weekly by emissaries from the 
occupied city who meet directly with Iraqi government officials outside of Mosul. 

ISIS has also gained hundreds of thousands, if not millions, as ransom from the families, 
businesses, or governments of its kidnapping victims. While the United States and Britain 
maintain staunch "no payment of ransom" positions and have seen numerous US and British 
nationals killed by ISIS (as well as by other extremist organizations), various European, Asian, 
and other countries—both governments and companies—have brought their people home after 
quietly paying ransoms generally far lower than those demanded for American or British 
citizens. 

Then there is the massive funding, by some reports second only to oil income, accruing to 
ISIS from sales of plundered ancient artifacts, putting the historical legacy of Syria and to some 
degree Iraq at even greater risk. The human rights section of the American Association for the 



Advancement of Science took satellite images in 2014 that, according to a scholar on the 
project, "show the destruction of ancient artifacts, architecture, and most importantly, 
archaeological context that is the record of humanity's past. From the origins of civilization to the 
first international empires, Syria's cultural heritage and these sites in particular are vitally 
important to our understanding of history." Some of those looted artifacts are being sold to 
collectors and dealers in the United States. According to a February 2015 Wall Street Journal 
investigation, "in the US alone, government data show the value of declared antiques imported 
from Syria jumped 134% in 2013 to $ 11 million. US officials estimate the value of undeclared 
pieces is many multiples higher." 

And ISIS is not the only force threatening Syria's cultural treasure. The Journal article 
reports that "video published by a Syrian opposition media network on YouTube shows soldiers 
fighting for President Bashar al-Assad 's regime at Palmyra with delicate grave reliefs loaded 
onto a truck. And senior Free Syrian Army fighters, the secular opposition that has received aid 
from the US, have long conceded to Western media that looting antiquities is an important 
source of funding." 

In early 2015, the United Nations Security Council passed a series of resolutions aimed at 
choking off sources of funding for ISIS as well as other extremist organizations including the al-
Nusra Front. The Council condemned the purchase of oil from those organizations. But although 
it passed the resolution under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which can authorize the use of 
force, it did little to bring real pressure on the global oil market to stop the trade, threatening only 
to send any violators to the UN Sanctions Committee for possible listing as a violator of UN 
sanctions. It called on all UN member states to freeze the assets of people who commit terrorist 
acts, and to "take appropriate steps to prevent the trade in Iraqi and Syrian cultural property and 
other items of historical, cultural, rare scientific and religious importance illegally removed from 
Iraq since 6 August 1990 [when the first resolution aimed at protecting Iraqi cultural heritage 
was passed] and from Syria since IS March 2011." The resolution also reaffirmed that payment 
of ransom to any organization on the UN's al-Qaeda sanctions list, regardless of who pays, 
would be considered a violation of international legal obligations. 

Then there is the politically embarrassing (for the US, at least) source of some of the most 
crucial funding for ISIS—important because it provides political and military as well as direct 
financial support. That source is the US-backed, US-armed petro-monarchies of the Arab Gulf: 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the UAE, Qatar, and beyond. 

Writing in CounterPunch in February 2015, Patrick Cockburn reported that ISIS 
 

is still receiving significant financial support from Arab sympathizers outside Iraq and 
Syria, enabling it to expand its war effort, says a senior Kurdish official. The US has being 
trying to stop such private donors in the Gulf oil states sending to Islamic State (ISIS) 
funds that help pay the salaries of fighters who may number well over 100,000. Fuad 
Hussein, the chief of staff of the Kurdish President, Massoud Barzani, told The 
Independent on Sunday: "There is sympathy for Da'esh [ISIS] in many Arab countries 
and this has translated into money—and that is a disaster." .. .Dr Mahmoud Othman, a 
veteran member of the Iraqi Kurdish leadership who recently retired from the Iraqi 
parliament, said there was a misunderstanding as to why Gulf countries paid off IS. It is 
not only that donors are supporters of IS, but that the movement "gets money from the 
Arab countries because they are afraid of it, "he says. "Gulf countries give money to 
Da'esh so that it promises not to carry out operations on their territory." 

 
Some of the most extensive reports are of direct funding to ISIS (as well as to the plethora 

of extreme Islamist organizations that preceded ISIS) from Saudi Arabia, though the exact 
combination of government funds, state-linked institutional funds, donations from individual 
princes within the vast royal family, and contributions from wealthy individuals and businesses in 
the kingdom remains murky. This isn't a new, or an ISIS-specific phenomenon. As Patrick 



Cockburn notes in his book The Jihadis Return, "in 2009, eight years after 9/11, a cable from 
the US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, revealed by WikiLeaks, complained that donors in 
Saudi Arabia constituted the most significant source of funding to Sunni terrorist groups 
worldwide. But despite this private admission, the US and Western Europeans continued to 
remain indifferent to Saudi preachers whose message, spread to millions by satellite TV, 
YouTube and Twitter, called for the killing of the Shi'a as heretics. These calls came as al-
Qaeda bombs were slaughtering people in Shi'a neighborhoods in Iraq. A sub-headline in 
another State Department cable in the same year reads: 'Saudi Arabia: Anti-Shi'ism As Foreign 
Policy?' Now, five years later, Saudi-supported groups have a record of extreme sectarianism 
against non-Sunni Muslims." The US knew, but despite it all, the Saudi monarchy—known for its 
tight control over its own population—remained a key Washington ally. 

There was of course a long history of Saudi funding of Islamic extremists in official and 
unacknowledged partnerships with the United States. During the 1980s it was Saudi money that 
paid for the Afghan mujahideen warriors, trained and backed by the CIA and Pakistan's ISI 
intelligence services, who battled Soviet-backed forces at Washington's behest at the height of 
Reagan's Cold War. There are countless reports of Saudi involvement in the 9/11 attacks 
themselves, in which IS of the 19 hijackers were Saudi citizens; the storied 28-page section of 
the official 9/11 report, which remains fully redacted and unavailable to the public, allegedly 
details some of that involvement. The focus on that potential scandal had waned in recent 
years. But it gained new prominence with the sudden announcement in February 2015 that al-
Qaeda operative and so-called 20th hijacker Zacarias Moussaoui, serving a life sentence in a 
US prison, had testified in a related trial about the powerful Saudi princes who had funded bin 
Laden's and others' terrorist actions. He named names, including PrinceTurki al-Faisal, the 
former Saudi intelligence chief; Prince Bandar Bin Sultan, Saudi ambassador to the US; 
influential billionaire Prince al-Waleed bin Talal; and many of Saudi Arabia's most powerful 
clerics. All the princes (though probably not the imams) had long experience in and with the US, 
some in close relationships at the highest levels of US government. 

Other regional leaders have been even more direct in holding the Gulf monarchies 
responsible for the rise in extremism. US-backed Iraqi President Nuri al-Maliki, in March 2014, 
blamed Saudi Arabia and Qatar. As quoted by Patrick Cockburn in The Jihadis Return, Maliki 
told an interviewer that "these two countries are primarily responsible for the sectarian, terrorist 
and security crisis in Iraq." While part of his goal was to deflect his government's own 
responsibility for its sectarian, anti-Sunni repression, Maliki went on to say that the two 
governments were also "buying weapons for the benefit of these terrorist organizations 
"According to Cockburn, "there was considerable truth in Maliki's charges." 

Such allegations are consistent with longstanding and now pub-lie US government unease 
over funding of terrorists coming from the Gulf states allied to the US. When The Guardian and 
other outlets were releasing the huge trove of WikiLeaks cables in 2009-10, one set dealt 
directly with US concerns about Saudi and other Gulf states' funding of Islamist extremists, in 
the years when ISIS was still functioning as al-Qaeda in Iraq and as the Islamic State of Iraq.  

According to The Guardian, 
 

Saudi Arabia is the world's largest source of funds for Islamist militant groups such as the 
Afghan Taliban and Lashkar-e-Taiba— but the Saudi government is reluctant to stem the 
flow of money, according to Hillary Clinton. "More needs to be done since Saudi Arabia 
remains a critical financial support base for al-Qaeda, the Taliban, LeT [the Pakistani 
terrorist group Lashkar-e-Taiba, responsible for the deadly Mumbai attack of 2008] and 
other terrorist groups," says a secret December 2009 paper signed by the US secretary 
of state. 
"Donors in Saudi Arabia constitute the most significant source of funding to Sunni terrorist 
groups worldwide," she said. Three other Arab countries are listed as sources of militant 
money: Qatar, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates. ...Saudi officials are often painted 



as reluctant partners. Clinton complained of the "ongoing challenge to persuade Saudi 
officials to treat terrorist funds emanating from Saudi Arabia as a strategic priority"... 
In common with its neighbours Kuwait is described as a "source of funds and a key 
transit point" for al-Qaeda and other militant groups. While the government has acted 
against attacks on its own soil, it is "less inclined to take action against Kuwait-based 
financiers and facilitators plotting attacks outside of Kuwait." 

 
Saudi funding, whether from individuals, government-backed institutions, or Saudi princes 

themselves, would certainly fit with the religious/political support for Sunni Islamist extremism 
that has characterized Saudi domestic and foreign policy for decades. That policy has included 
a powerful anti-Shi'a component that fits easily with lethal treatment by ISIS of Shi'a in the areas 
it controls. Storied Middle East correspondent Robert Fisk, in July 2014, wrote that, 
 

Some time before 9/11, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, once the powerful Saudi ambassador 
in Washington and head of Saudi intelligence until a few months ago, had a revealing 
and ominous conversation with the head of the British Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, 
Sir Richard Dearlove. Prince Bandar told him: 'The time is not far off in the Middle East, 
Richard, when it will be literally "God help the Shi'a." More than a billion Sunnis have 
simply had enough of them.' 

The fatal moment predicted by Prince Bandar may now have come for many Shi'a, 
with Saudi Arabia playing an important role in bringing it about by supporting the anti-
Shi'a jihad in Iraq and Syria. 

Since the capture of Mosul by the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) on 10 
June, Shi'a women and children have been killed in villages south of Kirkuk, and Shi'a air 
force cadets machine-gunned and buried in mass graves near Tikrit. In Mosul, Shi'a 
shrines and mosques have been blown up, and in the nearby Shi'a Turkoman city of Tal 
Afar 4,000 houses have been taken over by Isis fighters as "spoils of war."... 

Dearlove, who headed MI6 from 1999 to 2004, emphasized the significance of Prince 
Bandar's words, saying that they constituted "a chilling comment that I remember very 
well indeed." He does not doubt that substantial and sustained funding from private 
donors in Saudi Arabia and Qatar, to which the authorities may have turned a blind eye, 
has played a central role in the Isis surge into Sunni areas of Iraq. 

He said: "Such things simply do not happen spontaneously." This sounds realistic 
since the tribal and communal leadership in Sunni majority provinces is much beholden 
to Saudi and Gulf paymasters, and would be unlikely to cooperate with ISIS without their 
consent. 

Dearlove's explosive revelation about the prediction of a day of reckoning for the 
Shi'a by Prince Bandar, and the former head of MI6's view that Saudi Arabia is involved 
in the ISIS-led Sunni rebellion, has attracted surprisingly little attention. 

 
Perhaps that refusal to pay attention is not so surprising, particularly in Washington. For 

much of that time, the US not only relied on Saudi Arabia as one of its most important Middle 
East strategic partners, but also sold tens of billions of dollars worth of the most sophisticated 
US weapons. In return, of course, the Saudis guaranteed the US access to and significant 
levels of influence on their enormous oil production process. 

 
How does ISIS treat women and what is the role of women within the organization? 
 
Islamic fundamentalists, as is the case with most of their counterparts in other religions, do 

not believe women are equal to men. From ISIS to al-Qaeda, from the Taliban to the 
government of Saudi Arabia, women are deemed not only different from men but lesser. 
Although some parts of Islamic law provide (at least aspirationally) some level of social 
protections for women, including economic security, in the real world women have little access 
to basic human rights. Women are excluded from much of public life, with severe restrictions on 



whether and in what jobs they can work. Many basic aspects of women's lives, including 
decisions regarding their children, access to health care and education, legal status, and 
passports, remain under the control of their husbands, fathers, sons, or other male relatives.  

In areas under ISIS control, women live under an extreme version of these restrictions. 
Aside from the limits on carrying out daily life, the reports of what ISIS does to women in areas it 
captures are truly horrifying. Women kidnapped, raped, murdered, sold as slaves to fighters, the 
list goes on. Women are often taken and held as sex slaves or other roles when the men in a 
captured village or town are killed on the spot. The women targeted for such crimes are often 
non-Sunnis—Shi'a or Yazidi or Christian perhaps—but in some cases they may also include 
Sunnis who do not accept the extremist definitions of religion demanded by ISIS. In November 
2014 CBS News reported an assault on a Sunni tribe in Iraq, in Ras al-Maa, a village near 
Ramadi, the capital of Anbar Province, now largely controlled by ISIS. In that attack, a senior 
member of the local Sunni al-Bu Ninir tribe described how at least SO people were lined up and 
shot, one by one, of whom four were children and six were women. 

So the punishments unique to women—including rape and forced "marriage" to ISIS 
fighters—are carried out even as women suffer the non-gender-specific attacks alongside men. 
Women, indeed whole families, become victims of kidnappings, are forced from their homes, 
and face the risks inherent in US and coalition air strikes and other attacks aimed at ISIS. 

Unfortunately many of the atrocities committed specifically against women are more 
quantitatively than qualitatively different from misogynistic traditions still in practice in some 
areas where ISIS has established a base and elsewhere. Forced marriage, for example, 
including the marriage of young girls, is a widespread phenomenon in poor rural areas of 
several countries, Arab, African, and Asian. The period of Taliban rule in Afghanistan, and its 
overthrow in the US invasion and occupation that began in October 2001, provides a useful 
model. Treatment of women under Taliban rule was abysmal; many schools shut down, girls 
forced to leave school, urban women forced out of many professions, violently enforced 
restrictions on women's actions, autonomy, dress, and more. Many women were forced into 
marriages against their will; young girls were forced into marriage. The US justified much of its 
anti-Taliban military engagement in Afghanistan with the language of protecting Afghan women. 
But it turned out that many of the warlords who had fought and lost to the Taliban, and later 
came back to fight with the US against the Taliban, held medieval-era views of women's role in 
society that were strikingly similar to those of the Taliban. 

When the US imposed a modern, more or less gender-equality-based constitution and laws, 
life improved for a small sector of Afghan women—those in Kabul and the few other large cities. 
But for the majority of women in the country, things did not get better. Forced marriages were a 
longstanding custom in many regions of rural Afghanistan (where the vast majority of the 
population lived), and they did not disappear when the US and its chosen proxies overthrew the 
Taliban. 

After the US and its allies overthrew the Taliban in 2001, the US-armed and US-financed 
Northern Alliance became the main local power in Afghanistan. The US appointed the powerful 
Uzbek warlord from the Northern Alliance, Gen. Ahmad Rashid Dostum, who was commander 
of the Junbish-e-Millie militia, to be the chief of staff of the new US-backed Afghan army. 
Dostum and his militia were responsible for a variety of atrocities including the notorious Dasht-
e-Leili massacre of up to 3,000 Taliban prisoners in December 2001. By early 2002, Western 
media were also reporting on the group's involvement in a particularly savage campaign of rape 
of Pashtun women, including very young girls. But such public knowledge was not enough to 
discredit Dostum in contemporary Afghanistan. In 2014, when the US-backed, Western-
oriented, former World Bank official Ashraf Ghani was elected president of Afghanistan, the 
same warlord was at his side, sworn in as the new vice-president. The US cheered the election 
as evidence of Afghanistan's new democracy. Yet creating a new government didn't transform 
reactionary traditions regarding women. 



 (For the record, the Soviet Union had also imposed a modern, gender-equality-based 
constitution and laws in the 1970s, turning Kabul into a Western-appearing capital for a decade 
or more, but it also failed to change the conditions for women outside of the city.) 

Aside from the direct attacks on women, ISIS restrictions on women in public life are severe, 
including limits on schooling, separation of the sexes, prohibitions on many areas of work. There 
is no question the actions of ISIS are brutal and misogynistic. But it is also true that with the 
announcement of the Islamic State as a "caliphate," ISIS asserted the goal of building a fully 
Islamic society, requiring the involvement of whole families, including women and children. 

That state-building project is one of the key distinctions between ISIS and other extremist 
Islamist organizations. Time magazine's Vivienne Walt described how 
 

in al-Qaeda's wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, young armed men holed up on the battlefield 
far from their families. But in Syria ISIS aims to install a purist Islamic state—an entire 
new country—as its name denotes. And so ISIS fighters are looking to build lives that are 
far broader than fighting the war, ones in which they can come home after a day's battle 
to a loving wife and children, and home-cooked meals. As such, recruiting women into 
ISIS is not simply about expanding the organization. It is the essential building block of a 
future society. ISIS members have said their women do not fight, but are there to help 
build the new society. 

 
In fact there are reports of significant numbers of women fighting for ISIS, including in an 

entire separate battalion of women fighters. Writing in Foreign Affairs, UN gender and conflict 
analyst Nimmi Gowrinathan described women fighters in ISIS within the historical context of 
women fighters in other violent movements: 

 
Living in deeply conservative social spaces, they faced constant threats to their ethnic, 
religious, or political identities -- and it was typically those threats, rather than any 
grievances rooted in gender, that persuaded them to take up arms. ISIS' particularly 
inhumane violence can obscure the fact that the conflict in Iraq is also rooted in identity: 
at its base, the fight is a sectarian struggle between Sunni and Shiite Muslims, with 
several smaller minorities caught in between. It makes sense, therefore, that the all-
female al-Khansaa Brigade of ISIS relies heavily on identity politics for recruitment, 
targeting young women who feel oppressed as Sunni Muslims. Indeed, anonymous 
fatwas calling for single women to join the fight for an Islamic caliphate have been 
attractive enough to draw women to ISIS from beyond the region. 

 
Certainly the majority of people living in the so-called caliphate are local Iraqis or Syrians, 

held against their will by a violent movement controlling their villages or towns. But among those 
responding to ISIS recruiting efforts, the creation of the "caliphate" as a physical place has 
drawn not only fighters but whole families to the territory under ISIS domination. 

The Washington Post reported on how ISIS recruits families to its territory. 
 

"The more they are successful at creating a whole new society, the more they are 
able to attract entire families," said Mia Bloom, a professor of security studies at the 
University of Massachusetts at Lowell who has written extensively about women and 
terrorism. "It's almost like the American dream, but the Islamic State's version of it." 

In the Syrian city of Raqqa, the group's main stronghold, the extremists have 
established a clinic for pregnant women run by a female gynecologist trained in Britain. 
Boys attend school, studying almost exclusively religion, until they are 14, when they are 
expected to start fighting, [British analyst Melanie] Smith said. Girls stay in school until 
they are 18; their instruction is about the Koran and sharia law, as well as learning how to 
dress, keep house, cook, clean and care for men, all according to a strict Islamic code. 



Bloom said the Islamic State also appeals to women by providing electricity, food and 
a salary of up to $ 1,100 per month— a huge sum in Syria—for each fighter's family. The 
largesse is funded with money looted from banks, oil smuggling, kidnappings for ransom, 
and the extortion of truckers and others who cross Islamic State territory.... 

The United Nations has documented extreme brutality toward women by Islamic 
State radicals, including reports of women, particularly from minority groups, being 
stoned to death or sold into prostitution or sex slavery for its fighters. 

But the Islamic State uses family imagery in its aggressive and highly polished online 
recruiting on social media, including videos showing fighters pushing children on swings 
and passing out toys, and children playing on bouncy castles and bumper cars, riding 
ponies, and eating pink cotton candy. 

 
Certainly ISIS will not be able to maintain the reality of those illusory descriptions. But 

understanding the various reasons why some women might choose to support ISIS—the search 
for identity, wanting a sectarian or religious life, a sense of political or economic 
dispossession—remains as important in challenging ISIS influence as is the need to grasp the 
depth of the organization's attacks on women. 

 
How did ISIS suddenly become so powerful? Why didn't anyone see it conning? 
 
In 2014 ISIS was not new. It had been around at least since 2004, and had claimed its 

current name in 2011. But few outside of the region were paying much attention when this 
relatively small, relatively unknown organization suddenly swept across much of northern Syria, 
ignoring the border with Iraq and moving to occupy a huge swath of territory of western and 
central Iraq including Mosul, the second largest city in Iraq. 

The ISIS announcement that it was establishing a caliphate, with the now-occupied Syrian 
city of Raqqa as its capital, was shockingly sudden and unexpected. That announcement was 
one reason new recruits from outside of Iraq and Syria, even outside the Middle East, began 
joining ISIS in much larger numbers. But the US response was most concerned with 
developments in Iraq, where ISIS trampled the huge Washington-funded and Pentagon-trained 
military, whose soldiers and commanders mostly ran away, leaving their US weapons behind for 
ISIS to capture. 

The immediate question was how ISIS was able to win what looked like such a lopsided 
battle. As Patrick Cockburn recounts in the preface to The Jihadis Return, 

 
"ISIS captured Iraq's northern capital, Mosul, after three days of fighting. The Iraqi 
government had an army with 350,000 soldiers on which $41.6 billion had been spent in 
the three years since 2011, but this force melted away without significant resistance. 
Discarded uniforms and equipment were found strewn along the roads leading to 
Kurdistan and safety. The flight was led by commanding officers, some of whom changed 
into civilian clothes as they abandoned their men. Given that ISIS may have had as few 
as 1,300 fighters in its assault on Mosul, this was one of the great military debacles in 
history." 

 
So how could ISIS win, even temporarily, against powerful militaries in Iraq and Syria? 

There are two answers. In Syria, it was the chaos of an exploding civil war, with the regime's 
military stretched thin in some areas, and the anti-Assad opposition fighters—divided, poorly 
armed, and badly led—that allowed a better-armed, wealthier militia such as ISIS move to a far 
more powerful position. There was simply too little opposition, and it was able to take over 
whole cities, such as its erstwhile capital, Raqqa, as well as sections of Aleppo and elsewhere, 
without serious opposition. 



In Iraq, ISIS triumphed because it did not fight alone. It was able to take advantage of crucial 
support from three components of Iraq's Sunni community, support shaped by the increasingly 
repressive actions of the Shi'a-dominated sectarian government in Baghdad. They included 
Sunni tribal leaders, Sunni former military officers including Saddam Hussein-era Baathist 
generals, and ordinary Sunni communities who bore the brunt of the US-backed Baghdad 
government's often brutal tactics. 

 
Why did Sunnis support ISIS? 
 
The reason for the Sunni support for ISIS had less to do with what ISIS stands for—many 

Iraqi (and Syrian) Sunnis are profoundly secular, and most remained very much opposed to the 
brutality of ISIS—and far more to do with the disenfranchisement of Sunni communities under 
the rule of Shi'a-controlled governments in Baghdad. For many, the ongoing repression at the 
hands of their own government made an alliance with ISIS an acceptable, even preferable 
option—despite, rather than because of, its extremism. 

From the beginning of the US invasion and occupation of Iraq, the large Sunni minority had 
been at the forefront of opposition. Sunnis had been privileged under the Baathist rule of 
Saddam Hussein and held positions of power inside the government, especially in the military. 
All those positions were lost as the US occupation dismantled the civil service and destroyed 
the Iraqi army. Both before and after the creation of ISIS and its forebears, Sunni militias, some 
linked to tribal organizations and often led by former generals, played a huge role in fighting the 
US and the new US-created government and security forces being established in Baghdad. 

The US-created Sunni Awakening, paying off Sunni militias to fight for the US and its allies 
rather than against them, worked for a while—the intensity of the civil war diminished. But the 
repression aimed at Sunni communities across Iraq never really ended during the Awakening 
movement's heyday, and when the US and Maliki stopped paying off the tribes, the repression 
escalated and Sunni opposition rose again. 

Maliki's government had become a major part of the problem of sectarianism in the country. 
As a consequence, Sunnis were far more likely to join with ISIS, seeing them as an armed force 
that would defend Sunni interests, or at least challenge some of the worst abuses of the Shi'a-
led government. Despite the US having created the Iraqi government, and armed and funded it 
for more than a decade, by 2013 or so the Obama administration recognized that Maliki's 
sectarianism had become a major strategic threat to US interests. 

As the pan-Arab Al Ambiya newspaper noted in August 2014, "While Iraqi Sunni tribes were 
crucial in defeating al-Qaeda in 2005, they have not shown the same determination in battling 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) despite reports of them fighting the militant group. 
Political observers say this is due to the disfranchisement of the Sunni population by outgoing 
Shiite Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki... .Michael Pregent, an adjunct lecturer at the National 
Defense University in Washington, said the central government broke its promise to integrate 
90,000 Sunnis who fought al-Qaeda into the security apparatus, and provide them with jobs. 
'They helped get rid of al-Qaeda, but the government fired all of them and put a lot of their 
leaders in jail,' Pregent, a former US Army officer who was embedded with Iraqi Kurdish forces, 
told Al Arabiya." 

Washington campaigned hard to get Maliki replaced in the 2014 elections, and that finally 
happened—but the result was disappointing. The new prime minister, Haider al-Abadi, was from 
Maliki's same Shi'a political party, and while his rhetoric tended to favor a more unitary and less 
sectarian approach, the ministries responsible for most of the repression (intelligence and 
defense) remained essentially unchanged. 

And so did the Sunni resistance. The various components of Sunni support enabled ISIS to 
increase its strength and capacity. Some of the tribal leaders provided militia fighters to fight 



alongside, if not actually with, ISIS. In February 2015, National Public Radio noted that while the 
Sunni tribes are mainly in western Iraq,  
 

you can also find them in neighboring Jordan. Sheik Ahmed Dabbash, speaking from his 
house on a sleepy street in the capital Amman, says his tribe fought side-by-side with al-
Qaeda against the Americans a decade ago... .Now Dabbash's group is in a de facto 
alliance with ISIS. His views are typical of a broad spectrum of Sunnis in Iraq—Islamists, 
tribesmen, one-time supporters of Saddam Hussein. They feel victimized by Iraq's Shi'a-
led government and many fight against the Shi'a-dominated army—either by joining ISIS 
or allying with them, even if they find the group extreme. 

 
Those "one-time supporters of Saddam Hussein" include military leaders, who may or may 

not have actually supported the former Baathist leader but who played key roles in the powerful 
Iraqi military. Those officers are widely believed to be providing both training and crucial 
strategic planning for ISIS military campaigns. According to the New York Times, ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi's "leadership team includes many officers from Saddam Hussein's long-
disbanded army. They include former Iraqi officers like Fadel al-Hayali, the top deputy for Iraq, 
who once served Mr. Hussein as a lieutenant colonel, and Adnan al-Sweidawi, a former 
lieutenant colonel who now heads the group's military council. The pedigree of its leadership, 
outlined by an Iraqi who has seen documents seized by the Iraqi military, as well as by 
American intelligence officials, helps explain its battlefield successes: Its leaders augmented 
traditional military skill with terrorist techniques refined through years of fighting American 
troops, while also having deep local knowledge and contacts. ISIS is in effect a hybrid of 
terrorists and an army." 

Even recognizing the Times' sloppy use of the term "terrorist"— whose multiple definitions 
all start with attacking civilians or non-combatants, not an occupying army—it is clear that the 
unexpected military capacity of ISIS is bound up with the military training of former army officials 
of the Saddam Hussein era. 

It is equally clear that changing the balance of power on the ground and reducing ISIS's 
power means severing the still-strong alliance between ISIS and Sunni communities and 
institutions. That will be difficult, perhaps impossible, as long as the US and its coalition 
continue large-scale bombing of ISIS targets in the midst of heavily populated Sunni cities, 
towns, and regions, and as long as the Shi'a-led government in Baghdad continues its sectarian 
attacks on the Sunni community. The goal of winning Sunnis away from ISIS is undermined 
every time a US or Jordanian or British bomber or fighter-jet attacks Raqqa, for instance, or "in 
ISIS-controlled Fallujah." Both of those cities, in Syria and in Iraq, are heavily populated, and 
the likelihood of civilian casualties is almost inevitable. When US bombs are dropped and US 
policymakers cheer, Sunni Iraqis see it as another betrayal. 

Because of the US military campaign, the claimed US goal of making new deals with Sunni 
tribes and winning over broader Sunni community support for the anti-ISIS struggle remains 
impossible to achieve. As NPR reported in February 2015, the "US view on how to defeat ISIS 
involves making a deal with Sunnis like [tribal leader] Dabbash, and even incorporating their 
men into a sort of Iraqi National Guard. 'The guard is a breakthrough idea, because it will 
ensure that Iraqis are protected by people with whom they are familiar and in whom they have 
trust. It'll break down some of the sectarian divide,' said US Secretary of State John Kerry. But 
that trust is sorely lacking among Dabbash and other Sunni leaders who have yet to show signs 
that they are ready to make a truce with the government in Baghdad." 

As long as they can count on support—or even the lack of opposition—from Iraq's Sunni 
tribes, and as long as the multi-party civil war continues to rage across Syria, ISIS is likely to 
maintain its power at a level vastly disproportionate to its size. 

 



Why are people from foreign—including Western—countries joining ISIS and other 
extremist Islamist organizations in the Middle East? 

 
There is a long history of foreign militants or wannabe militants traveling to the greater 

Middle East region to join Islamist campaigns. Perhaps the best known in recent years is the 
massive influx of foreign fighters who traveled to Afghanistan throughout the 1980s to join the 
indigenous mujahideen, or holy warriors, fighting against the Soviet Union at the height of the 
Cold War. One of their most famous was Osama Bin Laden. The mujahideen were armed by 
the CIA, paid by Saudi Arabia, trained by CIA allies in Pakistan's ISI intelligence service, and 
welcomed at the White House by President Ronald Reagan, who called them "freedom 
fighters." 

More recently, foreign fighters traveled to Iraq to join various militias—including extremist 
Islamist groups, some of them linked to al-Qaeda—to fight against the United States 
occupation. But the numbers were never enough to have a determinative impact on the military 
balance of power. 

From the first months of the Syrian civil war, foreign activists arrived to support the anti-
Assad opposition. As the initial non-violent political campaign morphed into the devastating civil 
war, many more arrived as humanitarian aid workers, driving ambulances, helping distribute 
international assistance. As the Islamist forces among the anti-Assad opposition rose in power 
and began to take over the major military roles from the secular democratic opposition, more 
Muslims from around the world arrived to join them. In some of the Islamist organizations, 
foreign fighters soon outnumbered Syrians. 

In early 2015, the New York Times chronicled the wide range of reasons for the surge of 
potential fighters flocking to Syria to join the most extremist organizations. "Young men in 
Bosnia and Kosovo are traveling to Syria for financial gain, including recruiting bonuses some 
groups offer, counterterrorism specialists say. Others from the Middle East and North Africa are 
attracted more by the ideology and the Islamic State's self-declared status as a caliphate. 
Counterterrorism specialists have seen criminal gang members from as far as Sweden seeking 
adventure and violence in the fight." 

There is no question that the process of embracing extremist Islamism very often begins in 
response to long histories of dispossession, disenfranchisement, exclusion, and denial of rights 
among immigrant, Muslim or particular Islamic sects, and other minority communities in 
countries around the world. In the United States, federal and state government policies are in 
places that continue to marginalize Muslim, Arab, and other immigrant communities. Members 
of those communities, particularly young people, often are targeted during wars in the Middle 
East. President Obama acknowledged that "engagement with communities can't be a cover for 
surveillance. It can't securitize our relationship with Muslim Americans, dealing with them solely 
through the prism of law enforcement." But he didn't do or even propose anything to actually 
change the US and local state and municipal policies that do just that. Further, he made the 
statement at a conference designed to counter recruiting by ISIS and similar organizations, 
which was held a full seven months after he ordered the bombing of Syria to begin. 

In many European, American, and other western Muslim communities, support for ISIS, al-
Qaeda, and other Islamist organizations exists despite, rather than because of, the violence of 
these groups. In 2013 and 2014, reports surfaced of European Muslims traveling to Syria to join 
ISIS with their entire families, babies and children included, to establish new lives in the so-
called caliphate. At the end of 2014, the Washington Post profiled a British father, arriving in 
Syria to join ISIS with his family—his "first four children had been born in London, his native city, 
but his new baby, wrapped in a fuzzy brown onesie, was born in territory controlled by the 
Islamic state." 

For many supporters from Western countries, the embrace of ISIS or other extremist 
organizations is often rooted in longstanding grievances at home. Those include permanent 



unemployment, discrimination, poverty, political dispossession, anger at rising Islamophobia, 
and the sense of not belonging to their country despite being born and raised there. Laws in 
Europe that prohibit hate speech are widely seen as perpetuating double standards, since they 
prohibit anti-Semitism but allow racist and Islamophobic slurs under the guise of free 
expression. Paris Imam Mehdi Bouzid spoke of Cherif Kouachi, one of the Charlie Hebdo 
attackers, saying, "We had lost him. Their message—the message [of radical Islam]—is 
tempting to those like Cherif. It promises them a place, acceptance, respect. They do not have 
that here." 

For some young people growing up in the squalid immigrant slums that surround many 
European cities, desperation and the lack of opportunity set the stage for often-petty criminal 
activity and sequential jail terms in violent prisons, which sometimes leads to indoctrination into 
some of the most radical versions of political Islam. Shortly after the Charlie Hebdo attack in 
Paris, the international press started paying attention to studies indicating that, as Reuters 
described it, "prison radicalization is a problem in countries ranging from Britain and the United 
States to Afghanistan. However, France stands out because over half its inmates are estimated 
to be Muslim, many from communities blighted by poverty and unemployment." The 
disproportion of French prisoners who are Muslims, at 50 percent compared to their estimated 
5—10 percent share of the population, reflects the same harsh reality that civil rights attorney 
and author Michelle Alexander, in her seminal book The New Jim Crow, highlighted regarding 
African-Americans in US prisons: that the criminal justice system perpetuates racial inequality. 

In one of the distinctions between ISIS and other jihadi organizations, including al-Qaeda, 
the declaration of a "caliphate" has led ISIS to focus on recruiting professionals — e.g., doctors 
and engineers — and families to come to live in this new quasi-state. Images of family life in the 
"caliphate" are part of the very slick, Web-based recruiting campaigns. In Raqqa, the ISIS 
"capital" in Syria, thousands of local residents have been forced out, their homes distributed to 
ISIS fighters, supporters, and their families, who also receive money, electricity, and health 
care. Reportedly, education for children — boys and girls — is available, shaped by the ISIS 
version of Islam and Shariah, or Islamic, law. At the same time, extreme brutality — toward local 
civilians, particularly women, non-Muslims, anyone who opposes ISIS rule, anyone who differs 
from the ISIS leadership's fanatical interpretations of Islam — remains the norm. 

 
Is the typical ISIS fighter a Muslim of Middle Eastern descent? 
 
Not all foreign supporters are coming from Western countries. As an imprisoned Saudi 

human rights activist told the Washington Post, "So many Saudis are engaged with the Islamic 
State because of the lack of political freedoms in our country. They are frustrated because they 
cannot express themselves." Describing young prisoners being recruited to join the Islamic 
State, he said, "It's like committing suicide for them to join the Islamic State, but they feel that 
their lives don't matter because of the injustice in this country. That's what happens when 
people are deprived of their rights." 

But throughout 2014, reports also began to surface regarding young people, mainly 
Europeans, who were either almost secular, non-practicing Muslims or not Muslim at all, 
choosing to join ISIS or other violent organizations because of alienation or other reasons 
unrelated to religious extremism. As the author of Inside British Islam, Innes Bowen told 
Business Insider magazine. "There was no single type of person who becomes a radical in the 
UK, and no single pathway to their ideology. There must be a range of motivations—a sense of 
adventure, a misplaced sense of duty or idealism—some of those recruited are well versed in 
ideology and the politics of their radical cause, others are surprisingly ignorant.'" Numerous 
press outlets reported the story of young recruits in Europe who purchased Islam for Dummies 
and The Koran for Dummies on Amazon before leaving for the Middle East. 



The assumption that most would-be terrorist recruits are likely to be practicing Muslims, 
most likely from an Arab or other immigrant background, and somehow identifiable through 
racial and religious profiling, needs to remain suspect. A classified 2008 report from Britain's 
MI5 that was leaked to The Guardian acknowledged that, 

 
Far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not 
practice their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could.. .be regarded as 
religious novices. .. The MI5 analysts concluded that "a well-established religious identity 
actually protects against violent radicalization...." British-based terrorists are as ethnically 
diverse as the UK Muslim population, with individuals from Pakistani, Middle Eastern, and 
Caucasian backgrounds. MI5 says assumptions cannot be made about suspects based 
on skin colour, ethnic heritage or nationality. .. .The researchers conclude that the results 
of their work "challenge many of the stereotypes that are held about who becomes a ter-
rorist and why." Crucially, the research has revealed that those who become terrorists 
"are a diverse collection of individuals, fitting no single demographic profile, nor do they 
all follow a typical pathway to violent extremism." 

 
While circumstances—particularly the rise of social media— have certainly changed since 

2008, the notion that terrorists are most likely to come from particular communities that can be 
identified by law enforcement needs to be continually challenged. 

 
 
Part Three 
The New Global War on Terror 
 
What are the origins of the "new" global war on terror? 
 
In 2011, ISI reemerged in Iraq and, for the first time, in Syria, in the context of the 

devastating civil war then beginning to rage across that country. The group changed its name 
again, this time to ISIS—the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or, by some accounts, Islamic State 
in Iraq and al-Sham (Arabic for "Greater Syria"). In Syria, though, relations between ISIS and 
the al-Qaeda leadership deteriorated even as ISIS gained strength and began to seize and hold 
territory in both Syria and Iraq, effectively erasing the long border between the two countries. 
ISIS leader al-Baghdadi tried to assert control of Jabhat an-Nusra, or the Nusra Front, the 
"official" al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria, which had been there much longer than ISIS. In response to 
that as well as other theological and political power struggles, al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-
Zawahiri reiterated his support for the Nusra Front as its Syrian representative, and in February 
2014 issued a statement renouncing ISIS. 

Just a few months later, ISIS began an escalated military campaign, including its seizure of 
major cities both in Syria (Raqqa), and in Iraq (Mosul, the second largest city in the country). In 
response, the United States sent thousands of troops back into Iraq and began airstrikes over 
Syria. The second edition of Washington's global war on terror was under way. 

And as that war ground on and expanded, US military producers were among the only 
beneficiaries. On April 18, 2015, the New York Times reported that "to wage war in Yemen, 
Saudi Arabia is using F-1S fighter jets bought from Boeing. Pilots from the United Arab Emirates 
are flying Lockheed-Martin's F-16 to bomb both Yemen and Syria. Soon, the Emirates are 
expected to complete a deal with General Atomics for a fleet of Predator drones to run spying 
missions in their neighborhood. As the Middle East descends into proxy wars, sectarian 
conflicts, and battles against terrorist networks, countries in the region that have stockpiled 
American military hardware are now actually using it and wanting more. The result is a boom for 
American defense contractors looking for foreign business in an era of shrinking Pentagon 



budgets—but also the prospect of a dangerous new arms race in a region where the map of 
alliances has been sharply redrawn." 

 
How does Obama's war on terror differ from Bush's war on terror? 
 
George W. Bush's original global war on terror never really ended. President Obama came 

into office pledging to end what he called the "dumb" war in Iraq, but also promising to pay more 
attention to—read "escalate"—the supposedly "good" war in Afghanistan. He did both. (It should 
be noted that the final troop withdrawal from Iraq was not in fact the president's choice. Obama 
tried and failed to persuade the Iraqi parliament to grant impunity to US occupying troops after 
2011; if he had succeeded, thousands of them would not have been withdrawn at all.) 

In his first months in office in 2009, President Obama immediately escalated the US 
presence in Afghanistan, sending first 17,000 and then 33,000 additional troops there. By 
February 2015 about 11,000 of those troops remained, with plans for them to continue combat, 
training, and special operations until at least the end of 2016. Obama joined the European-
initiated NATO air assault on Libya in 2011, and throughout his presidency he has escalated 
drone strikes in Yemen and Somalia and continued strikes in Pakistan and Afghanistan. In 
September 2014 thousands of US troops were back in Iraq for training and special operations, 
and US warplanes were bombing ISIS, Nusra Front and other targets in Iraq and Syria. In 
February 2015 the New York Times editorial board called it "Washington's new war in the 
Middle East," and two months later, in May 2015, the US announced publicly that its special 
forces were indeed on the ground in Syria killing and capturing alleged ISIS militants. 

In fact, the earlier edition of the war never really ended. Some of the same reasons for the 
war remain—issues of oil, stability, military bases, strategic reach across the broader Middle 
East are still important. Military response is still the default position when the public or 
policymakers pressure the powers that be to "do something." 

But the global war on terror was always about shaping public opinion in the United States as 
well as carrying out the war itself. And by the time of the temporary withdrawal of all US troops 
from Iraq at the end of 2011 and the significant reduction of US troop numbers in Afghanistan 
under way from that same period, and the reduced public awareness of the escalating drone 
attacks, the power of the "global war on terror" paradigm to shape America's overall role in the 
world had already begun to diminish. 

President Obama quickly rejected Bush's phraseology, but he continued the global war on 
terror in practice. He eventually settled on a more dispassionate-sounding handle to describe 
the wars raging in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as his less publicized drone and assassination 
wars. The Pentagon's office of security review made it official in a May 2009 email to Defense 
Department staff, which stated, "[T]his administration prefers to avoid using the term 'Long War' 
or 'Global War on Terror.' Please use 'Overseas Contingency Operation.'" 

There were other differences too. Under Obama, the White House and the Pentagon were 
not led by neo-conservative extremists with an ideological commitment to using war to expand 
US influence around the world. There are numerous strategic differences between the 
administrations as well, including on questions of where the war is fought, who and what are the 
targets, who is defined as the "enemy," the relative reliance on drones and reluctance to use 
large-scale ground forces. But ultimately, Obama's version of the global war on terror has 
largely continued in the same vein as his predecessor. Regardless of who was in the White 
House, the war has clearly never succeeded in any of its ostensible goals, whether ending the 
threat of terrorism or bringing pro-American stability, development, and maybe even democracy 
to conflict-ridden and human rights-denying (but resource-rich) countries. 

Obama continued the use of military force as a supposed answer to terrorism, but he had 
campaigned against the Iraq war, and was widely seen as reluctant to embrace the full-scale 
use of force. His agreement to go to war in Libya came only in response to pressure from 



supporters of "humanitarian intervention" in the State Department, including then-Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton, National Security Adviser Susan Rice, and UN Ambassador Samantha 
Power. He came close to attacking Syria directly in 2013, but pulled back in the face of the loss 
of British support and of massive antiwar mobilization at home. This was not a Bush-style 
administration in which ideologues eager for war held every powerful seat in the departments of 
state and defense as well as the White House. 

Bush's first request for an authorization for the use of force (AUMF), just two days after 9/11, 
allowed the president to use "all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, 
organizations, or persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist 
attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons, in 
order to prevent any future acts of international terrorism against the United States by such 
nations, organizations or persons." 

It contained no restrictions as to place, kind of weapons, concern for civilians, or length of 
time. The authorization was for global, endless war. Only one member of Congress, 
Representative Barbara Lee of California, voted against the resolution. (Other members have 
since said that their biggest regret in Congress was having voted for the use of force.) A 
separate AUMF was passed approving war in Iraq in 2002; again it contained no limits as to 
time, place, or anything else. Even though the White House eventually requested a new 
authorization specific to ISIS, the Obama administration maintained the claim that at least the 
2001 and maybe the 2002 AUMFs provided sufficient authorization for its use offeree in Syria 
and Iraq in 2014. In 2010 and 2011, as US troops were being pulled out of Iraq and the war in 
Afghanistan stalled, President Obama seemed to shift toward greater engagement with some 
Islamist governments and political forces. While the wars, particularly the drone war, continued 
at the same pace, a closer US alliance with Turkey's Islamist-leaning government emerged. 
Then, when the Arab Spring erupted at the end of 2010, the Obama administration began a 
cautious shift away from some longstanding pro-US dictatorships. It moved to recognize, if not 
embrace, some of the Islamist parties and leaders who came to power through popular 
uprisings in which they were allied with broad secular coalitions, including leftist and labor, 
women's rights and human rights organizations, as well as pro-western political forces and 
ultimately parts of the military. 

In Tunisia, the White House leaned toward new openness to, if not actual support of, the 
Islamist (often described as "moderate Islamist") Ennahda Party, which won early elections after 
the overthrow of the country's US-backed Zine el Abidine Ben Ali, who had ruled with an iron fist 
for almost a quarter-century. As protests spread across Egypt in January 2011, then-Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton reaffirmed US support for longstanding US-armed and -funded dictator 
Hosni Mubarak, saying, "Our assessment is that the Egyptian government is stable and is 
looking for ways to respond to the legitimate needs and interests of the Egyptian people." As the 
uprising of Tahrir Square broke out, with millions of Egyptians filling the streets, the 
administration relented. After some days of refusing to relinquish support for Mubarak, the White 
House, however reluctantly, called for Mubarak to step down. It later recognized, though never 
supported the democratically elected President Mohamed Morsi, who came to power with the 
backing of the Muslim Brotherhood, the largest component of the broad secular-religious 
movement that had swept away Mubarak's legitimacy and pushed the military to depose him. 

It's unclear whether that tentative shift toward recognition of Islamist social forces might 
have slowed the US drive to war. But the shift never reflected an all-sided split from traditional 
US strategic goals—even the recognition of Islamist-oriented governments was still based on 
Washington's search for regional pro-US stability rather than any commitment to democracy or 
representation of all sectors of Arab society. In any event, the shift was not to last. 

Even as the US recognized President Morsi, the $1.8 billion of US aid to Egypt continued to 
flow from the Pentagon directly to the Egyptian military, bypassing the government. When 
Egypt's military carried out its brutal anti-Morsi coup in the summer of 2012, the US continued 



its military-to-military relationship as if nothing had changed. The tentative feints toward a closer 
relationship with the democratically elected, Islamist-oriented government in Turkey soon faded, 
and the traditional relationship—"NATO ally but not a close one"—reemerged. 

As Islamist forces rose to the most influential and powerful positions in the anti-Qaddafi 
uprising in Libya and the once-democratic and secular anti-Assad rebellion in Syria, the US 
found itself fighting on the same side as some of the most brutal Islamist forces in the region. 
Yet it still claimed, against an increasingly visible reality, to be allied only with the secular and 
"moderate" forces, not the Islamists. 

Obama continued to resist acknowledging that he was commanding a widening war in the 
Middle East. It was the renewed pressure for just such a full-scale war against ISIS in 2014 that 
brought the "global war on terror" back to public attention. So it's not really a new war that 
Obama no longer denies, but a re-energized and escalated one, with renewed air strikes 
against targets in Iraq and Syria, a new commitment to send thousands of US troops back to 
Iraq, long delays in withdrawing troops from Afghanistan, and an Obama administration effort to 
gain congressional authorization for the use of force against ISIS. (If the White House has its 
way, that authorization will have no limits on geographic scope, breadth of targets, or years of 
validity.) 

 
How did the overthrow of Qaddafi in Libya lead to ongoing conflict there? 
 
In 2011, what began as a non-violent political challenge to the erratic dictatorship of 

Muammar al-Qaddafi in Libya quickly morphed into an armed effort to overthrow the regime. 
With the regime's brutal response to the protests as a pretext, NATO quickly agreed to requests 
by Europe and then the US to intervene militarily. The US/NATO air assault, authorized by the 
United Nations Security Council for humanitarian protection only, immediately (as predicted) 
turned into another military campaign of regime change in the Middle East. Qaddafi was 
overthrown, captured, and murdered, and the country descended into a maelstrom of competing 
militias. Extremist Islamist forces emerged among the most powerful, and the regime's vast 
arsenal of weapons disappeared from warehouses only to reappear throughout the country and 
across Libya's borders to fuel new—mainly Islamist—insurgencies across Africa and the Middle 
East. The Libyan weapons continue to fuel Washington's opponents in the global war on terror. 

 
What was the significance of the fall of Mosul? 
 
As Patrick Cockburn, perhaps the best Western journalist working in the broader Middle 

East, described it in his seminal book The Jihadis Return: ISIS and the New Sunni Uprising, "the 
'war on terror,' the waging of which has shaped the political landscape for so much of the world 
since 2001, has demonstrably failed. Until the fall of Mosul, nobody paid much attention." 

When Mosul, Iraq's second-largest city, was overrun by ISIS in June 2014, the US-trained, 
US-armed, and US-paid Iraqi military largely fled the advance of a few thousand ISIS fighters, 
leaving behind most of their weapons. ISIS then imposed its extreme version of Islam, and 
devastating hardships, upon the people of Mosul. After Mosul, President Obama's version of the 
global war on terror was reborn and re-energized, with US troops back to Iraq, renewed US 
bombing in Iraq, and the expansion of bombing and on-the-ground special forces raids in Syria. 
Weapons from post-Qaddafi Libya, brought about by the US-NATO air war authorized by 
Obama in 2011, flooded the region, many of them turning up in the hands of ISIS fighters. Many 
more civilians were killed—many by ISIS and still more under US bombs. It was after "the fall of 
Mosul," in Cockburn's words, but while a lot more people were paying attention, the new global 
war still wasn't helping the people forced to live under ISIS rule. 

 
 



How effective have the Obama administration's strategies played out in this new war? 
 
President Obama stated his official goal in the new global war on terror plainly: "Our 

objective is clear: We will degrade, and ultimately destroy [ISIS] through a comprehensive and 
sustained counterterrorism strategy." But there is a huge disconnect between that goal and the 
action the administration is taking. 

Obama began using that language in early September 2014, just as he was launching the 
US bombing of Syria and returning US troops to Iraq. At just about the same time, according to 
a classified document quoted later in the New York Times, Maj. Gen. Michael K. Nagata, 
commander of US special forces in the Middle East, confessed, "We do not understand the 
movement [ISIS], and until we do. we are not going to defeat it. We have not defeated the idea. 
We do not even understand the idea." 

That was quite an admission. Understanding one's perceived enemy must always be the 
first step in deciding what to do about it. The close proximity of "we don't understand" and "we're 
sending the troops and the bombs" provides a good indication of why the goals of "degrade and 
destroy" have not been achieved. Rather, the US military involvement has left ISIS intact and to 
some degree even stronger than before. 

By the time the Times wrote about Nagata's efforts to understand the terrorist organization, 
months into Obama's military campaign, ISIS was expanding, not collapsing, under the bombs. 
When the bombing of Syria and Iraq began in the fall of 2014, the White House had said its 
stated goal was to destroy the headquarters of the violent and extremist ISIS. But you can't 
bomb extremism out of existence. The US had tried that with al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and it 
didn't work there either. By 2010 the CIA admitted that only somewhere between SO and 100 
Afghan fighters were left in all of Afghanistan, though nearly 100,000 US troops remained in the 
country. The bombing campaigns had killed some fighters and forced many more to flee across 
Afghanistan's borders, but the organization's offshoots had already started taking root in a host 
of neighboring countries. 

The same thing is happening with ISIS. On September 30, 2014, Vice News reported, 
"Coalition warplanes launched a fresh wave of airstrikes against Islamic State targets across 
Syria on Saturday, despite demonstrations in the town of al-Atareb condemning the US-led 
assault, which residents have blamed for the deaths of at least 27 people, including civilians, in 
the area. The protests in al-Atareb on Friday brought together dozens of people who marched 
and chanted through the streets, some holding placards. One sign written in English read: 'Don't 
kill our children by your aircrafts.' The outcry from residents comes three days after coalition 
forces conducted joint drone and plane strikes against a militant base. The bodies of at least 27 
locals were pulled out of the rubble, including an unspecified number of civilians, according to a 
report from a group called the al-Atareb Civil Defense." 

The bombs the US dropped on the ISIS capital did not land on "extremism," they fell on al-
Atareb, or on Raqqa, a 2,000 year-old Syrian city with a population of more than a quarter-
million people: men, women and children who had no say in the ISIS takeover of their city. The 
Pentagon reported the bombing of targets like a post office and the governor's compound, so 
the likelihood of large number of casualties among civilians unable to flee was almost certain, 
although with Raqqa remaining under ISIS control at least through April 2015, it is not possible 
to confirm casualty numbers. 

US airstrikes and bombing have not brought about any strategic defeats of ISIS. The Syria 
bombing began in Kobane, for example, in September 2014, following graphic media coverage 
of the ISIS assault on the city, just over the Turkish border. The US launched its bombing 
campaign in response to the humanitarian disaster, which appeared nightly on high-def video 
streamed directly from cameras on the Turkish side of the border, available to every television 
and social media platform in the world. Yet just a couple of weeks into the bombing campaign, 



Secretary of State John Kerry announced in a public speech that Kobane was not even a 
"strategic objective" for the US. 

In its January 2015 issue, Mother Jones magazine, noting Kobane's lack of strategic 
significance, asked and answered the question, "So why all those bombs?" 
 

Since September 23, when air strikes in Syria began, US and coalition forces have 
pummeled both Syria and Iraq with nearly 2,000 air strikes. As of early this week, 870 of 
those strikes were in Syria; almost 70 percent of these Syrian strikes have focused on 
Kobane and its surroundings. The total area, about the same size as Rhode Island, 
covers less than two percent of Syria and the majority of the population are ethnic Kurds. 

There's a reason that Kobane became so symbolically important: Stories of the brave 
Kurdish fighters defending the small border city against ISIS swept international 
headlines last September, and the public demanded that the US step in to prevent a 
humanitarian disaster. The Kurds, unable to defeat ISIS on their own, turned the tide 
once they had coalition air support. "Seventy-five percent of all US strikes in Syria were 
on Kobane /'Thomas Pierret, a Syria specialist at the University of Edinburgh told Ekurd 
Daily, a Kurdish news site last week. "You give any force on the ground that kind of aerial 
support and they will get the upper hand." It has cost taxpayers $8.2 million a day, on 
average, to conduct the entire airstrike campaign. 

 
By January 2015, ISIS was mostly pushed out of Kobane. Victory was declared. It was 

another example of what used to be called "the CNN factor" (but might today be known as the 
Twitter factor): A media-driven public demands that the government "do something," usually 
defined as something military, and the government accedes to that demand. But, as Mother 
Jones noted at the time, "ISIS now occupies one-third of Syria, or twice what it did when the 
campaign began, and around 400,000 people have fled Kobane alone. US military officials have 
conceded that Kobane isn't strategically important." 

By the time the US was ready to make that admission, the damage had been done. As Al 
Jazeera reported, "tens of thousands of Syrian Kurds who fled their homes due to fighting in 
Kobane have returned to find at least half of the town destroyed, Kobane officials said.... Rafaat 
al-Rifai, reporting from Kobane, said destruction was visible everywhere, especially in places 
where ISIL fighters were based and later targeted by US-led air strikes. "The twisted logic of 

Vietnam could be applied once again to Kobane: "It became necessary to destroy the town 
to save it." 

 
What was behind the US decision to escalate its direct military involvement in Middle 

East conflicts in 2014? 
 
The question remains as to why the United States chose—and it was a choice, not a 

necessity—to resume direct engagement in the global war on terror after several years of 
winding down US troops and airstrikes in favor of an expanded drone war fought from afar. The 
horrific up-close-and-personal violence of ISIS, its imposition of draconian punishments and a 
legal system rooted in the seventh century, even its capture of swaths of territory, all made the 
terrorist organization dangerous to people living under its control. But that didn't make it a threat 
to the US. 

In early September 2014, just as the US bombing resumption and troop return was being 
prepared, the outgoing head of the National Counterterrorism Center, Matthew Olsen, said 
"there is no credible information that [ISIS] is planning to attack the United States," and there is 
"no indication at this point of a cell of foreign fighters operating in the United States—full stop." 

So why were some influential Washington voices so eager to go to war in Syria and to return 
to Iraq? For some, regime change against all of the Middle Eastern states that rejected 
Washington's domination—Iraq, Syria, Iran (Libya was perhaps a bonus)—remained a 



continuing commitment. They and others recognized that Iran was the most important Middle 
East power remaining hostile to US and Israeli interests, and Tehran was the key regional 
supporter of the Assad regime in Damascus. So in the early part of the Syrian civil war, US 
actions against Syria were aimed less at going after the Syrian regime for its own sake than at 
weakening Iran by undermining its most important Arab ally. Few voices urged greater US 
military engagement primarily to protect Syrian or Iraqi civilians—if that happened, it would be a 
side effect, useful for mobilizing public support. 

Until about May 2013, Obama was leading the faction of his administration that was very 
reluctant to participate directly in the Syria civil war. Despite incremental US military 
involvement— sending 500 CIA agents to train rebel fighters in Jordan, helping Turkey 
"facilitate" weapons transfers to make sure they went to the "right" rebel forces, and allowing 
(perhaps encouraging) Saudi Arabia and Qatar to send US weapons directly to rebel forces—
Obama himself seemed unwilling to go further. There was no rising majority in Washington for a 
no-fly zone, for arming the rebels directly, or for airstrikes against Syrian missile defenses. 

But the pressure continued from political forces who had long wanted the US to support 
regime change in Damascus and from the anti-Iran contingent. The shift for the administration 
came in August 2013, with the (still unproved) claim that Bashar al-Assad was responsible for a 
chemical weapons attack in the outskirts of Damascus. The media coverage showing graphic 
evidence of the attack helped push a previously war-averse public toward a renewed demand 
that the US "do something." The pro-war officials and their counterparts among the right-wing 
think tanks, the punditry, and the media escalated the pressure as well, and the Obama 
administration relented, threatening to go to war directly in Syria. 

Still, a majority in the US opposed or at least were hesitant about entering a new war in the 
Middle East, and the Obama administration faced the risk of significant opposition from the 
president's political base. A decision by the British parliament to reject joining the US in a Syrian 
war allowed Obama to pivot toward Congress to decide. In response, a massive anti-war 
mobilization immediately took shape, pressuring Congress and ultimately forcing the 
administration to accept a face-saving arrangement initiated by Russia. (See p. 101 for more on 
the US decision.) A new escalation to a US war in Syria was averted—temporarily. 

 
How did the US justify its return of troops to Syria and Iraq? 
 
A year later, officially in response to the crisis facing the Syrian Yazidis besieged by ISIS on 

Mount Sinjar, the new war was officially launched. That war, to "degrade and destroy ISIS," has 
largely failed. ISIS continues to control huge swaths of territory and millions of people, despite 
the US and allied airstrikes killing what the Pentagon estimates may be up to 6,000 ISIS 
fighters, despite the local success of Syrian PYG Kurdish forces in Mount Sinjar in September 
2014 and PYG plus Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga troops in Kobane in January 2015. Even the 
successful expulsion of ISIS from Tikrit in April 2015—accomplished by Iraqi Shi'a militias 
backed by some of the Iraqi military along with first Iranian and then US airstrikes—does not 
mean ISIS is finished. 

In his January 2015 State of the Union address, President Obama said his goal was to 
diminish the primacy of the military overseas. "When we make rash decisions," he said, 
"reacting to the headlines instead of using our heads; when the first response to a challenge is 
to send in our military—then we risk getting drawn into unnecessary conflicts, and neglect the 
broader strategy we need for a safer, more prosperous world. That's what our enemies want us 
to do." 

He was absolutely right. The problem was that his policy responding to the ISIS crisis, 
beginning in August 2014, was precisely what he warned against: It was a rash decision, it was 
driven by headlines, it privileged immediate military action while only mentioning non-military 
options in passing. It drew the United States into an unnecessary conflict and was exactly what 



ISIS wanted. And it not only neglected the broader strategy, it rendered much of it impossible—
closing the Guantanamo Bay prison becomes much less of a priority while US troops are on the 
ground and US bomber pilots are above the skies over Iraq and Syria. 

Later in his speech Obama bragged that "in Iraq and Syria, American leadership—including 
our military power—is stopping ISIL's advance. Instead of getting dragged into another ground 
war in the Middle East, we are leading a broad coalition, including Arab nations, to degrade and 
ultimately destroy this terrorist group. We're also supporting a moderate opposition in Syria that 
can help us in this effort, and assisting people everywhere who stand up to the bankrupt 
ideology of violent extremism." 

But the reality was starkly different. Neither American leadership nor anything else was 
stopping the advance of ISIS, as demonstrated by ISIS gains in Ramadi and Palmyra in 2015. 
Far from avoiding "another ground war in the Middle East," the US was already in another 
ground war, with thousands of troops back in Iraq. In February 2015 Secretary of State John 
Kerry made clear his view that the door should be left open for ground troops in Syria as well. 
And a. month later, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Martin Dempsey, said he 
would not rule out sending US ground troops into Syria. 

The "moderate opposition" in Syria used to mean what the US described as secular and 
generally pro-Western armed anti-Assad rebels, but most of them have either collapsed or 
joined ISIS or one of the other not-so-moderate opposition forces. And as for "people 
everywhere who stand up to the bankrupt ideology of violent extremism," in Obama's words, in 
Iraq that would mean primarily Iran along with the Shi'a militias it supports, which by early 2015 
were playing the largest military role in fighting ISIS in Tikrit. 

 
How did the Obama administration gain authorization for the US return to Syria and 

Iraq? 
 
In 2013 Obama tossed decision-making to Congress as a way of deflecting the pressure for 

war in Syria over chemical weapons, but in 2014 the Obama administration left Congress 
completely out of the equation in the decision to launch its war in Syria and return troops to Iraq. 
Instead, the White House claimed its war was legal by relying on the Authorizations for the Use 
of Military Force passed in 2001 (against al-Qaeda) and 2002 (against Iraq). Neither of those 
authorizations, of course, actually legitimized new wars in Iraq or Syria. 

The 2001 authority, passed just three days after the 9/11 attacks, allowed war against 
countries, organizations, or people who "planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist 
attacks that occurred on September 11" or who "harbored such organizations or persons." ISIS 
did not even exist in 2001—its original organizational predecessor only emerged in 2004 in 
response to the US invasion of Iraq. 

The 2002 AUMF was drafted to give the president authority to "defend the national security 
of the United States against the continuing threat posed by Iraq; and (2) enforce all relevant 
United Nations Security Council resolutions regarding Iraq ."With the Iraqi government at least 
officially on board with the US-led anti-ISIS "coalition" a decade later, it would be hard for the 
administration to justify relying on that earlier authority. 

But rely it did. And Congress was, for some months, only too willing to allow the 
administration to carry out the new war without its permission. Many Republicans supported the 
war and had little interest in curbing presidential power (even a president they despised) to 
wage it. And while many Democrats opposed the war, loyalty to the Democratic president 
slowed their efforts to mobilize against it. Some in Congress chose a middle ground as a way to 
avoid taking a clear position, claiming that the White House must first propose language for a 
new AUMF and standing back until it did. 

Seven months into the new war on terror, in mid-February 2015, the administration finally 
submitted language to Congress for a new authorization. It would finally repeal the Iraq 



authorization, but the 2001 al-Qaeda authority would stay in place. Conveniently, that 
authorization had no sunset clause, no end point, so the White House could continue to rely on 
it for anything too restrictive in a new AUMF. 

The White House language was broadly drafted, calling for at least three more years of 
military force without geographic restrictions. It would allow deployment of unlimited troops with 
the only prohibition on "enduring offensive ground combat operations," a description so vague 
as to be meaningless, particularly since new deployments of ground troops had already been 
sent back to Iraq by the time the AUMF was proposed. Like the 2001 authorization, it defined 
the "enemy" in extremely broad terms, calling for war against any person "fighting for, on behalf 
of, or alongside [ISIS] or any closely-related successor entity in hostilities against the United 
States or its coalition partners." 

Both Congress and the administration estimated it would take months to agree on the final 
terms of a new authorization. In the meantime the war would continue. 

 
Have US airstrikes stemmed the growth of ISIS and al-Qaeda? 
 
Every bomb the US drops recruits more supporters. As the Pentagon-linked RAND 

Corporation noted in March 2013, the 2003 American invasion of Iraq "provided al-Qaeda with a 
new front, a new recruiting poster, and a new destination for global jihadists. "The Chatham 
House research organization in London reported that the war "gave a boost to the al-Qaeda 
network's propaganda, recruitment and fundraising." Today's ISIS fighters will likely see the 
same boost in morale and enrollment from US planes dropping bombs and from US troops 
coming back on the ground, even if some military targets are destroyed or some ISIS supporters 
(or their families) killed. 

The US military is not stopping ISIS. In fact the influence of ISIS, if not its actual 
organization, is growing as US airstrikes continue. In February 2015 the New York Times 
reported that ISIS was "expanding beyond its base in Syria and Iraq to establish militant 
affiliates in Afghanistan, Algeria, Egypt and Libya, American intelligence officials assert, raising 
the prospect of a new global war on terror. Intelligence officials estimate that the group's fighters 
number 20,000 to 31,500 in Syria and Iraq. There are less formal pledges of support from 
'probably at least a couple hundred extremists' in countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi 
Arabia, Tunisia and Yemen, according to an American counter terrorism official." 

Such reports are likely severely exaggerated—"a couple hundred extremists" does not make 
a global terrorist organization. Even the Times article itself acknowledged that it was unclear "to 
what extent this is an opportunistic rebranding by some jihadist upstarts hoping to draft new 
members by playing off the notoriety of the Islamic State." 

It is far from certain that pledges of loyalty to ISIS from small groups of jihadis, or even from 
larger organized groups that may indeed pose a local threat, such as Boko Haram in Nigeria, 
represent anything close to a real increase in ISIS's threat. But claims of ISIS expansion—many 
of them becoming front-page stories in major US newspapers—do ratchet up the fear factor 
among the US public. A similar phenomenon occurred during George W. Bush's global war on 
terror. Abu Sayyaf, a violent but quite tiny gang of criminal thugs in the southern island of 
Mindanao in the Philippines explained their violence in an Islamist framework. In a claim 
accepted unequivocally by the mainstream US press, the Bush administration upgraded the 
status of the gang to that of the just-discovered Southeast Asian branch of al-Qaeda, leading to 
a vast escalation in US military involvement in the Philippines. That was, of course, before 
extremist organizations had come to use the Internet and social media to issue their own 
declarations. But the relative truth of the claims of ISIS connections remains equally suspect. 

US intelligence analysts told the New York Times in March 2015 that "it remained unclear 
what specific fighting capabilities, if any, the relationship [with ISIS] would add to Boko Haram, 
or how soon." But by that time the US had already significantly increased its military presence in 



Africa. The Times reported more than 200 US special operations troops training local forces just 
in West Africa, plus Air Force Reaper surveillance drones supporting on-the-ground French 
military actions in Niger and Mali. Significantly, the US military escalation also included Navy 
SEALS training Nigerian commandos—not to go after Boko Haram, but "for action in the oil-rich 
delta" where the Nigerian government has historically collaborated with western oil companies 
in a savage military campaign against the indigenous population and environment of the Niger 
Delta. 

Whether or not any of the US actions under way in Africa have anything to do with ISIS 
remains uncertain. What is in fact clear is that seven months of air strikes that have killed 
thousands of ISIS fighters, along with unknown numbers of civilians, have not stopped ISIS from 
advancing in Iraq and Syria. That should not be surprising. Fourteen years of airstrikes and 
ground war in Afghanistan didn't conquer extremism, or even eliminate al-Qaeda or the Taliban. 
Twelve years of fighting (in the most recent US war) in Iraq didn't overcome extremists or bring 
about inclusive or democratic governance. There's no reason to think years of more US fighting 
in Syria and Iraq or in Egypt and Libya—or Yemen, Somalia, Pakistan, or the other far-flung 
battlefields of the global war on terror—will lead to any better results. The danger is that US 
reliance on military action first—and most of the time, military action only—will be expanded far 
beyond the current war theater to any country where militants of any sort, threats to the United 
States or not, decide to claim, for reasons of pride or propaganda, some version of the name 
ISIS for their own. 

 
Are drones playing a different role in this war than they did during the Bush years? 
 
George W. Bush used drones in both Afghanistan and Iraq from the beginning of the wars. 

He also ordered a relatively small number of drone attacks in Pakistan and Yemen. But under 
Obama, the use of drones in the US war on terror has vastly expanded, both in intensity and 
geography, with the drone war conducted far beyond the "official" war zones of Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 

Bush's first drone strike outside of Afghanistan was in Yemen in November 2002. Then 
there was a break of 18 months, until June 2004 when the first CIA-run drone attack hit 
Pakistan. 

According to the Bureau of Investigative Journalism (BIJ) in London, by the time Obama 
took office in January 2009, Bush had carried out 51 drone strikes outside of Iraq and 
Afghanistan, killing between 410 and 595 people, of whom 167 to 332 were civilians, including 
102 to 129 children. 

Obama left that record in the dust. The BIJ determined that by early 2015, "there have now 
been nearly nine times more strikes under Obama in Pakistan, Yemen and Somalia than there 
were under his predecessor, George W. Bush." Obama ordered his first drone strike only three 
days into his presidency. Since then, US drones have killed more than 3,000 people outside the 
declared war zones—meaning at least Pakistan, Yemen, and Somalia—of whom nearly 500 
were civilians. 

While drone strikes continue to kill in Afghanistan—terrorists, "militants," civilians, and 
children among the victims—the massive expansion of the drone war in countries far from those 
official war zones, combined with the explicit use of drones for specific assassinations, is 
perhaps Obama's signature war strategy. The Pentagon conducts drone strikes in Afghanistan 
(even if based on CIA-compiled intelligence and planning), so these are not kept quite as secret 
as the CIA drone campaigns elsewhere. 

Obama's early choice of the drone war strategy reflected his recognition that along with 
growing outrage regarding the war in Iraq, long-standing public support for the war in 
Afghanistan was quickly eroding as well. A weapon that could guarantee that no US casualties 



would occur—only people "over there" would be killed— would fit easily into that reality. Drones 
were the perfect weapon for a war based on American exceptionalism. 

 
What are the pros and cons of using drones versus troops on the ground? 
 
Even putting that moral collapse aside, the military value of drone strikes remains suspect. 

Five months into Obama's first term, noted counterinsurgency expert David Kilcullen and 
Andrew Exum of the Center for New American Security wrote an op-ed in the NewYork Times 
describing the use of drones, particularly in Pakistan. They also described other examples: "This 
is similar to what happened in Somalia in 2005 and 2006, when similar strikes were employed 
against the forces of the Union of Islamic Courts. While the strikes did kill individual militants 
who were the targets, public anger over the American show of force solidified the power of 
extremists. The Islamists' popularity rose and the group became more extreme." 

Then, as if anticipating those who later chose, however reluctantly, to support ISIS, they 
wrote, "While violent extremists may be unpopular, for a frightened population they seem less 
ominous than a faceless enemy that wages war from afar and often kills more civilians than 
militants." 

In the United States, as more information emerged regarding the Obama administration's 
reliance on drones, including in the assassination of American citizens and the existence of 
Tuesday-morning White House meetings devoted to updating the "kill or capture" list, the drone 
war became a focus of growing anti-war pressure. Debate arose over why Obama, a legal 
scholar who seemed light years from the Bush administration's disdain for the rule of law, chose 
to rely so heavily on a tactic so clearly in violation of international law. 

Writing in a February 2011 Newsweek article titled "Inside the Killing Machine," Tara 
McKelvey described how "[s]ome counter-terrorism experts say that President Obama and his 
advisers favor a more aggressive approach because it seems more practical—that 
administration officials prefer to eliminate terrorism suspects rather than detain them. 'Since the 
US political and legal situation has made aggressive interrogation a questionable activity 
anyway, there is less reason to seek to capture rather than kill,' wrote American University's 
Kenneth Anderson, author of an essay on the subject that was read widely by Obama White 
House officials." 

So apparently Obama administration pragmatism, combined with the combination of public 
outrage over torture and Obama's inability to close the prison at Guantanamo Bay, meant that 
killing suspects instead of capturing them was simply deemed easier for all concerned. And 
drone strikes were by far the quickest, cheapest, and easiest method for such assassinations, 
even if they were not nearly as accurate, let alone moral, as was claimed. 

 
How has Obama expanded the drone war? 
 
Later in 2011, documents released by WikiLeaks indicated that the US was launching drone 

attacks against both Yemen and Somalia from a base in Djibouti on the northwest African coast, 
and the US was planning another drone base in Ethiopia. 

Obama's expansion of the drone war was not only geographic. It also included expansion of 
potential targets. Originally aiming drones at specific, identified individuals—extra-judicial 
assassination, already way outside the bounds of international law—the administration soon 
created a particularly frightening version known as "signature" strikes. This meant that any 
person or group of people acting in a certain way, or present in a particular area, would be 
considered appropriate targets for drone strike because of their "signature" actions. 

While the White House has claimed it no longer relies on such tactics, it has done nothing to 
repeal the self-granted permission to use them. The New York Times reported in 2012 that 
when Obama "applies his lawyering skills to counter terrorism, it is usually to enable, not 



constrain, his ferocious campaign against al-Qaeda—even when it comes to killing an American 
cleric in Yemen, a decision that Mr. Obama told colleagues was 'an easy one.'" 

The assassination of American citizens also pulled the drone war into public view. A 
February 2013 document leaked to NEC News created new outrage, although perhaps not as 
much as might have been anticipated. It was a memo from Obama's Department of Justice, 
outlining the  
 

legal framework for considering the circumstances in which the US government could use 
lethal force in a foreign country outside the area of active hostilities against a US citizen 
who is a senior operational leader of al-Qaeda or an associated force of al-Qaeda....Here 
the Justice Department concludes only that where the following three conditions are met, 
a US operation using lethal force in a foreign country against a US citizen who is a senior 
operational leader of al-Qaeda or an associated force would be lawful: (1) an informed, 
high-level official of the US government has determined that the targeted individual poses 
an imminent threat of violent attack against the United States; (2) capture is infeasible 
and the United States continues to monitor whether capture becomes feasible; and (3) 
the operation would be conducted in a manner consistent with applicable law of war 
principles. 

 
Constitutional protection, due process, the right to a trial would be abandoned. International 

legal prohibitions against targeted assassination would be ignored. And the drone war would be 
the framework for carrying out this newly "legal" authority—all rooted, we were told, in the 2001 
Authorization for the Use of Military Force, which Bush had brought to Congress three days 
after the 9/11 attacks. 

 
What are the immediate effects of the drone war? 
 
Even putting aside considerations of morality and law, the effect of the drone strikes is 

devastating. The Times reported that "Mr. Obama's ambassador to Pakistan, Cameron P. 
Munter, has complained to colleagues that the CIA's strikes drive American policy there, saying 
'he didn't realize his main job was to kill people,' a colleague said." It went on to note that 
"drones have replaced Guantanamo as the recruiting tool of choice for militants; in his 2010 
guilty plea, Faisal Shahzad, who had tried to set off a car bomb in Times Square, justified 
targeting civilians by telling the judge, 'When the drones hit, they don't see children.'" 

In his 2015 State of the Union address, President Obama said he wanted to impose 
"prudent limitations" on the drone war. But the only limit that would be remotely "prudent" would 
have to involve ending the drone war. It violates US and international law, kills civilians, foments 
more terrorism, and doesn't make anyone safer either in the US or in the countries where the 
strikes are aimed. The president admitted "we will not be safer if people abroad believe we 
strike within their countries without regard for the consequence." The problem, of course, is that 
the hallmark of Obama's drone war is precisely that the US does exactly what "people abroad 
believe"— striking in their countries without regard for the human, legal, or moral consequences. 
The only way to solve problem is to stop the drone war altogether—not just to strike more 
prudently. 

Instead, a month after his speech, the Obama administration announced it would for the first 
time allow the almost unlimited export of armed drones. The administration crafted a set of 
principles for recipient countries, many of which have some of the worst human rights records in 
the world, but those principles are unlikely to have much impact on the longstanding practice of 
governments like those in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, or others. The new policy, as the Times 
described it, would be "a delicate balancing act for the Obama White House, which has sought 
to elevate human rights in its foreign policy but also has employed drone strikes like no other 
government in history." 



That balancing act became even more precarious in late April 2015, when a CIA drone 
attack targeting alleged al-Qaeda operatives in Pakistan killed two Western hostages, American 
development expert Warren Weinstein and Italian aid worker Giovanni Lo Porto. President 
Obama apologized to the families, but maintained, according to the Wall Street Journal, that 
"the initial US assessment of the strike shows it was fully consistent with the guidelines under 
which his administration conducts such counterterrorism operations." 

 
 
Part Four 
The Syrian War in the Global War on Terror 
 
What is the war in Syria all about? 
 
The Syrian uprising that began in early 2011 was part of the broader regional rising that 

became known as the Arab Spring. The particular origins and later trajectory of Syria's uprising 
were also rooted in a terrible drought that was a direct result of climate change, lack of irrigation, 
and human-caused desertification. It affected about 60 percent of Syrian land and had hit 
Syria's agricultural production from at least 2007. According to the United Nations, in the first 
two years alone about 1.3 million people were affected and over 800,000 lost their entire 
livelihood. As more and more farmers were driven off their land, unable to survive, they flooded 
the cities looking for work. But as in so many places, job scarcity meant that the few jobs 
available were likely to go to those who knew someone in power. In Syria it was the Alawites, 
the long privileged minority group that included the Assad family, who held sway. 

The result was that non-Alawites, most of them majority Sunnis, were the least likely to find 
work, causing a rise in sectarian tensions. Modern Syria had not been a particularly religious 
country; the Alawite-dominated government had always been ruthlessly secular. But secular or 
not, it had created a system of economic and political privilege for Alawites. The identity-based 
politics and privilege were very real, so the new pressures caused by the economic 
consequence of the climate crisis led to an upsurge in sectarian divides and antagonisms. 

At the beginning of the uprising, Syria's non-violent protesters poured into the streets with 
political/democratic demands that broke open a generations-long culture of fear and paralysis. 
They did not initially call for the overthrow of the regime of President Bashar al-Assad, but for 
massive reforms and an end to the terrible repression. 

It is important to recognize the crucial divergence between the role the Assad regime has 
played domestically and its perceived regional position. As Jadaliyya co-editor Bassam Haddad 
wrote, "most people in the region are opposed to the Syrian regime's domestic behavior during 
the past decades, but they are not opposed to its regional role. The problem is the Syrian 
regime's internal repression, not its external policies." That could describe the view of many 
Syrians as well. 

Assad was not, like the leaders in Egypt and Tunisia, a U.S.-backed dictator. His domestic 
policies were brutal, though he remained popular among some sectors of the Syrian population. 
In the region, Assad served as the self-proclaimed leader of the region's supposed anti-western 
arc of resistance. That contradiction led some global activists to support the Syrian government 
as a bastion of anti-imperialism and therefore to condemn all opposition forces as lackeys of 
Washington. 

Such a position of course denied Syrians political agency in their own country, including the 
right to rise up against a repressive government. But Syria's assumed regional resistance role 
was far from a complete reality as well. Based on its alliance with Iran (and somewhat for its 
support of Hezbollah in Lebanon) the United States clearly viewed Syria as an irritant. But 
Damascus has never been a consistent opponent of US interests. In 1991 the first President 
Assad, Bashar's father Hafez, sent warplanes to join the US coalition attack against Iraq in 



Operation Desert Storm. After 9/11 the US collaborated with Bashar al-Assad to send innocent 
detainees to be interrogated and tortured in Syria. 

As to Syria's supposed anti-Israel role in the region, despite the rhetorical and diplomatic 
antagonism between the two, Syria had been a generally reliable, predictable, and often useful 
neighbor for Tel Aviv. For example, in 1976 Damascus backed a murderous attack by right-wing 
Falangists and other Christian militias against the Palestinian refugee camp at Tel al-Zaatar 
during Lebanon's civil war. Overall, the occasional border clash or small-scale eruption of 
violence aside, Assad had kept the border, and thus the strategic and water-rich Golan Heights, 
illegally occupied by Israel since 1967, largely quiescent. 

The uprising that began in early 2012 had everything to do with the Syrian government's 
domestic repression, not its regional or international role. It started with a group of teenage boys 
in Dera'a, who wrote slogans against the regime on public walls. They were caught, viciously 
beaten, and tortured in prison. A mass protest movement was the response. At first the 
protesters did not call for the overthrow of the regime, nor were they calling for the militarization 
of their struggle or for international military intervention. The Assad government responded with 
brutal force, and then promised a set of reforms. But it never delivered. 

It was defectors from the Syrian military who first took up arms in response to the regime's 
brutal suppression of the initially non-violent protests. In July 2012, a year into the increasingly 
militarized struggle, one of the early political opposition leaders, Michel Kilo, said, "If this 
destruction goes on and the ruling regime wins, it will rule over ruin and thus suffer a strategic 
defeat. If the opposition wins, it will inherit the country in an unmanageable condition. In any 
case, it is necessary to stop this violence, stop this bloodshed." 

The US and its allies, like some but not all of the Syrian opposition, rejected any 
negotiations that were not based on Assad stepping down as a precondition to any talks. The 
military battles escalated, and the defensive use of arms quickly morphed into a network of 
militias and fighters, largely unaccountable to anyone and uncoordinated among themselves, 
who began carrying out attacks on security forces and calling for international military 
assistance. It would soon transform the Syrian uprising into a full-scale civil war, as well as what 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon in August 2012 described as a "proxy war" in which the 
"acts of brutality that are being reported may constitute crimes against humanity or war crimes." 

Some of the secular opposition militias formed a coalition known as the Free Syrian Army, or 
FSA, with a political wing, the National Coalition for Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces, 
based originally in the tiny Gulf state of Qatar. The US and some of its allies agreed to provide 
money and arms if the disparate militias united under a single organization. But unity among the 
various fighting groups, and between the FSA and the coalition, was never achieved, and 
tensions were exacerbated as competing outside forces, primarily in the region but global as 
well, began to champion various factions as proxies for their own interests. The US provided 
some training by CIA teams in Jordan and "non-lethal" military aid, but the Obama 
administration initially balked at large-scale military support. US allies in the region, particularly 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Qatar, and the UAE, moved much more quickly to provide funds, 
weapons, and access to illicit border crossings to arm and supply the various militias. In 
September 2014 Washington officially agreed to provide more and bigger weapons, more 
training, and more money to the opposition. Soon after, the US initiated direct airstrikes— 
against ISIS and the Nusra Front, not against the regime—inside Syrian territory. 

 
How successful was US involvement in the Syrian war by 2015? 
 
Far more serious than the issue of the language used to authorize a war that was already 

under way was the fact that the war itself was failing. A Wall Street Journal report in late 
January 2015 analyzed one of the signature strategies of the US war: the campaign to arm and 
train so-called moderate forces in Syria. Although the US priority had shifted in Syria from 



regime change to getting rid of ISIS, the role of the anti-Assad rebels vetted and approved (in 
some cases first mobilized) by the US remained key. It was not an optimistic view. 

 
All sides now agree that the U.S.'s effort to aid moderate fighters battling the Assad 

regime has gone badly. The CIA program was the riskiest foray into Syria since civil war 
erupted in 2011. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad is clinging to power after more than 
200,000 deaths blamed on the war. Moderate fighters control only a fraction of northern 
Syria, while Islamic State and al-Qaeda's official affiliate, the Nusra Front, have gained 
ground. Last fall, Nusra overran one trusted commander and seized another's equipment. 

Entire CIA-backed rebel units, including fighters numbering in the "low hundreds" 
who went through the training program, have changed sides by joining forces with 
Islamist brigades, quit the fight or gone missing.... 

Some Obama administration officials say the covert effort accomplished about as 
much as it could considering the chaotic circumstances in northern Syria and policy 
disagreements in Washington and elsewhere. 

 
So little was accomplished, not only because of chaos in Syria and policy fights in 

Washington, the failures resulted also from the reliance of military actions in situations where no 
military solution was possible. The administration was guaranteed to fail. 

 
So much of what was—and still is—needed to respond to the catastrophe of the Syrian civil 

war and the rise of ISIS across the region has been ignored, sidelined, or simply done badly. 
 
• There was no serious (meaning equivalent to that invested in the military campaign) effort 

by the administration to create new diplomatic initiatives with Iran and Russia through the 
investment of money, presidential attention, the assignment of top diplomats, or other 
measures. 

• There was insufficient continuing work to recognize the centrality of the United Nations in 
establishing a new forum for regional and global diplomacy aimed at ending the Syrian 

• The administration did not sufficiently support the UN's effort, begun in 2014, to create 
local ceasefires in Syria designed to provide immediate humanitarian assistance to besieged 
communities and potentially achieving broader ceasefire goals in the future. 

• The US never showed enough initiative or support for initiatives by other countries or civil-
society initiatives to bring opposing sides together for negotiating processes. 

• The US provided insufficient financial support for humanitarian assistance for the massive 
expansion of refugees and internally displaced people, while spending billions on military 
escalation. 

• The US has not acknowledged that its foreign policy not only antagonizes people across 
the region but in many cases leads to support for even the most extreme terrorist 
organizations— particularly the invasion and occupation of Iraq; the war on terror's rendition, 
detention, interrogation, and torture policies; and the uncritical economic, political, and 
diplomatic backing and protection of Israel's occupation and apartheid policies. 

• The administration has achieved nothing beyond a limited understanding of how the war 
on terror relied on anti-Arab racism and Islamophobia to shape a militarized, surveillance-based 
law enforcement approach to respond to terrorism that not only violated the US Constitution and 
international human rights laws and imposed collective punishments on entire targeted 
communities, but was also guaranteed to fail. And the recognition of the problem never led to 
alternative policies even being proposed, let alone imposed. 

• The US claimed that diplomatic, humanitarian, and other strategies were necessary as well 
as military action, but the Obama administration never seriously tried to carry out those other 
goals, and in fact the military attacks made the other work far more difficult. 



• The consequences of the US military responses to the Syrian civil war and to the rise of 
ISIS have made the situation worse, not better. Whatever else the US has learned from more 
than ten years of US intervention in Iraq, it should be eminently clear that it is not possible to 
defeat Islamist extremists with air strikes. 

 
The civil war in Syria seems so complicated —is it really just one war? 
 
Initially a political, largely non-violent popular uprising against a repressive regime, the 

Syrian civil war became a military conflict that morphed into at least seven separate wars, 
mainly proxy battles for outside players. They all involved governments within and outside the 
region that provided money and arms, with some also involving outside fighters, and direct 
military participation. Whatever the level of outside involvement, these wars were being fought 
to the last Syrian. 

The first was the original civil war that pitted large sectors of the Syrian population—first 
non-violent political opposition movements and later armed militias of various sorts—against the 
regime of Bashar al-Assad. During the first years, many, though certainly not all, of Syria's 
businesspeople as well as numerous minority communities, including the Alawites, other Shi'a, 
Christians, Druze, some Kurds, and others, tended to side with the government. The Assad 
regimes, from 1970 through at least 2015, had long protected those minority groups, especially 
privileging the Alawites. With the erupting civil war, many of those Syrians feared the possibility 
of a takeover by the majority Sunnis and saw the government as a safer bet despite its brutal 
treatment of political opponents. The Assad government was armed and backed by Russia and 
Iran. As the war dragged out for years, and especially with the destruction of much of Aleppo, 
Syria's business center, by both government and opposition attacks (including by ISIS), 
business support for the regime diminished. The escalating war also destroyed many of the 
original non-violent political activists and organizations that had first challenged the regime, with 
many imprisoned, dead, or injured, or forced into exile; by mid-2013 or so, their voices had been 
largely suppressed by the violence of the war. 

Second was the regional war for hegemonic power, largely between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 
The other wealthy pro-US oil states of the Gulf, Qatar, Bahrain, and the UAE, along with Jordan, 
Turkey, and Egypt after the overthrow of elected President Mohamed Morsi, sided with Saudi 
Arabia (although Qatar and Saudi Arabia competed for influence in Syria as well, backing 
separate Islamist factions). Iran was backed by the Shi'a Hezbollah party and militia in Lebanon, 
as well as the Syrian regime itself. 

Third was the sectarian war for regional influence, involving the same forces as those 
above, but shaped around the Sunni-Shi'a divide in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia, backed by 
the tiny Gulf petro-states, was joined by Egypt, Jordan, and Turkey in a Sunni arc backing the 
Syrian rebels—"moderate" and Islamist alike. Their Shi'a opponents, led by Iran with the support 
of Iraq and the powerful Shi'a militia Hezbollah in Lebanon, are standing by the Syrian 
government. This does not mean that all these governments are at-tempting to create theocratic 
states based on their own dominant sects. The government in Syria, for instance, was always 
ruthlessly secular. But the al-Assad family, which has dominated Syria since 1970, is Alawite 
(an offshoot of Shi'a Islam). So, when the jobs and perks that come with state power were 
available for distribution, the Alawite community often received first pick, and then began trying 
to protect their privileges by allying themselves with other minorities—Christians, Druze, and 
others—against the Sunni majority. It was this war that attracted most of the foreign and 
primarily Sunni jihadist fighters to Syria. They had little interest in supporting Saudi Arabia's 
government (and in fact most jihadi organizations from the 1970s and '80s initially emerged to 
challenge the Saudi monarchy as insufficiently devout), but participating in a war in which Sunni 
jihadists were winning some victories against the Shi'a/Alawite "infidels" proved to be a powerful 
draw. 



Fourth was Syria as another venue for the war between the US and Israel versus Iran. Until 
the rise of ISIS in Syria and its dissolution of the border between Syria and Iraq, Iran's role as 
arms sup-plier and strategic backer of the government in Damascus was the primary reason for 
US interest in Syria. Iran is the most important Middle East power that remains hostile to US 
and Israeli interests, including opposition to Tel Aviv's nuclear weapons monopoly in the Middle 
East. With the rise of ISIS, Syria has become more important as a US target in its own right. But 
with Tehran still relying on its strategic alliance with Assad, the US maintained its goal of 
weakening Iran by undermining its most important Arab ally. By late 2014 that effort had been 
further complicated by Iran's new role against ISIS, with Tehran backing the Iraqi government 
and providing the most important military and economic support to the Syrian government. Its 
opposition to ISIS was consistent with its earlier opposition to the pre-ISIS Syrian rebels. The 
difference now was that Iran's opposition to ISIS put it into a significant, if unspoken, partnership 
with the United States, even as the US continued efforts to isolate and weaken Iran. 

The fifth war positioned Syria as the key Middle East arena of global competition between 
the US and Russia for regional military/ strategic power and influence. Moscow's hold on its 
naval base at Tartus, on Syria's southern Mediterranean coast, is a key reason for its support 
for the Syrian government, just as Washington remains committed to the port in Bahrain that 
hosts the Pentagon's Fifth Fleet. Russia will fight for its Tartus base to the last Syrian, just as 
the US will do anything, including arming and supporting the 2011 Saudi—UAE military 
intervention against peaceful Bahraini protesters, to keep its Fifth Fleet in place. US-Russian 
competition for the region's resources—especially control of oil and natural gas pipelines that 
could either bypass Syria (aiding US allies) or go through Syria (helping Russia and its allies)—
also fuels the conflict. The US-Russia tension played a particularly damaging role in the failed 
2012 effort to convene multilateral negotiations to end the Syrian crisis. 

The sixth war emerged slightly later, as a battle between the secular and Islamist forces 
within the anti-Assad opposition. This became increasingly brutal in 2013 and 2014, as powerful 
Islamist militias either sidelined or, in many cases, attacked secular anti-Assad forces in order to 
seize territory the secular forces controlled and more often, to seize weapons. The Free Syrian 
Army (FSA) and other secular forces, some of whom were vetted and deemed "moderate" by 
the United States, were provided with significant arms. They promised to maintain control of 
those weapons, including promising to "record the serial number" of every weapon, but it quickly 
became clear that they had no military capacity to prevent the weapons from falling into the 
hands of the better-armed, and often better disciplined and better trained, ISIS and other 
Islamist forces. In fact many secular Syrian fighters themselves defected and joined the Nusra 
Front and other Islamist militias, including ISIS, desperate to join what looked like a winning 
(and more reliably salary-paying) side against the Assad government. 

By late 2013, the seventh war emerged, this time as a battle within the Islamist forces 
themselves. It pitted a variety of Islamist groups, most notably the al-Qaeda-linked Nusra Front, 
against the more powerful, brutal ISIS militia, and was fought over weapons and the control of 
territory wrested away from the regime. 

 
What was the story behind the chemical weapons attack that led President Obama to 
threaten to bomb Syria in 2013? 
 
By June of 2013 the civil war in Syria had expanded, with civilians being killed, injured, and 

dispossessed in huge numbers. Discussions were under way about an international peace 
conference, but they weren't getting very far. Even as the United States and Russia continued 
talking about such a meeting, arms shipments from and to all sides continued to threaten even 
greater escalation. 

Arms, mainly US arms, were flowing to Syrian rebel forces from Qatar, the UAE, and Saudi 
Arabia via Turkey and Jordan as well as directly from the United States. Britain and France 



forced the European Union to end its prohibition on sending arms to the opposition, and the US 
cheered the EU decision. Russia announced it was sending Damascus advanced anti-aircraft 
missiles, and Israel threatened to bomb those missiles if they arrived in Syria. 

The war in Syria was more than two years old and had already claimed almost 100,000 
deaths. Although US government and media reports often claimed that almost all the dead were 
civilians and that the Assad regime was responsible for virtually all the violence of the war, the 
reality was that most of the victims were actually military, and the largest number were 
supporters of the regime. By June 2013, according to the most widely quoted (and largely pro-
opposition) source, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, 43 percent of the dead were 
government soldiers and pro-regime militia fighters. Seventeen percent were anti-Assad 
fighters, including armed civilians, Syrian army defectors, and foreign supporters of the armed 
opposition groups. Civilians, many of them in communities that had supported the regime, 
accounted for 37 percent of the casualties. (By January 2015, the 2014 total casualty figures 
indicated the percentage of civilians killed that year had dropped to 24 percent.) 

Starting early in 2013, pressures began to mount on the Obama administration to engage 
even more directly in Syria, to establish a no-fly zone, create "safe corridors" for rebel forces, 
send heavy weapons to the US-identified "good guys" among the rebels, train additional rebels 
beyond those the 200 CIA agents in Jordan were then training, even to conduct direct airstrikes 
on Syrian targets. All were on the wish list of the "we want to attack Syria and we want to do it 
now" caucus in Congress, the punditry, and beyond, who raised numerous reasons why the US 
should go to war, including claims of chemical weapons being used by the Syrian regime, but 
without evidence to back up the claims. 

President Obama resisted the pressure. But his defiance was weak and cautious. We don't 
have enough evidence yet, White House officials said on numerous occasions. It's not clear the 
red line has been crossed. The clear implication was that if there was more evidence, if some 
claimed red line was crossed, then all bets would be off. It wasn't clear that the enormous 
costs—in US taxpayers' money and in Syrian lives—would have been a sufficient deterrent. And 
the diplomatic rhetoric maintained the ominous "all options are on the table." 

By the summer of 2013, the political pressure began to rise again. On August 21, reports 
surfaced of a poison gas attack against civilians in the suburbs of Damascus, the Syrian capital. 
What was clear was that it was a horrific attack, with hundreds of people, including many 
children, dead and injured. What remained unclear and unconfirmed was almost everything 
else, including how many had died and, crucially, who was responsible. 

Initial reports from activists on the ground said about 300 people had been killed. The 
international aid organization Medicins San Frontieres (MSF, Doctors Without Borders) reported 
at least 3,600 patients with "neurotoxic" symptoms at hospitals it supported, of whom 35S died. 
The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said it had confirmed 502 deaths. French intelligence 
sources said the figure was at least 281 deaths. And the United States claimed that 1,429 
people had been killed. The huge disparity in casualty figures has never been fully explained. 
There were reports that the US number included all the people who had been killed in the area 
around Ghouta and nearby Baghdad suburbs within the same three-day period as the chemical 
attack, meaning many who were killed by other weapons by unknown forces would have been 
included in the numbers. But that was never confirmed. 

The United Nations sent inspectors shortly after the attack to determine the nature of the 
chemical and the kind of weapons used to disseminate it. They were able to confirm that sarin 
gas had been used, but they were not mandated to, and did not, determine who was 
responsible. Even before the UN or any investigation had begun, US officials immediately 
asserted that the Syrian regime had launched the attack. Human Rights Watch carried out its 
own investigation and reached the same conclusion based on the trajectory of rockets involved 
in the attack. 



But other sources soon raised serious questions about the validity of the assumption that 
the Syrian government was the only possible culprit. Fuller examinations, including an AP report 
of Washington officials punching holes in the administration's allegations, and a widely read 
investigation by the award-winning journalist Seymour Hersh demonstrated significant 
weaknesses in the White House claims that only the regime could have launched the attack. 
Hersh opened his mid-December analysis in the London Review of Books with the assessment 
that  
 

Barack Obama did not tell the whole story this autumn when he tried to make the case 
that Bashar al-Assad was responsible for the chemical weapons attack near Damascus 
on 21 August. In some instances, he omitted important intelligence, and in others he 
presented assumptions as facts. Most significant, he failed to acknowledge something 
known to the US intelligence community: that the Syrian army is not the only party in the 
country's civil war with access to sarin, the nerve agent that a UN study concluded—
without assessing responsibility—had been used in the rocket attack. In the months 
before the attack, the American intelligence agencies produced a series of highly 
classified reports, culminating in a formal Operations Order—a planning document that 
precedes a ground invasion—citing evidence that the Nusra Front, a jihadi group 
affiliated with al-Qaida, had mastered the mechanics of creating sarin and was capable of 
manufacturing it in quantity. When the attack occurred Nusra should have been a 
suspect, but the administration cherry-picked intelligence to justify a strike against Assad. 

 
For many, the insistence that only the Assad regime could have been the perpetrator, that 

none of the other military forces in the country (including military defectors and Islamist 
extremists) could have stolen or produced sarin, echoed the Bush administration's insistence on 
claims of Baghdad's weapons of mass destruction to justify the invasion and occupation of Iraq 
ten years earlier. The claims in 2002—03 were demonstrably false, but the war went ahead. A 
decade later, the clear uncertainty over who might have carried out the chemical attack was 
almost never taken seriously in the mainstream press, which largely continued to base its 
coverage on the assumption that the Assad regime was responsible. 

The issue shifted quickly from the attack itself to how the United States would/should/might 
respond. The Obama administration immediately began using the language of "red lines. "The 
Syrian government's use of chemical weapons, we now heard, meant it had crossed a red line 
and now US military intervention would be on the agenda. The double assumption was that first, 
the Syrian regime was the known culprit, and second, that "red lines" mean only military options 
are available, that diplomacy has no role to play. By the end of August, just a week after the 
chemical attack, the US began moving troops and other military assets into position "just in 
case. "The Wall Street Journal quoted an anonymous "senior defense official" who said the 
military strikes being considered "would be conducted from ships in the Eastern Mediterranean 
using long-range missiles, without using manned aircraft. 'You do not need basing. You do not 
need over-flight. You don't need to worry about defenses.'" 

Domestic pressure from Congress, pundits, and much of the press continued to rise. Turkey, 
Britain, and Germany all indicated support for some kind of military action. By early September 
Israel joined the demand, although Tel Aviv had previously not called for a military assault on 
Syria. That was partly because the Syrian regime, despite its "resistance" rhetoric, had 
historically been very useful to Israel, keeping the occupied Golan Heights and the border with 
Israel quiet. But with the "red line" talk, Prime Minister Netanyahu and others appeared to fear 
that if there were no US military strike against Syria, Iran would draw the conclusion that 
Tehran's crossing of a supposed "red line" some time in the future might not result in a military 
strike either, and therefore Israel joined those calling for military assault on Syria. 

 
 



Why didn't the US attack Syria over the chemical weapons issue in 2013? 
 
There were numerous impediments to going to war. Neither side of the war debate in 

Washington seriously took into account that the escalating crisis in the Middle East was taking 
place simultaneously with a significant decline of US influence. With US economic and 
diplomatic power reduced, military force remained the one arena in which the US was the 
indisputable champ. But even 2013's $800 billion US military budget could no longer determine 
history by itself. For example, US participation in the 2011 NATO campaign in Libya was partly, 
though not entirely, an attempt to remilitarize the US role in the region and thus reassert US 
centrality. But whether or not US policymakers were prepared to acknowledge it, that military 
intervention, like its predecessors in Iraq and Afghanistan, had already failed. 

And whether or not they were prepared to anticipate or acknowledge it, military intervention 
in Syria was certain to fail as well. War always hurts civilians, but US wars generally hurt and kill 
civilians far from the US, so, unfortunately, the direct human consequences remain far from US 
public consciousness where they might spark more consistent anti-war opposition. 

The greater political problem for US policymakers was that an arms embargo, a necessary 
component of any serious diplomatic alternative, would also hurt some of their most important 
campaign contributors: the arms dealers. Despite the increasing recognition that military 
intervention has failed, the US remains the largest arms exporter in the world; sending US arms 
to one side of Syria's civil war (and thus extending the war) helped to justify things like 
Washington's then-pending $10 billion joint arms sale to Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. 
Instability in Syria, whatever its cause, would help reinforce calls for increasing the existing $30 
billion ten-year commitment of US military aid to Israel. Calling for an arms embargo was never 
going to be easy. 

While it is unclear whether or how much it mattered to Washington decision-makers, there 
was also the problem of the fundamental illegality of any US military escalation. There are only 
two conditions in which a military attack by one country against another (including establishment 
of a no-fly zone) can be legal: Either it is authorized by the UN Security Council, or it is a case of 
immediate self-defense. Neither condition existed. The Council had been burned in 2011 after 
approving the use offeree in Libya. The US and its allies had promised that the assault would be 
limited to humanitarian protection, but instead, as many had predicted, it immediately turned into 
a war for regime change. Two years later, the Security Council, whose veto-wielding permanent 
members included some of Syria's allies, was certainly not going to repeat that mistake, so 
there would be no UN authorization. And there was no way even the most hawkish warmongers 
in the US could claim that Syria's civil war represented an immediate national threat to the 
United States. Any US attack—with or without a congressional mandate—would have been a 
clear violation of international law. 

There was also the problem of cost. In July 2013, then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Gen. Martin Dempsey, testified in the Senate that creating a no-fly zone in Syria would cost over 
a billion dollars per month. He said that a bombing campaign designed, officially, to hit "high-
value" targets inside Syria would mean sending hundreds of warplanes, Navy ships, even 
submarines. Even the more limited military goal of trying to gain control of Syria's chemical 
weapons stockpile would, Dempsey said, require thousands of Special Forces and many other 
troops on the ground. Perhaps having learned at least a few of the lessons of the disastrous 
wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and most recently Libya, Dempsey acknowledged that, "We have 
learned from the past 10 years, however, that it is not enough to simply alter the balance of 
military power without careful consideration of what is necessary in order to preserve a 
functioning state." 

The US government was clearly divided. On the one hand, it allowed the false dichotomy to 
stand, claiming the only two options were either a military strike or "we let 'em get away with it 
."The White House did not present alternatives for other kinds of international accountability, 



such as investigation by the International Criminal Court. Rumors circulated that, knowing that 
UN authorization was impossible, the US might ask NATO for approval of a military strike 
against Syria, recalling the Kosovo precedent of 1999. (The problem was, in 1999 and again in 
2013, the UN Charter was very clear on what constitutes a legal use of military force—and 
permission from NATO was not part of that very short list.) 

On the other hand, even President Obama had acknowledged that attacking Syria would 
mean violating international law. Two days after the chemical attack he said, "If the US goes in 
and attacks another country without a UN mandate and without clear evidence that can be 
presented, then there are questions in terms of whether international law supports it.. .and those 
are considerations that we have to take into account." But international law considerations were 
not finding much support. CNN described how officials were probably assessing that "the 
'strictly legal' should not be allowed to cancel out a legitimate and necessary course of action, 
even if international law provides no clear support for intervention on humanitarian grounds 
."What would make an illegal action somehow "legitimate and necessary" was never spelled 
out. 

The next escalation came when UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon announced that UN 
inspectors would be withdrawn on August 29, anticipating likely US airstrikes. As The Guardian 
described it, "The accelerated departure of the UN weapons inspectors was reminiscent of 
similar hasty exit from Iraq more than a decade ago, after receiving a tip-off from western 
intelligence agencies that US air strikes against Saddam Hussein's regime were imminent." The 
threat of military engagement was growing. 

But the failure of earlier wars in the Middle East—Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya—continued to 
resonate. Sixty percent of Americans remained opposed to US military intervention in Syria 
even if chemical weapons were involved. And quickly, anti-war organizations mobilized to build 
opposition to the drive toward war. The target was Congress, as well as the White House. The 
goal was to raise the political cost of US military intervention. 

The anti-war pressure grew, and more members of Congress began to express hesitation, 
then opposition to a new US military intervention. Then the international conditions began to 
change. On August 29, the British Parliament voted against Prime Minister David Cameron's 
request for authorization for a military strike on Syria. It was a stunning rejection of the 
government. Cameron immediately announced, "It is clear to me that the British Parliament, 
reflecting the views of the British people, does not want to see British military action. I get that, 
and the government will act accordingly." It represented a major blow to the Obama 
administration's effort to establish an international coalition. 

In response, President Obama changed his position. On August 31, he appeared in the 
White House Rose Garden and announced, "I have decided that the United States should take 
military action against Syrian regime targets. .. .Our military has positioned assets in the region. 
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs has informed me that we are prepared to strike whenever we 
choose. Moreover, the Chairman has indicated to me that our capacity to execute this mission is 
not time-sensitive; it will be effective tomorrow, or next week, or one month from now. And I'm 
prepared to give that order. But having made my decision as Commander-in-Chief based on 
what I am convinced is our national security interests, I'm also mindful that I'm the President of 
the world's oldest constitutional democracy. I've long believed that our power is rooted not just 
in our military might, but in our example as a government of the people, by the people, and for 
the people. And that's why I've made a second decision: I will seek authorization for the use of 
force from the American people's representatives in Congress." It was a huge stand-down for 
the White House. 

But the results weren't yet certain. Congress had yet to weigh in, and it was far from certain 
that Congress would stand up to the pro-war pressure from the White House, in the media, and 
beyond. Anti-war campaigning escalated quickly. Thousands, eventually hundreds of 
thousands, of letters, calls, visits, emails, and petitions flooded the offices of members of the 



House and the Senate. Activists followed members in their home districts, seizing the 
microphones at town meetings to demand debate over the threat of war. It was an 
unprecedented mobilization aimed at preventing Congress from authorizing a seemingly 
imminent war. More and more members were signing on to letters and statements saving they 
would oppose military force, but it was difficult because alternatives were still not widely familiar 
enough to provide political safety for many members. It began to appear that there would not be 
60 votes in the Senate supporting the use of force, and the possibility of a positive vote in the 
House of Representatives was looking less and less likely. 

A week later, Russian President Vladimir Putin offered a solution. At a September 9th press 
conference a journalist asked US Secretary of State John Kerry whether there was anything that 
could prevent a US attack on Syria. He replied, seemingly off the cuff, that Syria could surrender 
its chemical weapons stockpile to the international community within a week. His Russian 
counterpart, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, responded with the offer that, "If the establishment 
of international control over chemical weapons in that country would allow avoiding strikes, we 
will immediately start working with Damascus... We are calling on the Syrian leadership to not 
only agree on placing chemical weapons storage sites under international control, but also on its 
subsequent destruction and fully joining the treaty on prohibition of chemical weapons ."The 
Syrian government quickly agreed. 

In response, the Senate majority leader announced that the war vote scheduled for 
September 11 would now be postponed. The Russian initiative to destroy Syria's chemical 
weapons quickly morphed into an international coalition. With US-Russian collaboration at its 
core, that multilateral disarmament alliance succeeded in identifying, removing, and destroying 
Syria's entire known chemical arsenal by the middle of August 2014. 

Neither the House of Representatives nor the US Senate ever voted on military strikes 
against Syria. The anti-war mobilization had triumphed. For the moment... 

 
Did the US start bombing Syria in August 2014 to save the Yazidis stranded on Mount 

Sinjar? 
 
By the summer of 2014 virtually all US troops had been out of Iraq for two and a half years. 

The Middle East was aflame, with the aftermath of the Libya assault, the collapsing of the Arab 
Spring, especially in Egypt, and most of all the escalating multi-party Syrian civil war all causing 
new and greater violence. ISIS was gaining ground, seizing territory in what would soon become 
a huge swath of Syria and Iraq. In early June ISIS captured Mosul, Iraq's second-largest city, as 
Iraqi army units collapsed and fled, leaving their weapons behind. 

On June 19, President Obama reassured a war-weary public— sort of. "American forces will 
not be returning to combat in Iraq." Then he added, "but we will help Iraqis as they take the fight 
to terrorists who threaten the Iraqi people, the region, and American interests as well. "That 
caveat made clear that moves toward a new US war, again in Iraq and perhaps beyond, were 
coming closer. 

The White House said it was "only" sending 275 soldiers to protect the already heavily 
guarded US embassy in Baghdad. It was "only" sending 300 Special Forces, and they were 
"only" advisers. The Pentagon said there was "only" one aircraft carrier in the region, and a few 
other warships. Missile strikes were "only" being considered, and no ground troops would be 
sent. Given the US failure to bring security or stability, let alone democracy, to Iraq with 150,000 
troops at a time cycling through multiple deployments in an eight-year war, it wasn't clear what a 
few hundred troops, warplanes, and warships were supposed to accomplish. 

But within two months the pressure mounted for even greater military engagement. The 
immediate cause was a humanitarian crisis emerging on Mount Sinjar, a mountainous area west 
of Mosul in Iraq just over the Syrian border. As was the case in other scenarios, the US focused 
on a particular attack on a non-Muslim minority community to justify its intervention—similar to 



the more common US/Western focus on "persecuted Christians" across the Middle East as a 
rationale for its escalating military engagement. The timing of the quite-sudden shift in US 
policy, in favor of an immediate military response to the horrific massacres, beheadings, and 
such that had been under way for some time already, also served as a useful distraction from 
the growing momentum of global opposition to Israel's then-under way 50-day war on Gaza. 

ISIS militants attacked the mostly Kurdish Yazidi town of Sinjar on August 3, killing men and 
kidnapping women. Thousands fled the attack, seeking refuge on Mount Sinjar. There they 
found relative safety from the attacks, but conditions were dire. There were thousands of 
families, with many children, trapped on the mountain, facing the midsummer heat with virtually 
no water or food. 

On August 6, President Obama spoke from the White House Rose Garden. "The United 
States cannot and should not intervene every time there is a crisis in the world," he said. But in 
the case of the Yazidis, he added, "I believe the United States cannot turn a blind eye." Obama 
authorized the Pentagon to go, and US planes dropped food and water on August 8. 

Obama's authorization, however, went far beyond a humanitarian response—he used the 
same speech to call for direct military intervention against ISIS, starting with air strikes in Iraq. "I 
know that many of you are rightly concerned about any American military action in Iraq, even 
limited strikes like these, "he said. "I understand that. I ran for this office in part to end our war in 
Iraq and welcome our troops home, and that's what we've done. As commander in chief, I will 
not allow the United States to be dragged into fighting another war in Iraq." 

But the president seemed to be limiting the definition of "another war in Iraq" to a scenario of 
tens or hundreds of thousands of US ground troops being sent to fight. Other military 
engagement apparently did not meet his criteria for another war in Iraq. The mantra "no boots 
on the ground" would continue to be heard, as if officially designated combat ground troops 
were the only force that equals war. President Obama's actual authorization called for targeted 
airstrikes not only to help the Yazidis stranded on Mount Sinjar but also to be used against ISIS 
forces thought to be moving toward Erbil, the capital of Iraq's semi-autonomous Kurdish region. 
The authorization was explained as a response to the humanitarian crisis facing the Yazidis and 
protection of US citizens—the latter factor useful as an excuse for the Obama administration 
ignoring the need for congressional authorization to return to war in Iraq. It wasn't clear whether 
and which US citizens might be at risk; there were a few dozen US diplomats and perhaps 200 
US troops in and around Erbil, as well as some number of Americans who lived and worked 
there, but there were no indications any of them had been particularly targeted. Some reports 
indicated that the US citizen justification was based on the notion that ISIS might try to destroy 
the Mosul dam, which could create major damage downriver, perhaps even in Baghdad—and 
there were 5,000 US diplomats, troops, and military contractors staffing one of the largest US 
embassies in the world there. But again, there was no indication, not even any claim, that 
Americans had been singled out. (Of course the numbers were small enough that if any or all of 
the few hundred US citizens in Erbil had been threatened, a single commercial plane could have 
taken off from the still-open airport and flown them all to safety.) 

President Obama's claim that the US was "uniquely capable" of providing humanitarian 
assistance to the stranded Yazidis also turned out not to be true. The United Nations, even 
before Obama's August 6 statement, had offered to provide technical help to the Iraqi 
government to establish a humanitarian airdrop program—something that would have avoided 
the militarization inevitable in any Pentagon-run program. The Iraqi government had rejected the 
UN offer, claiming that the global organization did not have the technical capacity to carry it out. 
But instead of pressuring the US-backed government in Baghdad to take up the UN offer, 
perhaps agreeing to provide whatever support might have helped further boost United Nations 
capacity, the US ignored the UN and announced its own plan. 

The US military already had experienced the problems inherent in linking humanitarian 
airdrops with bombing raids. The last time this happened was in November of 2001 in 



Afghanistan, when the United States Air Force was dropping food packs wrapped in bright 
yellow plastic to make them easily spotted by Afghan refugees fleeing the US bombing of the 
cities. But at the same time the US was dropping cluster bombs also wrapped with the same 
bright yellow plastic. No one knows how many children were killed running to pick up what they 
thought were food packages that turned out to be cluster bombs. 

As it turned out, very little US airpower was used on or around Mount Sinjar—only about 
four sets of US airstrikes were launched at ISIS positions surrounding the mountain. Far more 
airstrikes were launched to protect Erbil. On Mount Sinjar itself, the Yazidis were saved not by 
the US military but by a Syrian Kurdish militia, known as the YPG, or People's Protection Units, 
which is the Syrian affiliate of the better-known PKK, or Kurdish Workers Party of Turkey. The 
PKK has long been on Washington's list of "foreign terrorist organizations," so there was a great 
reluctance in the White House and the Pentagon to acknowledge the role the YPG played in 
opposing ISIS in Syria in general and in rescuing those stranded on Mount Sinjar in particular. 
The Yazidis trapped there were able to escape not primarily as a result of US airstrikes, but 
because theYPG was able to punch an opening through ISIS lines, establishing a protected 
corridor. They led thousands of Yazidi families down the mountain to safety over the border into 
Syria, and then along the border to a much safer area where they were able to cross back into 
Iraq. 

The Mount Sinjar crisis provided the Obama administration with the political cover necessary 
to return to war in Iraq. Despite statements from White House officials that the US was not there 
to act as the air force of the Kurds or of the Shi'a-dominated Iraqi government, that was exactly 
what was under way. As the New York Times put it, "offensive strikes on militant targets around 
Erbil and Baghdad would take American involvement in the conflict to a new level—in effect, 
turning the American Air Force into the Iraqi Air Force." 

 
Who are the "moderates" in Syria? 
 
The term "moderate" has come to be used in Syria to describe political and military forces—

people and groups—who oppose the government of Bashar al-Assad, who are more or less 
secular rather than Islamist, and crucially, who are more or less pro-Western. It is the basis of 
the US effort to vet or approve opposition forces who might receive US or allied assistance—
military, financial, or political. It has little to do with local support or legitimacy. 

In early 2015, the Pentagon announced some of the details of its long-delayed plan to train 
Syrian rebels, who would supposedly be prepared to fight against both ISIS and the Syrian 
regime of Bashar al-Assad. Involving 1,000 would-be fighters to be trained in Turkey, Qatar, and 
Saudi Arabia for a year or more, the plan amounted to an acknowledgement that the US-backed 
"moderate" Syrian rebels that Washington had been talking about supporting for three or four 
years still did not exist as a genuine fighting force. Instead the US would try to create a whole 
new force. 

The US faces enormous challenges in trying to identify, vet, arm, and train a "moderate" 
rebel army. As of September 2014, according to Syria scholar Joshua Landis, 

 
The US is arming and funding 12 to 14 militias in northern Syria and 60 more groups 

in the south, according to the head of the Syrian Opposition Coalition. These militias have 
not, thus far, been particularly successful on the battlefield, and none has national reach. 
Most are based on one charismatic commander or a single region and have not 
articulated clear ideologies. All depend on foreign money. 

The vast majority of Syria's rebel groups have been deemed too Islamist, too 
sectarian and too anti-democratic by the US— and these are the groups ranged against 
the ISIL. They span the Salafist ideological samut from al-Qaeda's Nusra Front to the 
40,000-strong conglomeration of rebel forces united under the banner of the Islamic 



Front. Despite US skepticism, some of the Sunni Arab regimes Obama has courted as 
key allies in the anti-ISIL effort have worked with these groups. 

Gulf countries reportedly poured money into the Islamic Front until the US convinced 
them to stop. Islamic Front leaders decried democracy as the "dictatorship of the strong" 
and called for building an Islamic state. Zahran Alloush, the military chief of the Islamic 
Front spooked Americans by insisting that Syria be "cleansed of Shi'a and Alawites." ... 

Turkey insists that the US arm these anti-ISIL Islamist rebel groups, including the 
Nusra Front. Disagreement over which rebels to back is one of the reasons Ankara has 
refused the US requests to use Turkish territory to train rebel forces and as a base from 
which to carry out attacks on ISIL. The United States' principal allies simply do not agree 
on which rebel forces are sufficiently moderate to qualify for support. 

Last year the US tried to unite Western-friendly militias under a supreme military 
command, but that effort proved a debacle. In December the Islamic Front overran the 
supreme military command of the Free Syrian Army and ransacked its numerous 
warehouses and depots, making off with large stashes of US and Saudi supplies. The 
US-backed fighters were hogtied and left in their underwear. When US Ambassador 
Robert Ford requested that the Islamic Front return the stolen items, he received no 
response. 

 
Along with its Gulf allies—Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Jordan, Turkey, the UAE in particular—

Washington began urging those disparate opposition forces deemed secular and pro-Western 
enough, although already divided into dozens of separate organizations and militias, to form a 
unified political movement for negotiations and a unified military command with whom the US 
and other governments could engage. The forms took shape—the National Coalition for Syrian 
Revolution and Opposition Forces, known as the Syrian National Coalition, was created in 
November 2012 and was quickly anointed with US legitimacy as the official political force, and 
the Free Syrian Army became the official recipient of money and weapons from the Gulf states 
and talk of training from the United States. But the lack of substance behind those forms 
remained a problem. 

 
Who are the key forces within the Syrian conflict? 
 
The Syrian National Coalition was made up primarily of exiles— many of them longtime, 

brave opponents of the Assad regime, representing a wide range of politics, ideas, and 
constituencies (and some represented no clear constituencies at all). Not surprisingly, they had 
a very difficult time agreeing on strategy, negotiating positions, what to call for from the United 
States and the rest of the international community, or anything else. They bickered over 
leadership positions and spokespeople. And most important, they had few connections to, and 
even less accountability to, the internal opposition movement inside Syria. That movement 
included the remnants of the original non-violent political opposition activists, those who had not 
been arrested, forced into exile, wounded, or killed, many of whom still opposed the 
militarization of the popular movement, as well as the widely disparate political/military 
organizations that had emerged later. They made clear to the world, as individual organizations 
and to some degree collectively, that the Syrian National Coalition did not speak for or represent 
them. A key point of contention was on the question of negotiating with the regime—many 
internal opposition forces were willing to consider negotiations even if they were not based on 
the pre-condition of Assad being removed from power; most of the external leaders were not. 

Then there was the Free Syrian Army. Based in Turkey and with its origins in the cohort of 
former Syrian soldiers who defected to the opposition with their weapons in the first months of 
the uprising, it seemed like the logical core of a unified rebel military. But soon after its creation 
in 2011, it expanded to include the wide array of militias and fighters, Islamist and secular, who 



agreed on little beyond a shared opposition to the Assad regime. By the middle of 2012, in-
fighting within and between the various FSA groups had increased. 

The credibility of the military opposition was soon compromised. Syrian refugees who had 
been driven out by the fighting expressed bitterness about the many officers and generals who 
had defected from the Syrian military and left the country. The refugees were angry that so 
many former soldiers chose to stay in Turkey, and they demanded that the experienced military 
officers return to Syria to assist the opposition fighters. At the same time, reports surfaced of the 
FSA and other opposition forces committing serious human rights violations and war crimes. 
According to the Wall Street Journal, "aid groups told the State Department that [al-Qaeda-
linked] Nusra didn't interfere with their humanitarian deliveries, while elements of the Free 
Syrian Army, which included trusted commanders, sometimes did."  

The practices of the Free Syrian Army were sometimes indistinguishable from some of the 
most extreme elements of the Islamist opposition. In September 2014, the FSA beheaded six 
captured ISIS prisoners—just days after the ISIS beheadings of two white Americans, 
journalists James Foley and Robert Sotloff. The brutality of the ISIS beheadings dominated 
mainstream media for days and was perhaps the single most important factor in turning US 
public opinion toward support for direct military re-engagement in Iraq. There was far less 
discussion of the FSA executions—the "moderate" rebel group first killed an African-American 
apparently fighting with ISIS and then beheaded the six non-American ISIS fighters they had 
captured. 

At the same time Islamist or jihadi organizations, some of them Syrian but many made up 
primarily of foreign fighters, began to appear in Syria, especially in the north—and they soon 
became far more powerful than the FSA organizations. The most influential was the Nusra 
Front, which imposed a harsh form of Islamic law on its fighters and on civilians even as it led 
key battles against the regime's army and made clear that its goals linked the overthrow of 
Assad's government with the establishment of Shariah law in areas under their control. The FSA 
continued to lose power and influence to their Islamist "allies"— and many FSA fighters 
abandoned their secular militias to join Nusra or later ISIS—seeing that the Islamist forces were 
better armed, paid better salaries, and were actually winning more victories. 

That phenomenon expanded when ISIS appeared as a separate force in Syria in early 2013, 
following its split with Nusra (see p. 21). During those first months ISIS fought its Islamist and 
secular opposition rivals far more than it fought the Syrian regime's military. And ISIS continued 
to expand. Al-Monitor reported in November 2013 that "ISIS opened the door for new members 
without checking the quality of the new members. ISIS started paying $200 a month for each 
fighter, and thousands of men in ISIS's area of control joined the group." 

It may have been partly because of the rising power of the Islamists and relative weakening 
of the secular FSA-linked forces that led the US to announce its intention of providing $123 
million in aid to the Free Syrian Army in April 2013. But that aid was officially limited to "non-
lethal" assistance, usually consisting of uniforms, food, and medicine, sometimes military gear 
such as night-vision goggles, but explicitly not weapons. Given the divisions and tensions within 
and between the various components of the FSA, it is unclear whether more weapons at that 
time would have changed the military situation on the ground, but either way the FSA continued 
to deteriorate, and it continued to lose fighters to the Nusra Front and other Islamist groups. 
From some time in 2012 the CIA was already engaged in training "vetted" rebel fighters in 
Jordan, but it was a small-scale (and officially covert) operation, and three years later, there was 
little evidence of an impact on the battlefield. 

While many secular fighters joined ISIS, in other areas the so-called moderates fought 
alongside ISIS, often openly recognizing that they shared the goal of overthrowing the Syrian 
government. By late 2014 the US priority had explicitly shifted to attacking ISIS, with the Syrian 
regime a secondary or even tertiary target, but for the vast majority of opposition fighters—
including those deemed "moderate," secular, pro-Western—the target remained the Assad 



regime. And whatever the priorities of the US, most of those "moderates" were prepared to work 
with anyone to achieve that goal. 

But in fact the US did not believe that success was ever possible. As far back as 2013, 
Patrick Cockburn described how "the US and its allies have responded to the rise of Isis by 
descending into fantasy. They pretend they are fostering a 'third force' of moderate Syrian 
rebels to fight both Assad and Isis, though in private Western diplomats admit this group doesn't 
really exist outside a few beleaguered pockets." That view was even shared by some military 
leaders of the Free Syrian Army itself. In September 2014 an FSA commander told the 
Washington Post that Washington's effort to link the various FSA units into a unified military 
force was "a cut and paste of previous FSA failures." 

A year later, in an August 2014 interview with Thomas Friedman of the New York Times, 
President Obama said that the idea that arming the Syrian rebels would have made a difference 
has "always been a fantasy. This idea that we could provide some light arms or even more 
sophisticated arms to what was essentially an opposition made up of former doctors, farmers, 
pharmacists, and so forth, and that they were going to be able to battle not only a well-armed 
state but also a well-armed state backed by Russia, backed by Iran, a battle-hardened 
Hezbollah, that was never in the cards." 

In the cards or not, in September 2014 a new coalition of "moderate" militia groups was 
announced in Turkey, linking the Supreme Military Council of Syria, which included the FSA, as 
well as the predominantly Christian Syriac Military Council. Created under the auspices of 
several members of the US Congress and the staff of the US House Foreign Affairs Committee, 
the coalition's goal was ostensibly to organize a unified military fight against both the Assad 
government and ISIS. But, as CNN reported after the meeting, "While the Supreme Military 
Council of Syria includes the Free Syrian Army, which is considered one of the leading 
moderate forces, there are questions about other members of the alliance. The Syrian 
Revolutionary Front reportedly signed a deal with ISIS in one suburb in Damascus, and 
another—the Hazzam group—put out a statement this week condemning US airstrikes." 

Syria expert Joshua Landis assessed that a victory by the US-backed opposition would be 
very dangerous. "The FSA wouldn't bring unified rule in Syria, they would bring Somalia," he 
said. 

 
Wasn't the original Syrian opposition a non-violent movement? What happened to 

that movement? 
 
The original democratic opposition was initially non-violent, and elements of this movement 

remain intact, although seriously weakened by the violence engulfing the country. As long-time 
ABC News Middle East chief Charles Glass described it, 
 

the other opposition, the people who actually started this, people who had done time in 
prison over the years, who were prisoners of the Assad regime who wanted popular 
demonstrations, who wanted civil disobedience, who wanted negotiations with the 
regime, to have a transition—a peaceful transition—in which they would ultimately be free 
elections by which the regime could, would lose, those people's voices are being 
drowned out in the cacophony of artillery and rifle fire all around Syria at this time. These 
people, I think they are disenchanted with the United States. ,..[T]hose people in the 
peaceful opposition do not want to become pawns in a super power game. 

 
There are strategic costs paid by those who advocate taking up arms against regimes. 

Some opposition activists may have held a moral or other kind of commitment to non-violence. 
But for many more, the rejection of armed struggle, even in circumstances of horrific civilian 
casualties, was based on the recognition that once a non-violent protest movement turns to 



arms, it loses not only its moral legitimacy in the eyes of many, but more importantly loses its 
mass character. And it is the continuation of the mass, popular involvement of huge proportions 
that creates an engaged, mobilized population willing and prepared to defend the democratic 
gains of these revolutionary processes whenever they may be won. 

Opposition activist Haytham Manna, described how in Syria 
 

the first negative result of the use of arms was to undermine the broad popular support 
necessary to transform the uprising into a democratic revolution. It made the integration 
of competing demands—rural v urban, secular v Islamist, old opposition v revolutionary 
youth—much more difficult. The resort to arms gave birth to fragmented groups that have 
no political program. Turkey trained army dissidents on its territory, and a group of them 
announced the birth of the Free Syrian Army under the supervision of Turkish military 
intelligence. Most militants inside Syria now carry a "Free Army" logo, but beyond a name 
there is no coordination or organized political harmony. 

 
In any political struggle, when mass mobilization is replaced by small groups waging military 

battles, non-participants in the armed struggle become victims, often of the violence from their 
"own" side. This is most glaring in situations of full-scale civil war, as in Syria. 

One of the most influential coalitions of indigenous Syrian political activists is the Local 
Coordination Committees—Syria (LCC), which came together in mid-2011 in the first months of 
the uprising. Uniting separate committees and organizations from a number of Syrian cities, by 
early 2015 their website listed 14 local and regional groups—from Dara and Horns to the Syrian 
Coast, Damascus and Damascus Suburbs, and even Raqqa, the self-declared "capital" of ISIS. 

In  August 2011 when the first calls for US and other foreign military intervention were 
coming from Syrians inside and outside the country, the LCC issued the following statement: 

 
In an unprecedented move over the past several days, Syrians in Syria and abroad 

have been calling for Syrians to take up arms, or for international military intervention. 
This call comes five and a half months of the Syrian regime's systematic abuse of the 
Syrian people, whereby tens of thousands of peaceful protesters have been detained and 
tortured, and more than 2,500 killed. The regime has given every indication that it will 
continue its brutal approach, while the majority of Syrians feel they are unprotected in 
their own homeland in the face of the regime's crimes. 

While we understand the motivation to take up arms or call for military intervention, 
we specifically reject this position as we find it unacceptable politically, nationally, and 
ethically. Militarizing the revolution would minimize popular support and participation in 
the revolution. Moreover, militarization would undermine the gravity of the humanitarian 
catastrophe involved in a confrontation with the regime. 

Militarization would put the Revolution in an arena where the regime has a distinct 
advantage, and would erode the moral superiority that has characterized the Revolution 
since its beginning. 

Our Palestinian brothers are experienced in leading by example. They gained the 
support of the entire Palestinian community, as well as world sympathy, during the first 
Intifada ("stones"). The second Intifada, which was militarized, lost public sympathy and 
participation. It is important to note that the Syrian regime and Israeli enemy used 
identical measures in the face of the two uprisings. 

The objective of Syria's Revolution is not limited to overthrowing the regime. The 
Revolution also seeks to build a democratic system and national infrastructure that 
safeguards the freedom and dignity of the Syrian people. Moreover, the Revolution is 
intended to ensure independence and unity of Syria, its people, and its society. 

We believe that the overthrow of the regime is the initial goal of the Revolution, but it 
is not an end in itself. The end goal is freedom for Syria and all Syrians. The method by 
which the regime is overthrown is an indication of what Syria will be like post-regime. If 
we maintain our peaceful demonstrations, which include our cities, towns, and villages; 



and our men, women, and children, the possibility of democracy in our country is much 
greater. If an armed confrontation or international military intervention becomes a reality, 
it will be virtually impossible to establish a legitimate foundation for a proud future Syria. 

 
The LCCs maintained their commitment to non-violence but also participated in the broader 

Syrian National Council, which included both non-violent political activists and those supporting 
the Free Syrian Army. The SNC is made up of a relatively wide range of reformist intellectuals, 
the Muslim Brotherhood, and many individual activists representing youth, Assyrian, and 
Kurdish movements. The SNC has been willing to consider negotiations with the Syrian regime, 
but mainly insisted that such talks focus on power transitions. 

That was distinct from the position of the National Coordinating Committee, a bloc of 
primarily left and Kurdish parties inside Syria. Created around the same time as the Syrian 
National Council, the NCC also maintained a commitment to non-violence but was willing to 
negotiate with the regime without preconditions. 

Numerous other grassroots organizations and coalitions were created as well, including 
those focused on mobilizing non-violent protests, media activism, providing humanitarian 
assistance especially to besieged communities, and documenting human rights violations. US 
and international attention largely ignored their work, choosing to engage instead with those 
political opposition groups supporting US and Western military intervention, and tied to the Free 
Syrian Army. 

The work of the grassroots continued while facing enormous challenges. Not surprisingly, 
even the commitment to non-violence came under question. Two years after its statement that if 
"international military intervention becomes a reality, it will be virtually impossible to establish a 
legitimate foundation for a proud future Syria," the LCC faced the US threat of bombing Syria in 
retaliation for the chemical weapon attack of August 2013 (see p. 119). 

In a statement showing how complex the considerations were, the LCC responded with a 
nuanced statement that made clear the activists were not endorsing a US military strike, but 
were setting conditions that any such strike would have to follow if it was to achieve anything of 
value for Syrians. 

 
The Syrian people have never welcomed a foreign military intervention in any 

country, but as it faced the oppression, it was forced to revolt out of a belief in its 
righteous cause, while the dictator's regime responded with gunfire, torture, arbitrary 
detention and denied the people their daily bread and the safety of their homes. The 
regime has confronted civilian protestors with tanks and heavy weaponry from the 
beginning of the Syrian revolution, and, since then, it hasn't stopped developing its 
methods of killing and violence. Arbitrary detention by security forces gradually turned 
into field executions, and gunfire has become an ongoing use of warplanes, ballistic 
missiles and heavy artillery, up till the moment when chemical weapons were used. The 
regime has never stopped challenging the entire world, relying on the support of Russia, 
China and Iran, and on the world being a silent accomplice. Its ongoing mass murder of 
the Syrian people, and its systematic destruction of the Syrian state, were its proof of 
humanity's failure in protecting itself from tyranny. 

Today, the signs are indicating a serious possibility to an American strike against the 
regime, that would merely defend the Red Line of the use of chemical weapons, which 
Assad has repeatedly challenged. Apparently, the main concern of the West in this 
regard is based on international balance and interests, not on the serious attempt to 
rescue a people who are striving for freedom and dignity, and dying for that, everyday. 

A limited strike to merely warn Assad will lead to nothing but increase in his violence, 
as well as to his complete confidence that no one would prevent him from killing. Such a 
transient strike will only become an international community approval of his use of non-
chemical weaponry, if it really succeeds in preventing future use of chemical. In the end 
no one will pay the price but the Syrian people. 



It is a difficult moment and a turning point in the history of Syrians, it requires a high 
sense of responsibility, from us, and from the entire world, as well as wisdom, not 
hesitation and egoism. 

Any strike to the regime must aim to paralyze, with attention and precision, its Air 
Forces, artillery, and missiles arsenal, being used continuously against civilian areas, 
with an impact, not far from that of Mass Destruction weapons. A strike must also 
prioritize civilians and their safety, rather than being at their cost. Moreover, it needs to be 
accompanied by close coordination with, and sufficient support to the Syrian opposition, 
both political and armed; in order to allow for better organization and progress. Such an 
empowerment is crucial, as it enables hope in the hearts of Syrians, whose despair and 
agony are the basis for extremism. 

As opposers, revolutionaries, and activists, it is our responsibility to stand side by 
side today, in order to clarify our national interests and humanitarian necessities, to tell 
the entire world that abandoning a people equals abandoning humanity itself, and that an 
intervention in Syria must be in favor of the Syrians' needs and voices, respecting them 
as well as their future's sovereignty. 

 
The weakening of the non-violent political opposition continued. In early 2013 the noted 

Syrian writer and human rights activist Haytham Manna described the contradiction. On the one 
hand he continued to assert that, "In modern history, no state exists where gnarled violence 
gave rise to a democratic system.. .and we do not have a single case of a military victory in a 
similar situation that did not carry viruses of the spectrum of extremism, eradication and 
revenge. We have warned and continue to warn of the repercussions of violence on social 
cohesion and civil peace, and the unity of Syria. It is clearly visible that the project of political 
violence does not represent an expression of class status, or national demands or democratic 
aspirations. Political violence in Syria is pushing a thoughtful and deliberate social mobility 
towards sectarianism and factionalism and extremism as a custodian of death, murder and 
revenge." 

But at the same time he recognized that even within his own organization, non-violent 
political mobilization had "shifted from being seen as high principles to being an accusation, and 
the three no's that were adopted by the National Coordination Body (no to violence, no to 
sectarianism, no to foreign intervention) were marked out as complicity and weakness in the 
face of dictatorial power." 

That may not have been entirely true—in June that year The Economist described a 
meeting with two members of the NCB, both of whom had spent a decade or more imprisoned 
by the Assad regime. They said they wanted to see the fall of the regime, "but that the arming of 
the revolution has taken it down 'the wrong path.' 'We are against all arms,' says Safwan Akash, 
a member from Hama, the country's fourth city in which thousands were massacred by the 
regime in 1982. 'That was the biggest mistake in the revolution. At the moment, the only future 
is more killing, more fighting and more damage. And the vision of the opposition outside only 
offers more of that.'" But it was clear that supporters of the non-violent political movement did 
not have an alternative strategy to move forward. 

By early 2014 the Lebanese magazine al Akhbar was asking the headline question: "Where 
are Syria's non-violent revolutionaries today? "What is clear is that as the armed groups took 
over the initiative of the anti-Assad uprising, many of the non-violent protesters refused to join 
the military struggle. Al Akhbar notes that, "Some preferred to leave the country in order to 
escape the new reality where the non-violent protest movement was in decline…Those whose 
circumstances did not allow them to leave, are living today the worst days of their lives. Some of 
them have persisted in their activism in non-governmental civil society organizations, whose 
numbers have increased during the events in Syria, or in the Coordinating Committees on social 
networking sites." 



But there is no question they face extraordinary challenges, including repression and the 
threat of arrest or worse from the Syrian security forces or various armed groups, as well as the 
problems facing all Syrian civilians caught up in the midst of a brutal civil war. Al Akhbar quotes 
one young activist who blames the regime's response to the original protests, and adds, "We 
were a group of patriotic men and women participating in the protests and spreading the values 
of national unity. After the revolution became militarized, we had no role to play. The fighting 
destroyed the civil movement." 

As Patrick Cockburn reminds us in The Jihadis Return, "revolutions are notorious for 
devouring their earliest and most humane advocates, but few have done so with the speed and 
ferocity of Syria's." 

The little bit of good news is that the original, democratic, largely non-violent Syrian 
movement that rose in early 2011 as part of the Arab Spring has not entirely disappeared. But 
as the multi-sided civil war continues to devastate Syria, reclaiming the movement's role as the 
center of the country's political motion remains for the future. 

 
 
Part 6 
In the Region and the World 
 
Why do so many Middle Eastern governments and opposition movements use 

religion to justify violence? 
 
In much of the world, for much of history, religion played a powerful, often defining role in 

political contests, power struggles, conflicts over resources, and wars. In many parts of the 
world that is still the case: the Buddhist government's oppression of Muslim Rohingyas in 
Burma, the rebellion of Hindu Tamils against the Buddhist-dominated government of Sri Lanka, 
attacks on Christians, animists, and others by the Muslim-dominated government in Sudan 
(which also reflected the divide between Arabs of the north and Black Africans further south). 
And of course Israeli occupation and apartheid policies are based on privileging Jewish rights 
over those of non-Jews, whether Muslim or Christian. 

Today's wars and conflicts—including internal struggles over power and resources, as well 
as broad movements against colonialism and imperialism—often are defined in religious and/or 
sectarian terms. Sunni against Shi'a, "true" Muslims against apostates, Jews against Muslims, 
etc. Most of the military struggles and some, though certainly not all, of the social movements 
mobilized against repressive and anti-democratic governments, against foreign occupation in 
the region, against Western encroachment, today define themselves in religious/sectarian 
terms. But as is always the case, the context goes far beyond the claim of "Muslim" or "Sunni" 
or whatever identity. 

Like every social movement, every Islamist movement in the Arab world today has its own 
particular history and political trajectory. Some have much older roots. Egypt's Muslim 
Brotherhood, arguably the first modern Islamist organization in the region, goes back to the 
1930s. But in most of those years, the organization and its offshoots across the region were 
brutally suppressed, with many leaders jailed or driven into exile. In post-Nasser Egypt, there 
were periods when "independents" known to be affiliated with the Brotherhood were allowed to 
run for parliamentary seats, but their influence was never allowed to challenge the secular US-
oriented military dictatorships. 

Overall, contemporary Islamist movements have all emerged in the context of the failure of 
earlier efforts to shape the challenges presented by Western colonial and post-colonial 
intervention and interference, corrupt despotic regimes, chronic impoverishment and 
unemployment, repression and the denial of human rights. Those failures included the Arab 
monarchies, Arab nationalism, pan-Arabism, Arab socialism, pro-Western, globalized Arab neo-



liberalism. None succeeded at ending poverty, protecting human rights, or ensuring "bread, 
freedom, and dignity," as many of the protesters in Egypt's Tahrir Square demanded. None 
guaranteed the rights of citizenship for ordinary people. 

It was largely in response to those failures that the narrative of religion—Islamism—took 
hold as the mobilizing force bringing people into the streets. Beginning with the Iranian 
revolution of 1979 that overthrew the US-backed Shah and brought a Shi'a Islamic force to 
power under the Ayatollah Khomeini, political Islam has played a major role in shaping political 
momentum across the Middle East. After the first Gulf war against Iraq in 1991, and in the midst 
of a major economic crisis spurred by the diminishing price of oil, the Islamic Salvation Front, or 
FIS, was elected, supplanting for the first time since independence the secular third-world 
socialist model of the anti-colonial National Liberation Front of Algeria. 

In some countries, colonial powers imposed religious or sectarian governing structures on 
local populations. In Lebanon, for example, in 1926 during the Mandate period, France imposed 
what was known as a confessional system, in which numbers of seats in the parliament, as well 
as specific positions (president, prime minister, etc.) were assigned to each of the six separate 
Muslim and 12 separate Christian sects. When Lebanon won its independence in 1943, France 
withdrew, but the confessional system remained and it remains today, still based on the last 
census, taken in 1936. 

There is no question that the relative size of Lebanon's populations of various sects has 
changed. Christians are no longer anywhere close to the number of Muslims; Shi'a significantly 
outnumber Sunni, but fear of demographic instability, especially after the 1975—1990 civil war, 
has resulted in a refusal to conduct a new census. Many Lebanese still identify with sect-based 
political and even military forces that continue to supersede national identity, although 
significant political shifts have occurred. The Shi'a-based Hezbollah movement rose in 1982, 
splitting from the traditional Shi'a Amal party to launch a more militant challenge to the Israeli 
occupation of Lebanon. Some Christians now support Hezbollah, and there are reports of other 
parties organizing outside their traditional sectarian base. The consequence of colonial 
occupation remains, and what exists today is less a direct religious conflict than a power 
struggle in which religion is used to mobilize support for power grabs and violence against other 
groups. 

If one looks at Iraq, the defeat of the monarchy in the late 1950s set the stage for the 
nationalist and pan-Arab regime of Saddam Hussein. An Iraqi Shi'a majority, with large Sunni 
Arab and Kurdish minorities and smaller communities of Christians ,Yazidis, Turkomans, and 
others lived in relatively cosmopolitan circumstances, although Sunnis held disproportionately 
privileged positions in the military and government. Until 1991 Iraq was a modern secular 
society, with a large urban middle class. Iraqis, at least in die cities, had access to most 
economic and social rights, including advanced education and health care and relative equality 
for women, but also confronted a government known for its denial of most political and civil 
rights. Political opponents, communists, supporters of Kurdish nationalism, Shi'a marsh 
dwellers, and others faced vicious repression, including arbitrary arrests, torture, and extra-
judicial killing. 

Like its Baath Party counterpart in Syria, the Iraqi Baathists were ruthlessly secular. In both 
countries, minority communities— Sunnis in Iraq, Alawites (a branch of Shi'a Islam) in Syria—
were disproportionately privileged in state patronage systems. Neither the Alawite al-Assad 
family in Syria nor the Sunni Saddam Hussein in Iraq had any interest in building Alawite or 
Sunni religious governance in their countries; both were secular as could be. But both used 
religious identity to divide and control populations, and to apportion political and economic rights 
and privileges. 

After its first war against Iraq in 1991, the United States imposed twelve years of crippling 
economic sanctions on the country. The impact was genocidal, including the death of over half a 
million children, the destruction of much of the physical and intellectual infrastructure of the 



country, the shredding of the social fabric, and the collapse of much of Iraqis' national identity. 
Many Iraqis responded by turning even further away from the national toward smaller, more 
local identities shaped by religion, sect, ethnicity, and tribe. 

Immediately following its second invasion and occupation in 2003, the US ordered the 
dissolution of Iraq's military and its civil service, thus destroying the most secular and nationalist 
institutions in the country, and leaving several million Iraqis bereft of their longstanding national 
identity as well as their jobs. The US occupation authorities imposed a new political system in 
which power was apportioned to sectarian political parties ostensibly based on the size of 
various religious and ethnic communities in Iraq. 

As the US war and occupation dragged on, ethnicity, tribe, and especially religion became 
newly important in the assertion of Iraqis' identity and in their search for protection. So sectarian 
identity became the basis not only for the newly empowered US-backed Shi'a-dominated 
government, but for conflicts over land and money, control of oil and other resources, and 
political power. By the mid-2000s, those conflicts looked increasingly like a sectarian civil war. 

A final example: In the Gaza Strip, the history of the Islamist Hamas movement reflects a 
different trajectory still. Hamas emerged in 1988, in the first months of the first Palestinian 
intifada, or uprising. Its political and ideological origins go back much further, reflecting the 
influence of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, but it was only in the context of the uprising that 
Hamas emerged as an organizational reality. Israel encouraged Hamas's rise to power, 
counting on the religious movement to somehow reduce the power of the intifada and the 
influence of the secular nationalist Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO, that Israel then 
defined as its top enemy. Former Israeli official Avner Cohen, who was responsible for religious 
affairs in Gaza until 1994, told the Wall Street Journal that, "Hamas, to my great regret, is 
Israel's creation. "The popular appeal of Hamas quickly grew. Like so many other Islamist 
organizations, it first gained support less for its ideology than by providing the impoverished 
population with desperately needed services unavailable under the Israeli occupation: clinics, 
schools, summer camps, social and economic assistance, and more. It was only later, by the 
mid- to late-1990s, as poverty and immiseration hit Gaza especially hard, that many more in the 
population turned more toward religion, and the Islamist approach to social life advocated by 
Hamas won new adherents. 

Similar trajectories emerged in many other countries, some of them much earlier. On a 
broader regional level, other factors were at work too. In countries where governments define 
themselves and claim legitimacy in religious terms (Saudi Arabia being the clearest example), 
as well as some of the military dictatorships in the region (such as Egypt under Hosni Mubarak), 
human rights, such as the rights of free speech and association, are often denied. In those 
situations, the mosque was often the only place to meet, and opposition forces often adopted 
religious approaches. The same demand for "bread, freedom, and dignity" that mobilized so 
many in Egypt rang out, with an overlay—often a very thin overlay—of religion. 

There are specific push-and-pull factors as well. In the context of the Syrian civil war, for 
instance, many secular anti-Assad fighters, faced with an intractable enemy in Damascus and 
simultaneously challenged by much more powerful Islamist forces, such as ISIS, chose to 
abandon the US-backed Free Syrian Army or other ostensibly "moderate" militias to join ISIS. 
This weakened the secular forces, of course, and the additional fighters accelerated the 
strength and popularity of ISIS. By 2013 or so, ISIS was wealthier (from illicit oil sales, kidnap 
ransoms, "taxes" imposed on people, and businesses in territory ISIS controlled, and other 
sources) and better armed than any of the secular anti-Assad forces. So it was not surprising 
that some of the formerly secular fighters switched loyalties and joined ISIS—not because of a 
sudden conversion to the ISIS extreme brand of Islam, but despite it, because ISIS offered 
higher salaries, better weapons, and occasional military victories. In many cases fighters would 
follow local leaders, powerbrokers who shifted loyalties between various militias, and brought 
their followers with them. 



Of course, in many of these scenarios jihadist organizations use the veneer of religious 
orthodoxy simply to claim legitimacy for violent, brutal actions. Like Judaism, Christianity, and 
pretty much every other religion, Islam's sacred texts include language that can be interpreted 
to allow or even encourage violence. The Torah calls for death by stoning for blasphemy; the 
New Testament legitimizes slavery. While many Islamic scholars have made clear that some 
claims of Quranic authority made by ISIS—for actions like condoning death as punishment for 
depicting a likeness of the Prophet—are completely false, there is no doubt that language 
approving extreme punishment exists in all the holy texts, reflecting the mores of ancient 
societies. But there is also no question that religion is being severely misused in today's Syria, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and beyond. 

 
What is the Sunni-Shi'a split in the region all about? 
 
While the legacies of colonialism, wars, and struggles over resources continue to shape the 

broad conflicts in the Middle East, a significant part of the conflict is rooted in the sectarian 
schism between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims. One of the seven separate conflicts that make up the 
Syrian civil war is the regional struggle between Sunni and Shi'a powers, a struggle played out 
with Saudi Arabia and Iran as the primary combatants. Patrick Cockburn subtitled his 2014 book 
"ISIS and the New Sunni Uprising." Much of the mid-2000s civil war, as well as the revived post-
2013 fighting in Iraq, reflects the sectarian divide set in place by the US in 2003 when it invaded 
and overthrew the Sunni-dominated Iraqi government, dismantled the military and civil service in 
which Sunnis had long been privileged, and supported a new government in which the once 
relatively marginalized but majority Shi'a took over and governed on a thoroughly sectarian 
basis. 

There is of course a theological basis to the split, the original divide within Islam. It began 
with a struggle over succession—who should be the leader of the Muslim community after the 
death of the Prophet Muhammad. The two sides each supported a different candidate—Abu 
Bakr, who had been a close colleague of Muhammad and was thought by many to be the best 
qualified to lead the community (although he was also Muhammad's father-in-law, that was not 
considered important), versus Ali ibn Abi Talib, who was related to Muhammad by blood (he 
was a cousin) and by marriage (he was also his son-in-law) and was supported by those who 
believed that there was a divine order to the succession. 

The Sunnis are identified as followers of the sunna, or the way, referring to the Quran's 
description of how leaders should be selected. The word Shi'a comes from si'atu Ali, or 
"partisans of Ali." Ali became caliph for five years, then was assassinated, and the caliphate 
which had been based in what is now Saudi Arabia shifted to the dynasties ruling in Damascus 
and Baghdad. The Shi'as, who had followed Ali, opposed those rulers, and in a later battle in 
the Iraqi city of Karbala, Ali's son Husayn and many of his followers were killed by the soldiers of 
those caliphates. Karbala became a kind of symbolic center of Shi'a Islam, and following the 
battle—really a massacre of Shi'as—the split became stronger. Sunnis became the large 
majority, and Shi'as continued to be marginalized and oppressed. Today, Sunnis remain the 
vast majority of the world's Muslims (most estimates indicate 80-85 percent Sunni and 15-20 
percent Shi'a). 

 
Is this conflict just an intractable war between two Islamic sects intent on imposing 

their beliefs on the populace? 
 
Though it may seem unlikely, it's not primarily religion that has made these groups mortal 

enemies. The contemporary Shi'a-Sunni divide is about power. Theocratic governments in Iran 
and Saudi Arabia impose versions of Shi'a or Sunni orthodoxy, respectively, on their 
populations, but other Muslim governments identify with one or the other sect largely in the 



context of political power and identity privilege. That is, the Sunni governments of Jordan, Qatar, 
Bahrain, the UAE, Turkey, Oman, and other countries privilege Sunni communities, often 
discriminate against their Shi'a populations (even when, as in Sunni-governed Bahrain, the Shi'a 
are actually the majority of the population)—but not with the goal of imposing rigid Sunni 
orthodoxy on the country. In Shi'a-dominated Iraq and in Syria, where the ruling family is 
Alawite, a branch of Shi'ism, Sunnis are often discriminated against, sometimes brutally, but 
again, the governments have no interest in imposing Shi'a interpretations of Islamic law or 
traditions on largely secular populations. In Shi'a-majority Bahrain, the Sunni monarchy brutally 
suppressed the democratic protesters of the 2011 Arab Spring uprising, and it continues to jail 
human rights activists and other government critics, almost all of whom are Shi'a—but the goal 
is preservation of the US-backed monarchy's absolute power over the population, not the 
imposition of Sunni practices. 

In the foregoing cases, the contemporary Sunni-Shi'a split has much more to do with identity 
politics within the countries and the struggles for power and hegemony in the region. Over the 
last fifty years or so in the Middle East, only two countries possessed all three of the 
requirements to be indigenous (as opposed to derivative, such as Israel) regional powers: oil for 
wealth, size of land and population, and sufficient water. Those were Iraq and Iran. With the 
essential destruction of Iraq's economic and military power following twelve years of sanctions 
and a decade of war and occupation, Iran emerged as an uncontested regional power. It was in 
this context that George W. Bush's administration transformed the long-hostile US position 
toward Iran dating from the overthrow of the US-backed shah into full-scale "axis of evil" efforts 
at undermining the Iranian economy and covertly supporting regime change in Tehran. 

 
Where does Saudi Arabia fit in? 
 
Saudi Arabia, the largest, wealthiest and most powerful of the Gulf pet-ro-monarchies, used 

its oil wealth to influence regional developments, maintain its strategic ties to the US, and build 
unacknowledged but strong ties with Israel—all largely under the public radar. It also spent 
billions on building and staffing madrassas, or Islamic schools, across the region and around the 
world, part of a large-scale campaign to win political as well as religious support for its brand of 
extreme Wahhabi Islam (see p.26 and p. 32 for more on Saudi influence on Islamist 
movements). Riyadh long saw Iran as its strategic challenger for dominance in the Middle East 
(which explains much of its coziness with Israel). But again, until about 2011 it was all under the 
table. 

Saudi Arabia did not come forward publicly to lead a regional Sunni coalition against the 
Iran-led Shi'a grouping of Syria, Iraq, and Hezbollah in Lebanon until the Syrian uprising against 
the Assad regime was morphing into a multifaceted civil war. And in the context of that civil war, 
the overt regional power struggle between Riyadh and Tehran—for control of oil markets and 
pipelines and beyond—paralleled a sectarian battle between those same forces for positioning 
as the most important global voice of Islam. 

The current version of Washington's global war on terror, and the battle against ISIS, takes 
place in the context of the wider regional sectarian battle already under way. In Iraq, where it is 
perhaps most concentrated, the large Sunni minority, disenfranchised from their privileged 
position when the US invaded and demolished the Iraqi civil service and military, has faced 
more than a decade of Shi'a-dominated and increasingly sectarian US-backed governments in 
Baghdad. Nuri al-Maliki, of Iraq's Shi'a Dawa Party, became prime minister in 2006, just as the 
sectarian civil war was exploding across the country alongside the anti-occupation resistance. 
Instead of moving to reduce the tensions, Maliki immediately enforced his own sectarian 
policies. His ministries of defense and intelligence, especially, were infamous for widespread 
brutality against individual Sunnis and Sunni communities, including mass arrests, torture in 
prisons, extra-judicial executions, even bombing of Sunni areas. 



Not surprisingly, anti-government mobilization among Sunnis grew, rooted in the existing 
resentments of a community that had been consciously sidelined and faced continued 
discrimination during the years of US occupation and US-backed governments. That was the 
context in 2013, when ISIS suddenly rose to power. There was a shockingly high level of 
tolerance, even support for the extremist organization, even among largely secular Sunni 
communities, who saw ISIS as the lesser evil, a potential ally with better arms to defend Sunni 
communities against the continuing ravages of their own Shi'a-sectarian government. 

It was for that reason that so many ISIS military strategists, trainers, and commanders are 
reported to come from the embittered Sunni former generals of Iraq's Saddam Hussein-era 
Baathist military. And for the same reason, every US air strike or drone attack against ISIS 
fighters holed up in a Sunni community somewhere (a strike that might be greeted in the US 
with a cheer of "Yay, we got the bad guys") is greeted with an angry "There go the Americans 
again, bombing Sunnis in the interest of the Shi'a and the Kurds." So even though the Obama 
administration might claim that the US military war against ISIS must be matched by a political 
campaign to win Sunnis away from ISIS, the military strikes are actually ensuring the failure of 
any such political effort. 

An early March 2015 military campaign to oust ISIS from the overwhelmingly Sunni city of 
Tikrit, which it had occupied since June 2014, provides an example of the longer-term effect of 
the sectarian actions of war. Tikrit, the second-largest Iraqi city controlled by ISIS, is on the road 
from Baghdad to Mosul, the largest ISIS-occupied city. Along with its strategic significance, 
Tikrit was also important as a symbol: As the birthplace of Saddam Hussein, it held special 
significance for many Sunnis. The attack was launched against Tikrit primarily by pro-
government Iraqi Shi'a militias mostly trained by Iran, backed by airstrikes from the Iraqi military. 

A reporter from McClatchy News Service told the BBC on March 2, 2015 that much of the 
population of the city had already fled. Describing the effect of the bombing and artillery strikes, 
he sounded a warning very familiar from the days of the war in Vietnam—"I don't know if they're 
going to liberate the city so much as destroy it," he said. If and when Tikrit's Sunni residents 
return to their ravaged city, it remains very uncertain whether they will hold ISIS, or their own 
government and its allied sectarian militias, responsible for the destruction. 

 
What are the consequences of the Syrian war across the region? 
 
Understanding the consequences of Syria's multi-sided civil war is much easier than 

understanding the dynamics that shaped and perpetuate it. The war has not resulted in any one 
side—neither the Syrian regime, nor the diverse array of anti-Assad opposition factions, nor 
ISIS—winning clear influence. Rather, military initiative and political positions have shifted back 
and forth among the contending forces and their regional and global backers. 

The regime's defeats at the hands of various opposition forces have meant it no longer has 
the power to govern large swaths of Syrian territory, including major cities and most of whole 
provinces. That has set in place a division of the country into a variety of constantly shifting 
fiefdoms and micro-states that threatens the very existence of Syria as a unified nation-state. 
The Syrian divisions—some of which are grounded in sectarian and/or ethnic rifts—parallel the 
collapse of the long-unified Iraqi state into a mosaic of ethnically and religiously divided cantons 
created at gunpoint during Iraq's sectarian civil war of the mid-2000s. 

The years of the Syrian war have also seen the rise of violent extremists, both Islamist and 
secular, whose organizations have taken advantage of the power vacuum in local and regional 
areas. That has resulted from the overwhelming discrediting and/or defeat of the regime in 
many areas and thus the loss of its ability to rule, plus the internal fighting inside the anti-Assad 
opposition, whose disunity renders it largely incapable of governing as well. The emergence of 
these new extremists—including ISIS—has also risen and fallen along with the growing or 
diminishing power of the regime and the opposition. 



What has remained constant is the downward spiral of humanitarian disaster that has 
characterized Syria since very early in the conflict: deaths and injuries of hundreds of 
thousands, the creation of millions of refugees and internally displaced, the massive destruction 
of whole cities, including millennia-old historic and cultural sites, and the shredding of Syria's 
once-advanced and relatively egalitarian social fabric. 

As of January 2015, the United Nations estimated that 220,000 had died in the war. Many of 
these were of course civilians—horrifyingly killed in "barrel bomb" attacks (crude weapons made 
of barrels stuffed with explosives, dropped from helicopters or planes with deadly impact, mainly 
on civilians) by Syrian government forces, in the shelling of cities by both government and 
opposition sides, in US and allied airstrikes aimed at ISIS fighters. By the end of 2014 the 
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, London-based and largely pro-opposition, reported that 
at least 10,664 children had been killed, along with 6,783 women. 

But many of those killed in the war have also been combatants on all sides—a reality largely 
ignored by US government officials and the mainstream US media, which consistently 
references total casualty figures as something for which the Assad regime is solely responsible. 
In the middle of 2013, for example, the Syrian Observatory calculated that 60 percent of the war 
dead were fighters. According to its calculations, 43 percent of the deaths were of Syrian 
military and police forces along with pro-government militias. The next-largest contingent was 
that of civilian non-combatants, who made up 37 percent. Making up the smallest sector were 
opposition fighters, including civilians who had taken up arms as well as military defectors and 
foreign fighters, at 17 percent. 

The lethal effects of the war grew progressively worse. In January 2015 the Syrian 
Observatory reported that more than 76,000 people had died in the civil war in 2014 alone, of 
whom more than 3,500 were children. Those figures made 2014 the deadliest year in the then-
four-year-old war—though, again, less than one-quarter of the casualties were civilians—the 
rest, again, were government soldiers, police and allied militia fighters, opposition fighters, and 
fighters from various extremist organizations. As 2015 began, the UN's World Health 
Organization estimated the total number of wounded to exceed one million. 

Most aid organizations inside Syria were increasingly unable to provide basic services 
because of the expansion of the war and the failure of all sides to abide by international legal 
requirements for humanitarian access to civilians on all sides. ISIS in particular, and other 
extremist organizations to a lesser degree, continued to target humanitarian workers without 
regard to international law. Numerous aid workers were kidnapped, some were killed. 

The dead and wounded were almost entirely inside Syria. But the humanitarian disaster 
rooted in the Syrian civil war spread far beyond Syria's borders. In December 2014, the United 
Nations launched a new appeal for humanitarian relief—for almost 18 million victims of the 
conflict needing assistance in 2015 alone. The numbers were so high because, for the first time, 
the appeal included some amount of development aid, meaning education, jobs, and public 
health, for communities in countries bordering Syria that have been overwhelmed with refugees. 

The numbers are staggering. More than half of Syria's 22 million people have been forced to 
flee their homes because of the war. The UN reports that more than three million Syrians have 
become refugees in Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, and Iraq. Another seven million are 
displaced within Syria. The population of the country itself is dropping—the UN anticipates that 
the three million refugees will increase to 4.3 million by the end of 2015. 

In December 2014 the UN High Commissioner for Refugees said, "Syria's war is still 
escalating and the humanitarian situation is becoming protracted. Refugees and internally 
displaced people have exhausted their savings and resources, and host countries are at 
breaking point. We need a new aid architecture that links support to the refugees with what is 
being done to stabilize the communities who host them." 

But the chance of reaching that goal of "a new aid architecture" seemed remote. The $8.4 
billion assistance request included, for the first time, aid to "over a million vulnerable people in 



host countries," meaning that it aimed to provide direct support to at least the poorer of the 
countries hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees: Egypt, Lebanon, and Jordan. The history of 
earlier UN efforts to raise huge sums for humanitarian assistance indicates that it remains 
difficult even to get commitments—and even harder to get payments of the promised amounts—
for immediate refugee aid, let alone adding development funds for host countries affected by the 
crisis. 

The crisis in those neighboring countries has been dramatic. By 2015, the 1.1 million Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon made up one-fifth of the population, with consequences that went beyond 
job scarcity to potentially threaten the very fragile demographic balance between diverse and 
competing ethnic and religious groups. In the desert kingdom of Jordan, a longstanding crisis of 
water scarcity was seriously exacerbated by an influx of more than 600,000 Syrian refugees. 
Turkey, a relatively wealthy country, managed to absorb more than 1.6 million Syrian refugees, 
but its capacity by 2015 was almost at its limit. 

"Conflict has devastated millions of Syrians' lives, trapping them in conflict areas and 
denying them access to basic provisions and health care," said Valerie Amos, the United 
Nations Under Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs. "This plan, if fully funded, can help 
us provide food and medicine for children, shelter families from the cold, and support those who 
are desperate and traumatized." 

But the humanitarian crisis escalated far beyond the capacity of the United Nations and 
other international organizations to adequately respond. The UN's calls for immediate pledges 
of large-scale financial assistance did not fall entirely on deaf ears in the capitals of wealthy 
nations, but pledges tended to be made with public fanfare but with little connection to real 
money being sent in real time. For example, by the end of 2014 Kuwait had provided the 
second-highest amount of funding in response to the UN's annual appeal: $303 million. But at 
the donor conference ten months earlier, Kuwait had pledged 500 million, so the UN faced a 
shortfall of almost $200 million that it had budgeted for. That was only one country's non-
payment. Almost a year after the conference, a quarter of the pledged funds had yet to be paid. 

While the United States had paid the largest amount of any individual country, $380 million, 
that amount was dwarfed by what would be appropriate if the US paid a share of the $8.4 billion 
goal commensurate with its share of the global economy. 

The regional consequences went far beyond immediate humanitarian concerns. Instability 
rooted in economic and social dislocation of people—especially the poorest in neighboring 
countries, a result of huge refugee inflows—represents a serious threat. Shortages of housing, 
food, schools, jobs, and, most urgently, water, continued to threaten individual countries and the 
region as a whole. 

With that kind of instability and growing potential for social unrest, conditions remained ripe 
for mobilization by some of the most violent extremist forces, preying on people's desperation. 

 
What is Iran's role in the US global war on terror? 
 
The 2003 overthrow of Saddam Hussein's government in Iraq by the United States was a 

great boon to Iran in its strategic competition for regional hegemony. For decades, Iran and Iraq 
were the only two countries in the Middle East with all three of the key requirements for 
indigenous power: oil for wealth, size of land and population, and water. The two had competed 
for years, and for almost a decade in the 1980s fought a bitter war. The US provided arms to 
both sides, but tilted towards Iraq (providing seed stock for bio-weapons and satellite targeting 
intelligence for chemical weapons, among other things) because it was the weaker of the two, 
and it served 

US interests to have the two potential regional challengers fighting each other. The Iran-Iraq 
war left over a million people dead in the two countries. With the years of US wars, sanctions, 
and occupation, Iraq was largely destroyed, leaving Iran without its traditional challenger. That 



brought it even more directly into the longstanding US crosshairs. Iran had been targeted since 
the overthrow of the US-installed and US-backed shah and the creation of the Islamic Republic 
in 1979. 

(In the early 2000s Turkey emerged as a potential regional power, having managed to 
create the 17th largest economy in the world without oil. With its size and copious water, that 
newly created wealth brought Turkey into the regional power mix as well. But as a NATO 
member and longtime US ally, Turkey's rising power—even under the leadership of the Islamist-
oriented Justice & Development Party of prime minister and then President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan— did not shift the US strategic focus on challenging Iran.) 

When the US overthrew the Iraqi government and political system in 2003, the replacement 
was not a popular egalitarian democracy, but rather a thoroughly sectarian system of political 
parties based on the various ethnic and religious communities in Iraq's multi-faceted population. 
The Shi'a majority, who had long faced discrimination at the hands of the Sunni-led (though 
ruthlessly secular) government of Saddam Hussein, took power with US sup-port, as 
Washington's occupation authority forcibly disbanded the Iraqi military and civil service. The 
sectarian struggle that resulted escalated to full-scale civil war by the mid 2000s, waged 
alongside the continuing war against US occupation. From quite early in the US occupation, Iran 
emerged as a major supporter of the US-backed Shi'a-led government, leading many analysts 
to conclude that the US war in Iraq had benefited Iran more than any other country in the region. 

Iran has had a nuclear power program since the 1950s, largely because the United States 
convinced the shah's government, which was reluctant to invest in nuclear energy when it had 
what appeared to be an endless supply of oil, that it needed to diversify its energy sources. Iran 
ratified the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1970, resulting in longstanding ongoing 
inspections of its enrichment and other nuclear activities by the UN's nuclear watch-dog agency, 
the IAEA. Under the terms of Article IV of the NPT, Iran like all non-nuclear weapons states has 
"the inalienable right of all the Parties to the Treaty to develop research, production and use of 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination." 

As far back as 2007 all of the sixteen US intelligence agencies issued a joint National 
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) stating that Iran did not have nuclear weapons, and crucially, had 
not made the political/strategic decision to build a nuclear weapon. The NIE also affirmed earlier 
reports that Iran had abandoned any past research aimed at militarization or weaponization of 
its nuclear material back in 2003. In 2012 the NIE's conclusions were reaffirmed by the 
intelligence community. 

But at the political level, despite the intelligence consensus that Tehran was not trying to 
build a nuclear weapon, Iran remained a consistent and public enemy of the United States. 
Despite close Iranian collaboration with the US during the initial invasion and overthrow of the 
Taliban in Afghanistan in 2001 after the 9/11 attacks, especially in establishing the US-backed 
transitional government in Afghanistan in December 2001, the Bush administration identified 
Iran as a strategic enemy in the global war on terror. In his state of the union address of January 
2002, Bush linked Iran with Iraq and North Korea in a so-called "axis of evil," ending the 
cooperation that had characterized US-Iran relations for months earlier. 

Anti-Iran rhetoric as well as serious cyber-attacks against Iran jointly involving the US and 
Israel continued through the years of the global war on terror under both the Bush and Obama 
administrations. Once the Iraqi government was overthrown, and throughout the years of the 
Iraq war in all its iterations, Israel kept up efforts to target Iran as a major enemy. Claims that 
Iran's nuclear program ostensibly represented an "existential threat" to Israel became a key 
component of Israeli leaders' efforts to keep US-led international sanctions on Iran. Those 
efforts, and the constant drumbeat of "Iran is a threat to Israel" helped deter any pressure that 
might have been brought to bear on Israel regarding its violations of human rights and 
international law in its occupation and apartheid policies towards the Palestinians. 



When ISIS, in its earlier iteration as al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and then Islamic State in Iraq 
(ISI) first emerged in 2004, it was one of many Sunni militias fighting alongside Shi'a militias 
against the US occupation and US-backed Iraqi forces. Many of the Sunni militias shifted 
loyalties during the 2006 Sunni Awakening campaign (see p. 13), in which the US began paying 
them to fight on the side of the US and the Iraqi government rather than against them. But ISI 
never joined the Awakening movement, and continued its anti-US and anti-Baghdad attacks, 
alongside many Shi'a militias. 

While Shi'a Iran continued to provide political and sometimes more concrete support to the 
US-backed Shi'a-dominated government in Baghdad, it also funded and supported numerous 
independent Shi'a militias. When the US troop pull-out from Iraq began in 2010 and 2011, ISI 
didn't disappear, but its influence was significantly diminished. By the time it re-emerged in its 
later form, as ISIS, first in Syria and then back in Iraq, the Sunni militias that had been part of 
the Awakening movement had been abandoned by the US-backed government in Baghdad, 
and were once again part of an insurgency rising across Iraq. 

By this time, around 2011 and 2012, Iran was playing a major role in simultaneously 
supporting both the US-backed Shi'a government in Baghdad and the Shi'a militias that were 
now fighting alongside the government against what had become a Sunni rebellion. ISIS 
became more powerful in the chaos of the Syrian civil war, and especially during its dramatic 
land-grabs of 2014 in both Iraq and Syria. At that point Iran supported the Shi'a government and 
Shi'a militias against ISIS in Iraq, as well as supporting (as it had for many years) the Alawite 
(an off-shoot of Shi'a Islam) government of Bashar al-Assad in Syria against ISIS and the Sunni 
forces supporting it. 

So by 2014 Iran was fighting on the same side as the United States—against ISIS in both 
Iraq and Syria—despite the longstanding US-Iran enmity. At the same time and into 2015, 
Washington and Tehran were engaged in the final year of a long diplomatic process between 
Iran and what was known as the P-5 + 1 (the five Permanent Members of the UN Security 
Council—Britain, China, France, Russia, and the US—plus Germany) to resolve disputes over 
Iran's nuclear power program and end the sanctions imposed against it. But negotiations or not, 
public antagonism towards Iran and opposition to a potential nuclear accord remained rampant 
in key political and media circles in the US. 

Escalating threats from Israel, based on false claims of Iran's supposed nuclear danger 
(while refusing to acknowledge Israel's own decades-old arsenal of 100 to 300 uninspected 
nuclear weapons) and thinly-veiled threats from Tel Aviv to launch a unilateral war or pressure 
the US to join a war against Iran, ratcheted up political pressure in the United States as well. A 
highly-partisan and electorally-driven speech in the US congress by then-Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu just weeks before the culmination of the Iran nuclear negotiations, 
accused the Obama administration of appeasement in the face of a supposed Iranian danger, 
and renewed threats of war. 

But at the same time Iran was playing an ever-more influential role in the military struggle 
against ISIS. In March 2015, Iraq's military and the even stronger Shi'a militias launched an 
offensive to retake the Sunni-majority city of Tikrit, known as the birthplace of Saddam Hussein, 
from ISIS control. The militias were largely armed and trained by Iran, and the offensive against 
Tikrit was commanded directly by Iranian General Qasem Soleimani, who had once led the elite 
Quds Force of Iran's Revolutionary Guard. 

In official Washington circles, the two conflict-driven processes— the tense US-Iran 
negotiations over Iran's nuclear program and sanctions on the one hand, and Iran's central role 
on the US side in the war against ISIS on the other hand—were rarely discussed together. In 
fact the Iranian role in the anti-ISIS war was rarely mentioned at all. 

In mid-March 2015  dangers remained high.  Hard-line elements in Iran's parliament 
continued to oppose any compromise on a nuclear deal. Even tougher opposition rose in the US 
Congress. On March 10, forty-seven US senators sent a letter directly to Iran's leaders warning 



them that any agreement reached with the US regarding lifting sanctions would be simply the 
position of one president, and that the US government would not be bound by it. 

But despite the naysayers, in early April 2015 negotiators won an initial huge victory for 
diplomacy over war. Both sides made concessions, though Iran gave up far more. Tehran 
accepted an agreement in which US and European sanctions would remain until the UN's 
nuclear watchdog agency verified Iranian compliance with its new nuclear obligations—which 
could take years. It accepted severe cuts in nuclear infrastructure, including reduction of 
centrifuges for enriching uranium from 19,000 to just over 5,000, as well as reconfiguring its 
nuclear plants to prevent production of any plutonium and to drastically reduce enrichment 
capacity. Iran also agreed to unprecedentedly intrusive new inspections. 

The United States agreed that any future UN sanctions would have to come before the 
Security Council for a new vote, meaning that other countries could veto. And while the 
agreement didn't explicitly reaffirm Iran's rights under the Non-Proliferation Treaty, which include 
the right to pursue "nuclear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination, "the agreement 
did acknowledge Iran's "peaceful nuclear program" and sought to limit, not to end, Iran's 
enrichment capacity. The agreement's final text, including the all-important technical annexes, 
was to be concluded by June 30, 2015. 

Congress continued its efforts to undermine the initial agreement, approving resolutions to 
delay implementation of the agreement until the House and Senate approved, and threatening 
to override President Obama's anticipated veto. But negotiators and political leaders in both Iran 
and the United States, recognizing that both faced similar political opposition from hard-liners in 
their respective parliaments and elsewhere, appeared willing to continue serious negotiations 
despite such posturing. 

If the final agreement is reached, the global potential will be far more important than the 
partisan posturing of right-wing militarists and neoconservative ideologues. If it holds, the end of 
US-Iran hostility could set the stage for an entirely new set of diplomatic relationships and 
alliances in the Middle East. That potential for a "grand bargain" between Iran and the US could 
lead to serious negotiations between the US and Iran over how to impose a serious ceasefire 
and eventually an arms embargo on their respective sides in the Syrian civil war. It could set the 
stage for a real partnership in Baghdad aimed at forcing an end to sectarianism and a move 
towards real inclusivity by the Iraqi government, which would encourage an end to Sunni 
communal support for ISIS as well as support for other extremist elements, both Sunni and 
Shi'a, across Iraq. In the future, such a US-Iran rapprochement could eventually lead to a real 
normalization of relations between the US, its allies, and Iran. And with the end of the conflict 
over Iran's nuclear power program, a deal could also enable the creation and enforcement of a 
nuclear weapons-free, indeed a weapons of mass destruction-free Middle East—with no 
exceptions, including Israel's undeclared nuclear arsenal. 

 
What role does oil play in all this? 
 
Oil is at the root of the ISIS crisis for several reasons. Start with the century-old reality that 

the strategic value of the entire Middle East region, the reason wealthy and powerful countries 
care much more about war or instability in Middle Eastern countries than a conflict in Cameroon 
or Sri Lanka is because of the Middle East's massive oil reserves. Oil keeps global capitalism 
afloat. 

Since 1967, US foreign policy interests in the region have remained tripartite: oil, Israel, and 
strategic power-projection. These elements were all present in the early 1970s, when, as 
religious history scholar Karen Armstrong wrote, the "soaring oil price created by the 1973 
embargo—when Arab petroleum producers cut off supplies to the US to protest against the 
Americans' military support for Israel—gave the kingdom all the petrodollars it needed to export 
its idiosyncratic form of Islam." And of course Saudi Wahhabism lies at the root of the ISIS 



brand of radical Islamist extremism. More recently, while it's clear that the US invasion and 
occupation of Iraq in 2003 had many causes, one of the most important involved oil. 

And that US occupation of Iraq set the precise conditions for the emergence of ISIS. As ISIS 
continues its territorial expansion and the US remains at war against ISIS, oil serves to enrich 
the Islamist organization. It connects ISIS to its putative enemies in Iraq, Syria, and beyond, and 
provides a potential weapon of diplomatic pressure.  

When the renamed ISIS reemerged in Syria in 2011 and moved to seize cities and territory 
across northern Syria and western Iraq, oil—producing it, refining it, and selling it—became a 
core component of its financial survival. Syria was never a major oil producer by Middle Eastern 
standards, but its relatively small fields still accounted for about a quarter of the Syrian 
economy. By September 2014, according to Business Insider, ISIS was "cutting deals with local 
traders and buyers, even businessmen who support Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, and 
some of its oil has made its way back to government buyers through a series of middlemen. 
'Islamic State makes not less than $2 million daily that allows them to pay salaries and maintain 
their operations,' said a former Western oil executive who worked in a foreign oil firm operating 
in Syria before the crisis and who is familiar with the nascent oil market." 

One of the ironies of the multifaceted Syrian civil war is the degree to which trade and 
economic relations between the various sides continues, even through the brutal fighting. In the 
case of ISIS-controlled oil, the traders seeking profits from Syrian crude, sometimes refined 
using small-scale equipment smuggled into the country, find themselves buying from the 
extremist Islamist organization fighting against the Syrian government, then turning around to 
sell to businesspeople close to the repressive Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad. Government 
officials in Syria also engage directly with ISIS across areas it controls to jointly protect access 
to electricity, water, and sometimes transportation. 

In Iraq, where oil reserves are among the highest in the world and the territory under its 
control includes some of Iraq's productive fields, ISIS quickly became one of the richest 
insurgent organizations in the world. By November 2014, according to The Guardian, 
 

ISIS had consolidated its grip on oil supplies in Iraq and now presides over a 
sophisticated smuggling empire with illegal exports going to Turkey, Jordan and Iran, 
according to smugglers and Iraqi officials. Six months after it grabbed vast swaths of 
territory, the radical militant group is earning millions of dollars a week from its Iraqi oil 
operations, the US says. Coalition air strikes against tankers and refineries controlled by 
Isis have merely dented—rather than halted—these exports, it adds. 

The militants control around half a dozen oil-producing oilfields. They were quickly 
able to make them operational and then tapped into established trading networks across 
northern Iraq, where smuggling has been a fact of life for years. From early July until late 
October, most of this oil went to Iraqi Kurdistan. The self-proclaimed Islamic caliphate 
sold oil to Kurdish traders at a major discount. From Kurdistan, the oil was resold to 
Turkish and Iranian traders. 

 
The amount of oil being produced by ISIS is much lower than what was produced by the 

Iraqi government. But there is no question that oil production remains a key component of ISIS 
financial strength and its ability to pay fighters, recruit professionals including doctors, 
engineers, and computer technicians, and to pay for at least some basic services in the areas it 
controls. 

And in Iraq as well as in Syria, the ISIS-controlled oil business involves lots of other parties, 
including those who are fighting ISIS. Kurdish traders are known to be buying and selling ISIS 
oil in an illegal but widely acknowledged trading system. According to The Guardian, "One 
Kurdish parliamentarian admitted it hadn't been shut down altogether. 'I would say the illegal 
trade has decreased by 50%. We have detained several people who were involved in buying oil 
from Da'esh [ISIS]. The same people provided ISIS with petrol and over 250 pick-up trucks,' 



Mahmoud Haji Omar said. He added that even Shi'a militias fighting the extremists had profited 
from the trade by taxing oil tankers passing through territory they control."  

Oil could also emerge as a source of diplomatic pressure in the context of the regional and 
global powers' engagement in the Syrian civil war. But that depends on developments in the 
global oil business. Many of those powers supporting various sides in Syria— Russia, the US, 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, and more—are major oil producers who were seriously affected by the 
collapse of world oil prices that began in 2014. Russia and Iran, in particular, each a major oil 
producer highly dependent on oil exports as a large segment of its economy, faced severe 
consequences as its oil brought in rapidly diminishing amounts of hard currency from the global 
market. 

Despite its similar dependence on oil exports, Saudi Arabia, still the largest Middle East oil 
exporter, could weather the price crisis much better because of its billions of dollars of oil wealth 
invested around the world. The Saudis are the dominant force in OPEC, the powerful global oil 
cartel, which largely allowed the precipitous price drop to happen without cutting production. 
Such a cut in supply would have had the immediate impact of a price rise—but the Saudis 
resisted that decision. Many analysts see the Saudi decision rooted in the kingdom's efforts to 
maintain control of its large global market share—something that it could lose if the practice of 
hydraulic fracturing, known as fracking, for instance, continues to increase production in the US. 
With the price of oil remaining low, the thinking goes, fracking becomes less viable (because it's 
really expensive to produce oil that way—aside from environmental consequences, fracking 
only makes sense financially if oil prices stay high). So if the amount of tracking-produced oil is 
reduced, Saudi Arabia keeps a bigger share of the market. The Saudi economy may be hurt by 
the lower prices, but Saudi wealth means it can survive much better than Russia or Iran. 

That gives the Saudi monarchy a great opportunity to pressure Russia. And beginning in 
early 2015 reports surfaced that exactly that kind of a campaign was under way. As the New 
York Times described it, "Saudi Arabia has been trying to pressure President Vladimir V. Putin 
of Russia to abandon his support for President Bashar al-Assad of Syria, using its dominance of 
the global oil markets at a time when the Russian government is reeling from the effects of 
plummeting oil prices... .Any weakening of Russian support for Mr. Assad could be one of the 
first signs that the recent tumult in the oil market is having an impact on global statecraft. Saudi 
officials... believe that there could be ancillary diplomatic benefits to the country's current 
strategy of allowing oil prices to stay low—including a chance to negotiate an exit for Mr. 
Assad." 

Given Russia's longstanding support for Syria, particularly its provision of weapons and 
other military assistance, such a move could prove powerful. United States support for such a 
Russian move, however, would be politically complicated. A rise in global oil prices would be 
good for the US oil industry and good for the companies involved in environment-destroying 
fracking. But the other consequence of a successful Saudi-Russian oil-for-Assad deal would be 
a significant rise in oil prices in the US, which would have a huge impact on US consumers and 
virtually all of the non-energy sectors of the economy. Outside the US, while a major reduction 
in Russian support for Assad would have serious consequences on the Syrian government, 
Iranian support would be unlikely to change—and Iran would also benefit from higher oil prices. 
For the US, fighting the "global war on terror" means once again fighting wars at least partly 
over oil…. 

 
US involvement in the war in Afghanistan continued after its planned end and the US 

troop withdrawal slowed—was that part of Obama's global war on terror? 
 
When Barack Obama was elected he promised to end what he called the "dumb war" in 

Iraq, but also to escalate the war in Afghanistan, which he promptly did. He sent an additional 
47,000 US troops to Afghanistan in his first year in office, but made clear that his intention was 



to withdraw almost all US troops by the end of 2014. In mid-2010, Obama's second year in 
office, the total number of al-Qaeda fighters left in Afghanistan, according to then-CIA Director 
Leon Panetta, was "50 to 100, maybe less." But there were still almost 100,000 US troops 
occupying the country. 

As al-Qaeda shifted its fighters to Pakistan, al-Qaeda affiliates sprang up in new venues 
across the region. Once again, US ground troops, air force pilots, and armed drones proved the 
limits of military force in defeating terrorism. Public support in the US was dropping rapidly, but 
support from the Pentagon stayed firm. Writing in Foreign Policy in Focus in December 2012, 
John Feffer described how, "[i]n this wait-and-see scenario, the Pentagon will be the lead 
player, just as it was during the period before the 'surge.' The US military is determined that if 
they can't call the Afghanistan operation a clear-cut 'win,' at least it won't go down in history as a 
'loss. 'What happens after 2014, when most US troops are gone, the Pentagon can then 
effectively blame on the Afghans themselves." 

Many al-Qaeda and other fighters whom the US identified as "terrorists" were in fact killed in 
the US war. It was never clear exactly how many, because the Pentagon early on said, "We 
don't do body counts," and had no decent means of determining identities of the casualties of air 
strikes. It was later revealed that all males of military age killed by US bombs or drones were 
automatically classified as militants. Whether "militant" also equaled "terrorist" was never 
spelled out. (See p. 7 for more on how "terrorists" are identified.) 

What was certain was that many civilians were killed as well. In 2006 other agencies did 
begin some effort at counting civilian casualties—through 2013 that seven-year casualty 
estimate was about 18,700 Afghan civilians dead. An early 2014 United Nations report 
documented that a brief reduction in civilians killed in 2012 had already been reversed, with 
2013's figures almost matching the civilian toll of 2011, the worst year for civilians since the 
counting began. 

Those casualty counts, it should be noted, only began long after the massive bombing 
campaigns that opened the US war against Afghanistan in 2001—The Guardian estimated that 
up to 20,000 Afghans were killed just in the first months, from October 7, 2001, until February 
2002. 

The US explained the escalation of fighting in Afghanistan in rather convoluted terms as a 
way of speeding up an end to the US role in the war. In his January 2014 State of the Union 
address, Obama did mention one substantive change—that "while our relationship with 
Afghanistan will change, one thing will not: our resolve that terrorists do not launch attacks 
against our country." So that was the real shift. Now it was official that the US would continue 
occupying Afghanistan solely to defending US interests. It no longer had anything to do with 
protecting Afghans. 

In May 2014 Obama announced a plan to withdraw most US troops and end their combat 
role in Afghanistan by the end of that year, leaving behind almost 10,000 troops until the end of 
2016. 

The US gradually reduced troop numbers, but by early December 2014 the White House 
announced another change, adding 1,000 more troops to remain in Afghanistan, for a total of 
almost 11,000, and an anticipated new US-NATO mission to begin some time in 2015. That new 
deployment would include 12,000 more US and NATO troops primarily focused on training the 
Afghan military, while some unknown thousands of US counter-terrorism troops would continue 
operating in Afghanistan, still ostensibly against al-Qaeda. (No one at the press conferences 
asked President Obama or then-Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel if the number of al-Qaeda 
operatives in Afghanistan was still "50 to 100, maybe less" as Panetta had stated.) 

In late November 2014 Hagel resigned. The White House claimed his departure did not 
indicate any change in strategy. But he had been brought in to oversee the withdrawal of troops 
and the ending of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, and those wars were now escalating instead—
more troops were being kept on a longer mission in Afghanistan, and US troops had returned to 



fight in Iraq. Hagel had essentially already ceded leadership of the Pentagon to Gen. Martin 
Dempsey, then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who had been urging a much more 
aggressive military posture both in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Ashton Carter, the Pentagon insider who replaced Hagel as secretary of defense, traveled 
to Afghanistan just days after being confirmed. When he returned, new evidence of mission 
creep emerged. On February 22, 2015 an NPR host introduced Carter with the words, "When it  
comes to Afghanistan, the line out of the White House has been clear and consistent. US 
combat operations are over. US troops are coming home. And the Afghans are in charge. But 
this weekend, the new US secretary of defense flew to Kabul and said that might not be the 
case." 

Some of the mission creep was rooted in delays that had plagued the contentious Afghan 
presidential elections of 2014. (See p. 48 for more on how the election returned one of the most 
notorious Afghan warlords to power as the new vice president in 2014.) The US and Britain 
promised they would not abandon Afghanistan after Western combat troops were withdrawn. No 
new money was pledged, and it remained unclear just what that "support" would look like other 
than keeping US and NATO troops in the country longer than planned. 

The most important consideration for that decision was the continuation of the Afghanistan 
war, which was escalating despite the reductions in US and NATO troops and despite the fact 
that the vast majority of al-Qaeda operatives were gone. 

The Taliban, another extremist Islamist organization, had won Afghanistan's civil war in 
1996, then ruled the country until it was overthrown by the US invasion of October 2001. It was 
continuing to fight even as the US gradually withdrew troops. The original US invasion of 
Afghanistan had replaced the Taliban with a government made up of their longtime opponents, 
known as the Northern Alliance (many of whose leaders were just as extremist, misogynistic, 
and violent as the Taliban). This set the stage for a continuation of Afghanistan's longstanding 
civil war, fought by the Taliban and other insurgent forces against the US-backed Afghan 
government plus a host of pro-government but largely unaccountable militias. The revived 
conflict continued to create escalating numbers of civilian casualties. 

It also provided the pretext for continuing US military engagement in the country, despite the 
acknowledgement that al-Qaeda, the original ostensible target of the US "global war on terror" 
in Afghanistan, was long gone. Early in 2014, when it was still unclear whether the government 
in Kabul would sign a security agreement with the US, top Pentagon officials made clear that 
they wanted to keep troops and continue fighting in Afghanistan. While some referred to threats 
of a serious attack against Kabul and the potential collapse of the US-backed government, the 
main point of reference was the possibility that Afghanistan could again be used as a base for 
international terrorism—the expressed concern was for US interests, not for the people of 
Afghanistan. 

Obama's former defense policy chief, second in command at the Pentagon Michele 
Flournoy, focused in February 2014 on her belief that the insurgency could "gain momentum 
and territory, take over eastern Afghanistan, re-creating a safe haven for terrorist elements that 
still harbor an anti-US agenda. After all of this effort and all of this sacrifice and all of this 
progress [sic], you're back to a new safe haven for terrorists? It's like, it just makes no sense." 

Less than a year later, Ashton Carter, the new secretary of defense, dismissed reports that 
some elements in Afghanistan were linking themselves to ISIS, saying they appeared to be just 
extremists "rebranding" themselves. "The reports I've seen still have them in small numbers, "he 
told reporters on his way home from Afghanistan. 

Yet those small numbers, whether of al-Qaeda or ISIS in Afghanistan, seemingly kept the 
US-backed Afghan military from defeating them. During 2014 more than 5,000 members of the 
Afghan security forces were killed, the highest yearly toll yet. In December of that year the New 
York Times cited outgoing commander of the US forces in Afghanistan, Lt. Gen. Joseph 
Anderson, who spoke to them after the ceremonies marking the end of the US combat mission. 



"The record casualties of Afghan forces are not sustainable, and neither are their astounding 
desertion rates, he said. Political meddling, not intelligence, drives Afghan military missions.. ..It 
was a reflection on the mission that was in stark contrast to the unbridled renditions of success 
offered during the ceremony by commanders, including General Anderson." 

It was also in stark contrast to the idea that somehow more years of US/NATO "training" of 
Afghan security forces with little or no loyalty to the US/NATO-created central government in 
Kabul, and more years of US-backed war, was going to do anything to end the attacks or help 
build better lives for the Afghan people—let alone win the global war on terror. 

The US had yet to win that war—and more military engagement was unlikely to change that 
reality. A November 2014 poll indicated that despite many Afghans saying they would like to see 
a greater US commitment to Afghanistan, support for the Taliban doubled from 2010, to 20 
percent of Afghans. Thirty-one percent support the presence of foreign jihadist fighters—also 
higher than 2010. Once again, military force fails to change people's hearts and minds. 

On the same December 2014 day that the Obama administration announced its intention to 
keep an additional thousand US troops in Afghanistan after the supposed deadline, the results 
of a US military investigation were announced. As reported in the Washington Post, the 
investigation determined that the killing of a two-star US Army general, Harold J. Greene, and 
wounding of 18 other Afghan, US, German, and British military personnel at Afghanistan's 
National Defense University a few months earlier had been carried out by "a lone Afghan soldier 
who had no apparent ties to the Taliban." 

 
 
 
Part 7 
Looking Forward 
 
Isn’t military force necessary against such a violent force as ISIS? What are the 

alternatives to war with ISIS? 
 
President Obama was right when he said there is no military solution to the ISIS crisis. His 

decision to bomb Syria, and to return US troops to fight in Iraq, contradicts that recognition. It 
also violates Obama's own commitment, stated in his State of the Union address of 2014, to 
reverse Washington's "perpetual war footing." Instead, his renewal of a direct US military role in 
the region in the context of the rise of ISIS only makes that crisis worse. It gives ISIS and its 
allies a new basis for recruitment, it encourages extremists in other countries to link to and 
emulate ISIS, it strengthens the repressive Syrian government, it undermines Syria's struggling 
non-violent opposition movement, and it further consolidates the links between ISIS supporters 
in Syria and in Iraq. 

There are limits to what any government—including the United States, the most powerful 
country in the world—is actually capable of doing. When the actions taken on the ground are in 
fact doing more harm than good, the response to those actions must be based on reclaiming the 
Hippocratic Oath: first, do no harm. That means rejecting actions—bombing, drone strikes, 
arming opposition forces, renewed US troop deployments—that are making the crisis worse. 

And around the world, including in the US, Britain, France, and elsewhere, there is the need 
to create responses to ISIS (and other terrorist) recruiting that does not make that situation 
worse as well. President Obama himself acknowledged that "engagement with communities 
can't be a cover for surveillance. It can't securitize our relationship with Muslim Americans, 
dealing with them solely through the prism of law enforcement." But he didn't do or even 
propose anything to actually change the US and local state and municipal policies that do just 
that. He made the statement at a White House conference designed to figure out how to counter 
recruiting by ISIS and similar organizations. But it wasn't held until mid-February 2015, a full 



seven months after Obama ordered the bombing to begin. In the meantime, a policy that 
depended precisely on using "engagement with communities" as a "cover for surveillance" and 
a law enforcement-based "securitized relationship with Muslim Americans" remained in effect. 
Prioritizing the law enforcement response at home remained the parallel to prioritizing the 
military response in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and beyond. 

A month earlier, meeting with British Prime Minister David Cameron at the White House, 
President Obama described the "phenomenon of violent extremism," saying, "I do not consider 
it an existential threat." Unlike the British leader, Obama did not use the term "Islamic 
extremism." He noted it was "important for Europe not to simply respond with a hammer and law 
enforcement and military approaches to these problems, "but he did not indicate then, or at the 
conference later, anything he would actually do to stop the reliance on precisely those 
approaches in his own country. 

At the end of January 2015 the New York Times editorial board wrote, "American officials 
see an emerging international consensus on the need for a long-term diplomatic solution 
between Mr. Assad and diverse rebel groups. There is also interest in United Nations-led 
ceasefires in local communities like Aleppo that might serve as a basis for a broader peace... 
But it's unclear how plausible any of the ideas are, and no one seems to have figured out how to 
tie these disparate pieces into a coherent game plan." In fact it remained unclear just who in 
Washington, let alone in the rest of the world, actually believed there was an emerging 
consensus on anything regarding Syria diplomacy—and as long as that was the case, US 
reliance on military instead of diplomatic solutions would continue to carry the day. 

When it comes to dealing with US policy toward ISIS, there are two critical understandings. 
One requires rejecting George W. Bush's post-9/11 claim that the only choice was "we either go 
to war, or we let 'em get away with it." That was not the only choice for dealing with al-Qaeda 
then; it is not the only choice for dealing with ISIS now. War or nothing is never the only choice. 

The other understanding means recognizing that there is often no strategy, no tactic that will 
successfully end an immediate attack, or resolve another kind of crisis, without causing much 
greater harm in the medium and long term. Whether or not military action is appropriate or 
legitimate is not dependent solely on how violent the potential target is. There are critical 
questions of law—international as well as domestic. There are questions of efficacy—will it 
work, will it make the threat go away or actually enable the threat to grow? There are 
challenging questions of consequence—what will happen, and who will come to power the day 
after? And there are the crucial questions of morality—when we know so many more people will 
die as a result of anticipated actions, how can we justify carrying them out? And of hypocrisy—
when one country's actions have already been so culpable in creating a crisis, how dare that 
same government claim legitimacy in choosing to kill again, to destroy again, in the name of 
solving the crisis? 

No US military action will result in ISIS immediately disappearing. And even if US or allied 
airstrikes manage to get the right target sometimes, and take out a rocket launcher or kill a 
truckload of ISIS fighters or destroy a house where an ISIS commander lives, the inevitability 
remains of family members being killed, of local anger being stoked, of homes and villages and 
whole cities being wiped out, of more people beginning to sympathize with violent extremists. All 
of this undermines any potential immediate military value. 

Arming the so-called moderate opposition in Syria doesn't mean the US is supporting the 
good guys. It means sending arms to the Free Syrian Army—and thus risking the almost 
inevitable result that the weapons will be expropriated by far more powerful violent extremists. It 
also means supporting FSA fighters who themselves, according to the New York Times, "went 
on to behead six ISIS fighters...and then posted the photographs on Facebook" shortly after 
ISIS beheaded the US journalist James Foley. 

In Syria, the CIA and Pentagon-run program to vet and train thousands of new anti-ISIS 
fighters (the same ones who were going to be trained to fight against Assad) means creating an 



entirely new US proxy army, almost certainly with little or no indigenous legitimacy. In Iraq, 
arming the Iraqi government and its allied militias doesn't solve the problem there. It means 
supporting a sectarian, Shi'a-dominated government in Baghdad, backed by even more sec-
tarian militias, both responsible for terrible violence against Sunni communities. 

The US went to war in Afghanistan seeking revenge for the 
September 11 attacks. Jordan sent waves of airstrikes over Syria to avenge the killing of its 

bomber pilot. Japan's premier vowed revenge for ISIS killing two Japanese citizens in Syria. But 
while a military strike might bring some immediate public satisfaction, revenge is a dangerous 
basis for foreign policy. 

Military attacks are wrong in a host of ways. Most are illegal under international law, immoral 
because of civilian casualties, and a distraction from vitally needed diplomacy. They also make 
real solutions impossible. 

So what do serious alternatives to military solutions look like? To start, we must recall why 
ISIS is so powerful in the first place. 

ISIS has good weapons. Since 2011, the post-Qaddafi chaos in Libya has brought a new 
flood of arms to a region already awash in weapons—mostly US-supplied and acquired directly 
or through Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states—for more than 15 years. So there needs to be a 
strategy of how to achieve a real arms embargo on all sides. 

ISIS also has good military leadership. In Iraq, Sunni generals who were kicked out of their 
positions in the military when the US invaded are now providing training, strategy, and military 
leadership to ISIS-allied militias and ISIS itself. Many of them reject religious extremism, and 
would be unlikely to continue support for ISIS if they believed a new, truly inclusive government 
in Iraq would give them some chance of recovering their lost jobs, prestige, and dignity. It was 
not enough to elect a new prime minister in 2014 who speaks in more inclusive language, but 
announces a new government made up of too many of the same old sectarian faces. There 
needs to be a real strategy to convince those former military leaders that there is a place for 
them in a new and different Iraq. 

ISIS draws additional strength from the support it receives from Sunni tribal leaders in Iraq—
the very people President Obama says he wants to "persuade" to break with ISIS. But these 
people are loyal to ISIS because, first during the US invasion and especially in the years of the 
US-backed Shi'a-controlled sectarian government of Nuri al-Maliki, they have suffered 
grievously. They were demonized, attacked, and dispossessed by the government in Baghdad, 
and many of them see ISIS as the only possible ally and protector, with the potential to 
challenge that government. These are often the same people who control large and powerful 
militias willing to fight alongside ISIS against the government in Baghdad. Clearly what's needed 
is an entirely new, inclusive political culture to replace Iraq's toxic sectarian divides. 

ISIS also has the support of many ordinary Iraqi Sunnis. This largely secular constituency 
may hate what ISIS stands for, its religious extremism and violence, but having faced arrest, 
torture, and extra-judicial execution under successive sectarian Shi'a-controlled governments in 
Baghdad, many often choose to stand with ISIS. Some also are willing to ally at least 
temporarily with ISIS against Baghdad. The Iraqi populace, especially Sunnis, must be 
convinced that the new government in Iraq really represents a break with the anti-Sunni 
sectarianism of the past to reverse the escalation of violence. 

Ending the support that ISIS relies on from tribal leaders, military figures, and ordinary 
Sunnis requires local mobilization, not US intervention. Washington needs to be pressed to 
acknowledge the limitations imposed by its damaged legitimacy and credibility. There are, 
however, many things that the US—some that only the US—can and must do to help end the 
brutal violence spreading across the Middle East. 

 
Step 1: Remembering that doing no harm must be the top priority, the first step is to stop the 

airstrikes. Because while people in the US may respond with "Hooray, we got the bad guys," to 



many in Iraq (especially the very Sunnis President Obama wants to persuade to break with 
ISIS) the bombings and drone strikes are the result of the US acting as the air force of the Kurds 
and the Shi'a against the Sunnis. Rather than undermining popular support for ISIS, the 
airstrikes actually serve to strengthen the extremist organization. 

 
 
Step 2: Make real the commitment to "no boots on the ground" and withdraw the troops. 

After withdrawing all the US forces in 2011, the White House has authorized two deployments in 
2014, sending a total of more than 3,100 troops back to Iraq, officially for training and counter 
terrorism. No one knows how many unacknowledged pairs of CIA and JSOC (special operations 
forces) sneakers may also already be on the ground in Iraq or indeed in Syria. The presence of 
US troops provides exactly what ISIS and other extremist organizations want: US troops on their 
territory, providing potential recruits with renewed evidence of US meddling in Muslim countries, 
as well as providing thousands of new targets. This is identical to al-Qaeda's goal of 15 years 
ago, which was to provoke US troops into returning to their territory and fight them there. 

 
Step 3: The US must stop flooding the region with arms. The weapons always seem to wind 

up in extremists' hands. The US-supplied Syrian "moderates," too often are overrun by (or their 
fighters defect to) ISIS or other not-so-moderate militias. And when Iraqi army generals 
abandon their troops, their troops in turn abandon their weapons and flee when faced with even 
small numbers of ISIS fighters. Whether these weapons are deployed by extremists or by the 
US-backed supposedly "moderate" governments or militias, the result is more and more 
violence against civilians. Washington must end its policy of ignoring the violations of human 
rights and international law committed with its weapons and by its allies. Consistent 
enforcement of the Leahy Law prohibiting assistance to any foreign military units known to 
violate human rights must be an urgent demand. Only when the US stops providing weapons to 
its regional allies, who are arming the whole range of opposition forces from the Free Syrian 
Army to the most extreme Islamists, will Washington have any credibility to urge Iran and 
Russia to end their arming of the Syrian regime. 

 
Step 4: The US should change its laws to reverse Holder v. Humanitarian Law Project, the 

Supreme Court decision that criminalizes as "material support for terrorism" the teaching of non-
violence training, conflict resolution, or how to access the United Nations human rights system 
to any organization on Washington's list of "foreign terrorist organizations." That prohibition 
undermines any effort to win people in those organizations away from violence by providing 
information about non-violent alternatives. The US should end its prohibitions on virtually any 
kind of contact with those listed as "foreign terrorist organizations," including many in Syria and 
elsewhere in the region. The politicization of the list is a huge problem. This was evident in 2014 
when the US resisted talking with or even acknowledging that the central players in saving the 
Yazidis besieged on Mount Sinjar were from a Kurdish militia in Syria allied with the PKK 
(Turkish Workers Party). The PKK had remained on the US anti-terrorism list so no US contact 
was allowed, even while the Turkish government was negotiating directly with them. 

 
Step 5: There must be a real diplomatic partnership to respond to the ISIS crisis. The US is 

carrying out air strikes and deploying new troops in Iraq even while top US officials and much of 
the rest of the world agree there is no military solution. Diplomacy must be returned to center 
stage. That means serious engagement with Iran, among other players. Tehran has more 
influence in Baghdad than Washington does. Any serious effort to encourage Iraqi government 
acceptance of a truly inclusive approach to power will require joint pressure from the US and 
Iran. Even though Iran is predominantly Shi'a itself and its government claims global leadership 
of Shi'a Islam, the country's leaders are very worried about the instability in their next-door 



neighbor resulting from the years of Shi'a sectarianism in Baghdad. So there is every reason to 
anticipate Iranian support for tamping down the sectarian-based violence in Iraq. The US-Iran 
nuclear agreement, when finalized, should be the basis for broadened talks toward a real "grand 
bargain" between the US and Iran to include all the related crises, including normalization of 
Iran's role in the region. The US should open direct talks with Iran and Russia, based initially on 
shared opposition to ISIS—with Iran to jointly push for ending anti-Sunni sectarianism in the 
Iraqi government, and with Russia to jointly work toward ending the multi-party civil war in Syria. 

 
Step 6: The US should support a new search for broader diplomatic solutions in the United 

Nations involving both ISIS and the civil war in Syria. One aspect should be greater support for 
the UN efforts to negotiate local ceasefires in Syria. Those efforts, renewed in Aleppo in early 
March 2015, have led to important examples of encouraging short-term truces to create 
humanitarian corridors and allow humanitarian aid into and evacuation of civilians from be-
sieged areas. That doesn't necessarily mean calling for the opening of direct talks with ISIS—
that is neither practically nor politically viable in the short term. It does mean working to build a 
real coalition aimed at changing the desperate conditions that lead ordinary people, people with 
power, and people without power, to consider supporting ISIS. 

Even talks with ISIS should not be permanently ruled out. Jonathan Powell, former chief of 
staff for then-prime minister and Iraq war supporter Tony Blair, reminded CNN in October 2014 
that  
 

people forget how long the process leading up to a successful negotiation can take. The 
British government opened up a secret channel to the IRA in 1972 and yet the real 
negotiations only happened in 1991—93 when Major opened his correspondence with 
Irish republican politician Martin McGuinness. It takes a long time for armed groups to 
realize that their demands are unachievable and to start to consider what else they would 
settle for. 

The same is true of ISIS. No one is going to agree to a universal caliphate. But once 
ISIS realizes they can't win then they may be prepared to talk and we need to open a 
secret channel now to give time to establish enough trust to move to negotiations when 
the moment comes. There are practical things we can talk to them about. The ex-
Baathists and ex-Iraqi army offices that make up a major part of the ISIS force have 
genuine grievances about the way they were treated by the sectarian Maliki government. 
We can discuss with them ways of ensuring Sunnis have a powerful voice in a Shi'a 
majority Iraq. 

 
A viable international coalition will require replacing military strikes with powerful diplomacy. 

The US will have to pressure its ally Saudi Arabia to stop arming and financing ISIS and other 
extremist fighters; pressure its ally Turkey to stop allowing ISIS and other fighters to cross into 
Syria over the Turkish border; pressure its allies Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Jordan, and 
others to stop financing and arming everyone and anyone in Syria who says he or she is against 
Assad. What is not needed is another Coalition of the Killing; what is needed instead is a newly 
created Coalition of the Rebuilding. Shared opposition to ISIS can provide a new beginning for 
cooperation between the US and its long-time competitors such as Russia and Iran. 

 
Step 7: Push the United Nations, despite the resignation of two sequential special envoys in 

2012 and 2014, to restart real negotiations on ending the civil war in Syria. That means 
everyone involved needs to be at the table: the Syrian regime; civil society inside Syria including 
non-violent activists, women, young people, internally displaced, and refugees (Syrian, Iraqi, 
and Palestinian); the Syrian Kurds, Christians, Druze, and other minorities as well as Sunnis, 
Shi'a, and Alawites; the armed rebels; the external opposition and the regional and global 



players supporting all sides— the US, Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Turkey, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and beyond. 

This could provide a moment for the US to collaborate with Russia on Syria policy, building 
on the successful joint effort to destroy Syria's chemical weapons and perhaps lessening 
tensions over Ukraine. A ceasefire and arms embargo on all sides should be the medium-term 
goal—which will only be possible if the US is prepared to exert serious pressure on its allies to 
stop arming all their favorite factions, even as pressure is brought to bear on Iran and Russia to 
stop the flow of arms to the Syrian government. 

It should not be forgotten that, at least until mid-2013, despite US reluctance to send arms 
directly to the rebels, their weapons are mostly US-produced and were sold to Washington's 
allied Gulf monarchies over the years in multi-billion-dollar arms deals. (France has sold some 
weapons to Gulf states as well.) All US weapons sold internationally, including to close allies, 
contain end-use restrictions limiting how they can be used, and whether and to whom they can 
be resold. There is little doubt that the US could, if it chose, bring an immediate halt to the 
Saudi, Qatari, and other arms shipments heading to the Syrian opposition forces by enforcing 
those end-use restrictions, on pain of losing all future access to US arms. 

 
Step 8: The US must be pushed to massively increase its humanitarian contributions to 

United Nations agencies for the millions of refugees and internally displaced people both inside 
and fleeing from both Syria and Iraq. Money is desperately needed both inside Syria and in the 
surrounding countries where millions of Syrians have sought refuge. The US has pledged 
significant funds, but much of it has not actually been made available to the agencies, and more 
must be pledged and given. 

 
What can people in the US—separate from the government—do to support 

movements for freedom and liberation in the Middle East? 
 
The most important thing activists can do—especially in the United States, but in Europe, 

Japan, and elsewhere in the global North as well—is to build movements that challenge the 
prevailing war policies of their own governments, that raise the political price at home for going 
to war abroad. That work takes the form of education, advocacy, and protest. The goal is no 
less than to transform US policy—from one based on military responses to crises that demand 
non-military solutions to a policy based on diplomacy, humanitarian assistance, negotiations, 
and international-law-based alternatives.  

That includes reminding people in the US about both the global and the US-specific histories 
of challenging militarism, war profiteering, and violence. The fourth of Franklin D. Roosevelt's 
"four freedoms," for instance, speaks of the "freedom from fear which, translated into world 
terms, means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough 
fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any 
neighbor—anywhere in the world." And whether FDR would have described it so or not, for 
those of us in the United States today, that means starting with the worldwide reduction of US 
armaments. To accomplish those terribly difficult goals will require anti-war mobilization that 
engages with people in far greater numbers and far broader politics than those who define 
themselves as against war or pro peace. It will require inserting opposition to war and to 
militarism into the very center of every effort under way, every social movement fighting for 
human rights, for people and the planet, for people over profits, for justice. 

 
 
 
 
 



Education 
 
At the educational level that requires a campaign to debunk the myth, first propagated by 

George W. Bush on September 12, 2001, that the only choice is to "either go to war, or let 'em 
get away with it." Non-military alternatives must be reclaimed as the first choice, the default 
choice—rejecting the current habit of mentioning non-military solutions only as an afterthought, 
only after the military attacks begin. That means providing people with the resources to 
understand what those non-military solutions are. 

There must be a willingness to challenge claims such as "you can't use diplomacy, ISIS 
wouldn't ever talk. "The answer includes understanding that, first, some kind of diplomacy is 
always necessary. Second, it will not start with talking to ISIS directly, but by negotiating initially 
with those who provide ISIS with the weapons and money to keep fighting, those responsible for 
creating the conditions that lead some people to support ISIS, or those who justify the brutality 
of ISIS or other groups. It also means recognizing that some negotiations in Syria have gone 
forward between fighters at the local level with the goal of establishing local ceasefires, and 
there may well come a time when ISIS fighters, with or without their leadership, would 
participate in such talks as well. (See p. 199 for more on how negotiations with ISIS might 
occur.) 

There must be education about the origins of ISIS and its predecessor organizations—how 
they arose as part of the response to the US invasion and occupation of Iraq. That means 
teaching and discussing the legacy of US interrogation and torture at Abu Ghraib and 
Guantanamo, and the consequences of US detention of so many tens of thousands of Iraqis 
and others during the war, without trial, without rights, without justice. Assessments of military 
and intelligence officials regarding the lack of efficacy of torture strengthen moral and 
international law arguments: In 2006, for example, the former head of Army intelligence, Gen. 
John Kimmons, admitted "no good intelligence is going to come from abusive practices. I think 
history tells us that. I think the empirical evidence of the last five years, hard years, tells us that." 

There must be solid education about what ISIS is and isn't—not to defend or justify its 
violence, but precisely the opposite: because understanding what motivates such brutality is 
crucial to stopping it. That may mean learning something about the theological framework that 
defines the organization, including its roots in Saudi Arabia's Wahhabi form of Islam. But even 
more important than the religious details, it means learning about why a wide range of people, 
including many who may be novices in Islamic practice or not even Muslim at all, but who share 
a powerful sense of individual or collective alienation, of bitter dislocation, of utter hopelessness 
in their home community or country, end up supporting ISIS. Muslim activists, including religious 
leaders and Muslims of all degrees of devoutness, who overwhelmingly oppose ISIS and are 
already playing a huge role in challenging the effect of those challenges in their community, 
must be supported. 

Education and advocacy on Israeli occupation and apartheid, on Palestinian rights and 
international law, must be continued. While the question of Palestine and US support for Israel 
are not necessarily at the center of popular debate and discussion across the region now 
defined as a US "war zone," those issues remain central to public consciousness, opposition to 
US intervention, and the widespread delegitimation of US-backed Arab leaders. 

Writing letters to the editor in local papers, calling in to talk shows on local radio stations, 
arranging meetings with editorial boards of local newspapers, all can play important roles in 
educating broader parts of the public. And if a letter to the editor contains the name of a local 
congressional representative, the letter helps play an advocacy role as well, since members' 
staff are generally rigorous in tracking anything in print mentioning his or her boss. 

The situation in the Middle East and the destabilizing role of the US wars there is certainly 
complicated. But there are plenty of good resources available—books, films, speakers, online 
resources—that are useful for study groups, education programs, and individual engagement. 



Many are included in the resource list at the back of this book. Sharing with family, friends, and 
co-workers is always a good place to start. 

 
Advocacy 
 
For those who oppose the US war strategy, advocacy work with the US government must be 

based on a combined inside/outside strategy. That means some people working quietly with 
some members of Congress (often found in the Black Caucus and Progressive Caucus of the 
Congress) to make sure that any congressional authorization for war is as limited as possible: 
restricted to a very short duration, controlled by geographic constraints, strictly limited on who 
the named "enemy" is. At the same time there must be massive public mobilizations, including 
petitions, demonstrations, lobbying, to urge a "no" vote from members of Congress and to 
oppose approval for any new Authorization for the Use of Military Force. 

The most effective advocacy work comes through collective rather than individual action. So 
joining existing peace and anti-war organizations, forming anti-militarism and peace contingents 
within broader campaigns for justice, seeking out like-minded individuals within trade unions, 
faith-based communities, schools and universities, community and political organizations always 
provides the best potential. Anti-war and peace organizations are neighborhood or city-based, 
statewide or national, and often global. Some of the national groups (details in the Resources 
list) include Peace Action, American Friends Service Committee, Win Without War, Iraq 
Veterans Against the War, Veterans for Peace, US Labor Against the War, US Campaign to 
End the Israeli Occupation, Jewish Voice for Peace, MoveOn, Code Pink Women for Peace, 
Friends Committee on National Legislation September 11th Families for Peaceful Tomorrows, 
Military Families Speak Out, and United for Peace and Justice. 

Advocacy with the US government means direct contact, claiming as our own the 
democratic promise of the US Constitution despite the historic challenges to US democracy 
imposed by the role of corporations and big money in politics. That means returning to the 
basics of influencing Congress, including bird-dogging them at town meetings and public 
events, insisting they answer questions about their support for war, or thanking them for their 
opposition. Initiating and signing petitions is always useful—sign them all, then follow up with 
direct contact. Even better, send an individual letter, by fax or snail mail, saying the same 
thing—the individual effort makes it more important. Better still, call your member of Congress to 
register your concerns. And best of all, request meetings with members or their staff, perhaps 
when the members are home in their district during recess periods. These are the most effective 
opportunities for constituents to urge their representatives to hear their arguments. 

Contacting members of Congress sometimes seems fruitless. But it is important to 
remember that even as billion-dollar-funded lobbies demand time and attention from Congress, 
individual members still have to get the votes every two years to stay in office. That means they 
can be reached more often than is sometimes apparent—especially by their own constituents. 
On the question of the US war on terror, there is a potent pro-war influence from key lobbies, 
including the pro-Israel lobby and most of all the powerful arms manufacturers' lobby. Anti-war 
organizers can't compete with those wealthy political forces dollar for dollar, but exposing and 
delegitimizing their influence on Congress is a key component of opposing war. Useful online 
materials are easily available on the cost of war (National Priorities Project), challenging US war 
policies (Institute for Policy Studies), the immorality of war (AFSC and Peace Action), the role of 
Congress and the White House in preventing war (Win Without War), petition drives (MoveOn 
and Credo), Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism (CAIR and ADC), opposing US military aid to 
Israel (US Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation), the impact of war on US veterans (IVAW 
and Veterans for Peace), and more. 

The war on terror has also created an unusual partisan mixup. Many Democrats, particularly 
those in the Congressional Progressive Caucus and the Congressional Black Caucus, tend to 



be very open to anti-war arguments. But during the Obama administration they also tend to be 
the most loyal to the president. For those who want to make the right, moral, law-based 
decision, having constituents at their back demanding they do so is crucial—especially when 
that decision requires them to challenge their close ally in the White House. And many 
Republicans are asking serious questions, albeit from an isolationist rather than internationalist 
vantage point, about the United States role in the world, and thus are sometimes open to 
challenging the war. (It's also true that some Republicans, many of whom have never seen a 
US war they didn't support, are routinely eager to discredit the president on partisan or 
objectively racist grounds; anti-war strategy needs to be carefully crafted so as not to 
opportunistically empower those tendencies.) 

In some instances advocacy can be strengthened through sectoral relationships built 
between constituency-based organizations in the United States and their counterparts in the war 
zones. One powerful example has been the decade-long ties built between US Labor Against 
the War and the Iraqi Oil Workers Union. Bringing the voices of people who are the targets of 
US wars and interventions is crucial to humanizing whole populations who otherwise tend to be 
lumped into stereotyped images of either "terrorists" or "victims"— not people with their own 
agency, with families and communities, with dreams and ideas. Another example is the work of 
Iraq Veterans Against the War, whose members continue to partner with various Afghan and 
Iraqi organizations on campaigns including the demand for reparations in Iraq and better access 
to medical care for both Iraqi civilians and US veterans of the war. 

 
Protest Campaigns 
 
Politicians who posture about the importance of political solutions while launching military 

strikes that undermine those same political solutions, and then ignoring political alternatives 
altogether, must be consistently called out for their hypocrisy. 

There is a need for continuing protests against the US wars. In recent years, as the number 
of ground troops have been reduced and replaced by an escalating drone and special-forces 
war, public attention in the United States has waned. Keeping the public focused on the wars 
remains a crucial starting point to building opposition to them. 

That includes reminding the public of the costs of war—the 2015 announcement that the 
Obama administration's war against ISIS would cost $5.8 billion just for the next year should be 
at the front and center of campaigns. It can be made more real by linking that cost (through the 
work of the National Priorities Project) to possible alternative uses of the shares of that $5.8 
billion of tax money spent in specific states or cities or the country as a whole—in job creation, 
health care, education, infrastructure, or perhaps in helping to rebuild the countries US wars 
have so damaged. Similar tradeoff campaigns can target the $10.54 million that US taxpayers 
are still paying for war on terror every hour since 2001. Or the more than half a trillion dollars in 
2014 to fund the Department of Defense, an amount that does not include the tens of billions for 
fighting the actual wars or for maintaining the US nuclear weapons arsenal on high alert—for 
just one year. 

Protest campaigns may or may not choose public demonstrations at any given moment. 
When education about the costs—human, economic, international law, human rights, 
environmental— has been effective, when anti-war ideas are popular and strong, protests in the 
streets are an unsurpassed, vital component of antiwar activism. When a street protest is likely 
to appear small and marginal, sometimes a return to educational campaigning may be more 
appropriate. 

There is a need for constant campaigns, educational and protest-based, against 
Islamophobia, making clear that much of the traditional law-enforcement-based strategy for 
identifying and dealing with potential terrorists is not only failing to solve the problem of ISIS 
recruitment but also antagonizing whole populations through illegal surveillance, discriminatory 



arrests and prosecution, racial and religious profiling. Understanding that much of the domestic 
strategy targeting Arab and Muslim communities is thoroughly linked to carrying out the wars 
abroad, organizations working primarily against Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism and those 
based in the communities most affected must be included at the center of antiwar organizing. 

Movements against war must be international and internationalist. That means building and 
maintaining ties with anti-war campaigners around the world, including, though not limited to, 
counterparts in countries whose governments, often in opposition to massive public opinion, are 
allied members of the US war coalition. It also means working to give voice to those living the 
consequences of the US strategy—those whose families have been killed or injured by US 
airstrikes, drones, bombs, or soldiers; those forced to flee their homes as a result of US-
involved fighting; those unable to find work or feed their children because of US policies that 
have devastated their countries and their economies. And it means working within broader 
campaigns for justice to help consolidate internationalism as a core value and core organizing 
principle of every social movement mobilizing to change the world. 

Anti-war organizing will never succeed when it is limited to self-defined anti-war or peace 
organizations. Only when anti-war, anti-militarism, anti-Pentagon-spending themes emerge as 
one stream in the much wider river of campaigns for racial, economic, environmental justice, 
and human rights will social movements working to end wars be able to claim victory. 
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